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A B S T R A C T

A family systems perspective suggests the repercussions of adolescent police contact
likely extend beyond the adolescent to proliferate to the broader family unit, but little re-
search investigates these relationships. I used data from the Fragile Families and Child
Wellbeing Study, a longitudinal survey of children who became adolescents during an era
of proactive policing, to examine the relationship between adolescent police contact and
four aspects of family life: mothers’ parenting stress, mothers’ monitoring, mothers’ disci-
pline, and the mother-adolescent relationship. Adolescent police contact, especially invasive
police contact, is associated with increased parenting stress, increased discipline, and de-
creased engagement, net of adolescent and family characteristics that increase the risk of
police contact. There is also evidence that suggests adolescent police contact is more conse-
quential for family life when mothers themselves had experienced recent police contact.
These findings suggest the repercussions of police contact extend beyond the individual
and proliferate to restructure family relationships.
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The criminal justice system has expanded rapidly over the past half century. Accordingly, a sizable
number of individuals experience, beginning as early as adolescence, some form of exposure to the
criminal justice system. Police contact is the most common type of exposure, with an estimated 31
million individuals experiencing a police stop or another type of involuntary police contact annually
(Langton and Durose 2016). About one-quarter of adolescents born in urban areas experience per-
sonal police contact by age 15 (Geller 2021).

In response to the pervasiveness of adolescent police contact, in conjunction with the concentra-
tion of this contact among already vulnerable adolescents, research increasingly documents the ad-
verse repercussions of this form of interaction with the criminal justice system (Turney and
Wakefield 2019). Adolescents stopped by the police experience an array of resultant health impair-
ments, including depressive symptoms (Turney 2020), psychological and emotional distress (Del
Toro, Lloyd et al. 2019; Jackson et al. 2019), post-traumatic stress (Jackson et al. 2019), unhealthy
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sleep patterns (Jackson et al. 2020), and health limitations (McFarland, Geller, and McFarland
2019). Adolescents stopped by the police experience additional challenges, such as enhanced legal
cynicism (Geller and Fagan 2019), reduced school performance (Del Toro, Thomas, et al. 2019),
and increased delinquency (Del Toro, Lloyd et al. 2019; Wiley, Slocum, and Esbensen 2013).

A family systems perspective, which highlights the interdependency of family members (such as
parents and children), suggests that adolescent police contact can produce disruptions to the roles
and functions of parent-child relationships (Minuchin 1974). In particular, mothers may adapt and
change in response to adolescent police contact (Elliott and Reid 2019). They may experience
heightened parenting stress, intensify monitoring of their adolescent, and engage in more disciplinary
practices. Adolescent police contact may also alter the mother-adolescent relationship, either drawing
mothers and their children together or pushing them apart. Additionally, the consequences of adoles-
cent police contact may be contingent on mothers’ own history of police contact. Stressors incurred
by children have proliferating consequences for their parents (Barr et al. 2018; Pearlin, Aneshensel,
and LeBlanc 1997), and, in particular, the stressor of criminal justice contact has spillover consequen-
ces that extend beyond those for the individual experiencing the contact (Comfort 2008; Foster and
Hagan 2015). Yet little research examines how and under what conditions adolescent police contact
alters family relationships.

In this article, I use data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, a cohort of children
born in urban areas who experienced adolescence during the proactive policing era (Weisburd and
Majmundar 2018) to examine how adolescent police contact transforms four aspects of the broader
family unit: mothers’ parenting stress, mothers’ monitoring, mothers’ discipline, and the mother-
adolescent relationship. These distinct yet complementary indicators are linked to both parent and
adolescent wellbeing (Aquilino and Supple 2001; Crnic, Gaze, and Hoffman 2005; Hair et al. 2008).
Given the non-random distribution of police contact across the population of adolescents, with some
adolescents more vulnerable to such exposure than others, the analyses account for adolescent (e.g.,
race/ethnicity, neighborhood disadvantage, and delinquency) and parent (e.g., substance use, impul-
sivity, and criminal justice contact) characteristics associated with adolescent police contact. The
results highlight how police contact, a common but sometimes overlooked aspect of the criminal jus-
tice system, has implications that extend beyond the individual and proliferate to restructure aspects
of family relationships.

B A C K G R O U N D

Adolescent Police Contact within a Family Systems Perspective
Family systems theory, and its central tenet that individuals are embedded within broad familial con-
texts, provides a framework for examining the consequences of adolescent police contact for families.
Adolescents have experiences that are embedded in larger family contexts. They are both shaped by
and shape these family contexts, including the dyadic relationships they have with their parents
(Minuchin 1974). That is, though police contact is a stressor with adverse consequences for individu-
als (Goffman 2009; Rios 2011; Shedd 2015), the adverse consequences of this stressor extend be-
yond individuals experiencing the contact (Jackson and Turney 2021). This stressor may alter the
functioning of the family members connected to them (Minuchin 1974). Indeed, research documents
how other forms of criminal justice contact, particularly incarceration, transforms family members of
those enduring the contact. Incarceration has deleterious consequences for the children, romantic
partners, and parents of the incarcerated (e.g., Comfort 2008; Goldman 2019; Turney and Wildeman
2013). Specifically, given the importance of parent-child bonds, the stressor of adolescent police con-
tact—above and beyond characteristics associated with police contact such as delinquency—may
have repercussions for aspects of mothers’ parenting (including parenting stress, monitoring, and dis-
cipline) and for the mother-adolescent relationship.
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Parenting stress. To begin with, mothers of adolescents exposed to police contact may experience
increased parenting stress, the psychological strain experienced when one perceives that parenting
demands exceed one’s capacity to fulfill them (Deater-Deckard 2008). Police contact can be invasive
and traumatic, both for the individual stopped and for those witnessing the stop (Brunson 2007).
Mothers may directly observe the stop or may learn about the stop from their adolescent, a friend or
family member, or the police, all of which could precipitate immediate feelings of worry or distress
(Brunson and Weitzer 2009; Shedd 2015). This worry or distress may linger, as mothers reflect on
the incident and consider the future. Mothers may fear their adolescent will have to withstand future
police contact (Elliott and Reid 2019; Pearlin and Bierman 2013; Turney 2021) or may doubt their
ability to prepare their adolescent for future police contact (Dow 2016). They may anticipate the po-
tential intrusiveness or derogatory nature of the police contact, the possibility of additional criminal
justice sanctions (such as arrests, convictions, and incarcerations) stemming from the police contact,
and how the police contact alters aspects of their adolescent’s life (Del Toro, Lloyd, et al. 2019;
Elliott and Reid 2019; Geller 2021; Geller and Fagan 2019; Jackson et al. 2019). They may also fear
intervention by the child welfare system (Elliott and Reid 2019). Therefore, the various aspects of
worry and distress resulting from adolescent police contact may heighten real or perceived parenting
demands.

Monitoring. Additionally, mothers of adolescents exposed to police contact may increase their
monitoring, via structuring their adolescent’s environment or by acquiring knowledge about their
adolescent’s whereabouts and activities (Dishion and McMahon 1998). Upon learning their adoles-
cent was stopped by the police, mothers may engage in environment management (Dow 2016) or
sheltering (Elliott and Reid 2019). They may solicit information about their adolescent’s whereabouts
and activities to increase knowledge about how their adolescent is spending time away from home.
They may also solicit this information to protect their adolescents, as knowledge can provide mothers
with opportunities to encourage adolescents to manage or circumvent police contact. Indeed, re-
search on youth living in disadvantaged neighborhoods shows how mothers increase monitoring in
response to neighborhood conditions, and similar processes likely operate among mothers of adoles-
cents stopped by the police (Furstenberg et al. 2000; Zuberi 2016).

Discipline. Mothers might also alter the type or frequency of their discipline in the wake of adoles-
cent police contact. Some forms of discipline, such as providing children with explanations or ground-
ing them, are positive strategies that can effectively prevent maladaptive behaviors (Blum et al. 1995).
Alternatively, harsh or adverse disciplinary practices, such as psychological or physical aggression, can
reduce wellbeing among children (Whitaker et al. 2007). Adolescent police stops likely increase all
forms of discipline. Upon learning their adolescent was subject to police contact, mothers may pro-
vide verbal instructions and reasoning in an effort to prepare their adolescents for future police inter-
actions (Elliott and Reid 2019; Stuart 2016). They may encourage their adolescents to engage in
image and emotion management (Dow 2016). Mothers may discipline their adolescents via ground-
ing, either to deliberately restrict their activity in neighborhoods with high police presence or to pun-
ish their adolescents for real or perceived engagement in criminal activity. Mothers may also increase
harsh disciplinary practices, such as psychological and physical aggression, in response to adolescent
police contact (Elliott and Reid 2019). Mothers may feel anger toward their adolescent or toward the
unjust and pervasive criminal justice system (Elliott and Reid 2019). This anger, coupled with fear of
the potential consequences of police contact, can incite harsh disciplinary practices (Martorell and
Bugental 2006).

Mother-adolescent relationship. Finally, adolescent police contact may alter relationships between
mothers and adolescents in the form of engagement, closeness of the relationship, frequency of com-
munication, and time spent together. The direction of this association is not immediately clear. On
the one hand, adolescent police contact may weaken the mother-adolescent relationship. The stress
stemming from police contact, as experienced by both adolescents and their mothers, may fracture
connections (Steinberg 2001). The police contact may transform adolescents, by intensifying anxiety
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or depression or by increasing delinquent behavior, and this transformation may lead adolescents to
isolate themselves from their mothers (Jackson et al. 2019). The police contact may also facilitate
mothers’ loss of trust in their children. On the other hand, adolescent police contact may strengthen
the mother-adolescent relationship. The police contact, and the corresponding trauma, may bring
mothers and adolescents closer, as they collectively experience injustices of the criminal justice con-
tact (Rios 2011). Relatedly, adolescents—many of whom are navigating police contact for the first
time—may turn to mothers for emotional or instrumental support, and this perceived or received
support may reinforce their bonds. The police contact may also increase the time that mothers and
adolescents spend with one another, either in direct response to the traumatic experience or because
mothers view engagement as a way to monitor adolescent behavior.

Variation by nature of police contact. The nature of police contact varies, with some stops involving
more intrusive contact than others, and the consequences of police contact may correspond to this
intrusiveness (Geller 2021; Jackson et al. 2019). In particular, the intrusiveness of the stop—such as
whether the adolescent was searched, frisked, or experienced physical violence—may have implica-
tions for mothers’ parenting. More intrusive stops may be associated with increased parenting stress,
monitoring, and discipline. Additionally, more intrusive stops likely either strengthen or weaken the
mother-adolescent relationship (depending on whether any police contact is reinforcing or
destabilizing).

Mothers’ Police Contact as a Source of Heterogeneous Responses
The repercussions of adolescent police contact for mothers’ parenting stress, mothers’ monitoring,
mothers’ discipline, and the mother-adolescent relationship may vary by mothers’ own history of po-
lice contact, as adolescent police contact occurs in this broader familial system (Minuchin 1974).
Mothers’ own experiences with police likely shape their responses to adolescents’ experiences. On
the one hand, adolescent police contact may be more consequential when mothers themselves have
recently experienced police contact. Mothers recently stopped by the police may have a clear under-
standing of the potential trauma and invasiveness their adolescent experienced (though, to be sure,
police contact as an adult woman is likely different than police contact as an adolescent). Mothers
may also have a discernible knowledge of the lingering consequences of police contact, which could
both increase their parenting stress and the intentionality of their parenting (via closer monitoring
and increased disciplinary behaviors). Mothers recently stopped by the police may experience espe-
cially strengthened relationships or especially weakened relationships with their adolescents, for the
reasons outlined above.

On the other hand, adolescent police contact may be more consequential when mothers them-
selves have not recently experienced police contact. These mothers, without recent personal exposure
to a police stop, may have an especially high level of fear and anxiety stemming from their adoles-
cent’s police contact. This unfamiliarity with police contact may facilitate uncertainty about the
trauma and invasiveness of the contact and the attendant real and perceived consequences of the con-
tact. This fear, anxiety, and uncertainty could increase parenting stress. It could also lead mothers to
engage in especially strict parenting practices, via increased monitoring of their adolescent or in-
creased disciplinary behaviors.

Contextualizing Adolescent Police Contact
The consequences of adolescent police contact occurs in a larger familial context (Minuchin 1974).
Importantly, adolescents who experience police contact are different from adolescents who do not ex-
perience police contact, and mothers, particularly low-income mothers of color, may regulate their
parenting strategies, regardless of adolescent police contact (Elliott and Reid 2019).
Demographically, police contact is more common among boys (compared to girls) and among ado-
lescents of color (compared to white adolescents). For example, about 45 percent of Black boys,
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compared to 26 percent of white boys and 24 percent of Hispanic boys, report at least one police
stop by age 15 (Geller 2021). Police contact is also concentrated among those living in disadvantaged
neighborhoods, which are often characterized by high rates of surveillance (Sewell, Jefferson, and Lee
2016). Police contact is also disproportionately experienced by adolescents of parents with their own
criminal justice contact (Murray, Loeber, and Pardini 2012). Adolescents are more likely to experi-
ence police contact if they or their friends engage in delinquent behavior (Haynie 2002). Therefore,
accounting for these and other characteristics associated with selection into experiencing adolescent
police contact is important.

D A T A , M E A S U R E S , A N D A N A L Y T I C S T R A T E G Y

Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study
Data come from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, a longitudinal survey of 4,898 chil-
dren (and their parents) born in urban areas around the turn of the 21st century and followed over
15 years (Reichman et al. 2001). The baseline interviews with parents occurred between February
1998 and September 2000, with mothers and fathers interviewed in person shortly after the focal
child’s birth. Parents were subsequently interviewed when their children were 1, 3, 5, 9, and 15 years
old (with only primary caregivers interviewed during the most recent survey). Children were also
interviewed at the 9- and 15-year surveys.

These data provide an excellent opportunity to examine intergenerational processes, and, specifi-
cally, the repercussions of adolescent police contact for aspects of family life. First, data collection
most recently occurred between 2014 and 2017, during the peak of the proactive policing era, a pe-
riod characterized by increased police presence to reduce criminal activity (Weisburd and
Majmundar 2018). Second, the data include longitudinal indicators of parenting (including parenting
stress, monitoring, and discipline) and the mother-adolescent relationship, enabling an examination
of changes occurring after adolescent police contact. Third, they include characteristics of adolescents
(e.g., delinquent behavior), their parents (e.g., criminal justice contact), and their neighborhoods
(e.g., race/ethnic composition), facilitating the adjustment of observed characteristics associated with
selection into adolescent police contact.

The analytic sample comprises 3,146 observations. I exclude the 1,317 (26.9 percent) observations
in which the primary caregiver did not participate in the 15-year survey and the additional 434 (8.9
percent) observations in which the primary caregiver is not the child’s biological mother. I allow the
sample size to vary across outcome variables, to preserve as many observations as possible, and the
analytic sample ranges from 3,012 to 3,145 depending on the outcome variable. There are some sta-
tistically significant differences between the baseline and analytic samples. Parents in the analytic sam-
ple, compared to those in the baseline sample, are more likely to be Black and less likely to be
Hispanic. Parents in the analytic sample are also less likely to be born outside the United States.
Mothers in the analytic sample are more likely to have education beyond high school and to report
employment plans in the next year. Other demographic and socioeconomic characteristics—such as
poverty, material hardship, and neighborhood disadvantage—are similar across the baseline and ana-
lytic samples.

Measures
Dependent variables. All dependent variables are measured at the 15-year survey. First, parenting stress
is an average of mothers’ responses to the following four statements (1 ¼ strongly disagree to 4 ¼
strongly agree): (a) being a parent is harder than I thought it would be; (b) I feel trapped by my re-
sponsibilities as a parent; (c) I find that taking care of my child(ren) is much more work than plea-
sure; and (d) I often feel tired, worn out, or exhausted from raising a family (a ¼ .68).
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Second, monitoring is an average of adolescents’ responses to the following two statements (1 ¼
never to 3 ¼ often): (a) how often primary caregiver knows what you do during your free time and
(b) how often primary caregiver knows what you spend money on (a ¼ .60).

Third, discipline is measured by summing together four indicators. Mothers are prompted with
the following: “Children often do things that are wrong, disobey, or make their parents angry. We
would like to know what you have done when youth did something wrong or made you upset or
angry.” Mothers are then asked to report on (a) discipline by explanation, indicating the mother often
explained to the adolescent why something he/she did was wrong; (b) discipline by grounding, indi-
cating the mother often took away privileges or grounded the adolescent; (c) discipline by psychologi-
cal aggression, indicating the mother often shouted, yelled, screamed, swore, or cursed at the
adolescent; and (d) discipline by physical aggression, indicating the mother sometimes or often hit or
slapped the adolescent (with these two categories combined because of their relatively low frequency,
though results are consistent when excluding those who responded sometimes).

Fourth, the mother-adolescent relationship is measured with four variables. Engagement is an av-
erage of mothers’ responses to the following five statements about the frequency of behaviors in the
past month (1 ¼ never to 3 ¼ often): (a) talk with youth about current events, like things going on in
the news; (b) talk with youth about his/her day; (c) check to make sure that youth had completed
youth homework; (d) help youth with homework or school assignments; and (e) do activities to-
gether such as play sports or video games, or household chores such as doing dishes or preparing
food (a ¼ .59). Closeness to mother is measured by adolescent responses to the following (1 ¼ not
very close to 4 ¼ extremely close): “How close do you feel to your mom?” Communication with
mother is measured by adolescent responses to the following (1 ¼ not very well to 4 ¼ extremely
well): “How well do you and your mom share ideas or talk about things that really matter?” Time
with mother is measured by adolescent responses to the following (1 ¼ not at all to 5 ¼ every day or
nearly every day): “In the past month, how often has your mom spent one or more hours a day with
you?”

Adolescent police contact. The primary explanatory variable, measured at the 15-year survey, is a bi-
nary variable indicating the mother reports the adolescent had been stopped by the police (while on
the street, at school, in a car, or some other place).

Control variables. The multivariate analyses adjust for mother, father, and adolescent characteris-
tics, with most time-invariant characteristics measured at baseline and most other characteristics mea-
sured at the 9-year survey (see Table 1 for details about timing).

The parent demographic characteristics include mother’s and father’s race/ethnicity (white [non-
Hispanic], Black [non-Hispanic], Hispanic, other race [non-Hispanic]), immigrant status, age, and
family structure in adolescence (1 ¼ lived with both biological parents). Relationship characteristics in-
clude parents’ relationship status (married, cohabiting, nonresidential relationship) and mother’s and
father’s re-partnership status, relationship quality with each other (1 ¼ poor to 5 ¼ excellent), and
number of children in the household. Socioeconomic characteristics include mother’s and father’s ed-
ucational attainment (less than high school, high school or GED, more than high school), employ-
ment (1 ¼ worked for pay in the past week), income-to-poverty ratio, and material hardship. Health
characteristics include mother’s and father’s depression (Kessler et al. 1998), fair or poor overall
health, heavy drinking (1 ¼ four or more drinks in one sitting in past month), and illicit drug use (1 ¼
use of drugs without a doctor’s prescription or for a longer period than prescribed in the past month).
Neighborhood characteristics are measured by race/ethnic composition (percent white, percent
Black, and percent Hispanic in census tract), neighborhood disadvantage (a standardized index com-
posed of the following census tract characteristics: percent without a college degree, percent unem-
ployed, percent below the poverty line, percent receiving public assistance), social control (an
average of five items [1 ¼ very unlikely to 5 ¼ very likely] such as “neighbors would do something or
get involved if children were skipping school and hanging out on the street”), and social cohesion
(an average of five items [1 ¼ strongly disagree to 4 ¼ strongly agree], such as “people around here are
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Covariates (N ¼ 3,146)

Variable M or % SD

Adolescent police contact (y15) 12.5%
Mother characteristics
Race/ethnicity (b)

White (non-Hispanic) 21.2%
Black (non-Hispanic) 50.5%
Hispanic 24.6%
Other race (non-Hispanic) 3.7%

Foreign-born (b) 14.0%
Age (y9) 34.473 (6.037)
Lived with both biological parents (b) 42.5%
Relationship with adolescent’s father (y9)

Married 30.9%
Cohabiting 9.2%
Not residential 59.9%

Repartnered (y9) 33.9%
Relationship quality (y9) 2.784 (1.477)
Number of children in household (y9) 2.721 (1.308)
Educational attainment (y9)

Less than high school 20.6%
High school diploma or GED 18.1%
More than high school 61.2%

Employed (y9) 63.7%
Income-to-poverty ratio (y9) 2.081 (2.360)
Material hardship (y9) 1.475 (1.846)
Depression (y9) 16.7%
Fair or poor health (y9) 16.2%
Heavy drinking (y9) 8.5%
Illicit drug use (y9) 5.8%
Neighborhood disadvantage (y9) 0.000 (1.000)
Neighborhood percent white (y9) 37.3%
Neighborhood percent Black (y9) 35.2%
Neighborhood percent Hispanic (y9) 20.4%
Neighborhood social control (y9) 3.203 (0.838)
Neighborhood social cohesion (y9) 2.770 (0.486)
Cognitive skills (y3) 6.813 (2.656)
Impulsivity (y3) 2.013 (0.607)
Ever stopped by police (y3, y5, y9) 20.5%
Ever incarcerated (y1, y3, y5, y9) 7.4%
Father characteristics
Race/ethnicity (b)

White (non-Hispanic) 18.6%
Black (non-Hispanic) 53.0%
Hispanic 24.7%
Other race (non-Hispanic) 3.8%

(continued)
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Covariates (N ¼ 3,146)(continued)

Variable M or % SD

Foreign-born (b) 15.3%
Age (y9) 36.893 (7.142)
Lived with both biological parents (b) 44.1%
Repartnered (y9) 2.9%
Relationship quality (y9) 3.192 (1.383)
Number of children in household (y9) 1.011 (1.401)
Educational attainment (y9)

Less than high school 26.0%
High school diploma or GED 29.7%
More than high school 44.4%

Employed (y9) 70.7%
Income-to-poverty ratio (y9) 2.601 (2.904)
Material hardship (y9) 1.420 (1.938)
Depression (y9) 16.2%
Fair or poor health (y9) 14.8%
Heavy drinking (y9) 27.4%
Illicit drug use (y9) 14.0%
Neighborhood disadvantage (y9) 0.000 (1.000)
Neighborhood percent white (y9) 36.0%
Neighborhood percent Black (y9) 36.9%
Neighborhood percent Hispanic (y9) 20.1%
Cognitive skills (y3) 6.449 (2.712)
Impulsivity (y1) 2.001 (0.669)
Ever stopped by police (y1, y3, y5, y9) 59.4%
Ever incarcerated (b, y1, y3, y5, y9) 49.0%
Adolescent characteristics
Male (b) 51.6%
Age (y15) 15.575 (0.757)
Low birth weight (b) 9.2%
Delinquency (y9) 1.234 (1.789)
Impulsivity (y15) 2.458 (0.700)
Peer delinquency (y15) 1.196 (0.302)
Police officer regularly stationed at school (y15) 79.7%
Ever smoked (y15) 4.9%
Ever drank alcohol without parents (y15) 16.8%
Ever used marijuana or other drug (y15) 21.7%
Ever arrested (y15) 6.0%
Ever incarcerated (y15) 2.9%
Lagged dependent variables
Parenting stress (y9) 2.039 (0.687)
Monitoring (y9) 2.224 (0.600)
Discipline (y9) 1.664 (1.280)
Engagement (y9) 2.734 (0.578)
Closeness to mother (y9) 3.663 (0.706)
Talking to mother (y9) 3.140 (0.916)

Notes: b ¼ measured at baseline, y1 ¼ measured at 1-year survey, y3 ¼ measured at 3-year survey, y5 ¼ measured at 5-year survey, y9 ¼
measured at 9-year survey, y15 ¼ measured at 15-year survey.
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willing to help their neighbors”). Finally, the analyses adjust for mother’s and father’s criminal justice
contact (measured by police stops and incarceration) and mother’s and father’s cognitive ability
(Wechsler 2001) and impulsivity (Dickman 1990), both of which are associated with parental crimi-
nal justice contact. Adolescent characteristics include gender, age at the 15-year survey, low birth
weight, delinquency (a sum of 17 items the child reports ever engaging in, such as “purposely dam-
aged or destroyed property that wasn’t yours”; Maumary-Gremaud 2000) and impulsivity (Dickman
1990).

Additional control variables. Some multivariate analyses further adjust for adolescent characteristics
that may heighten the likelihood of police contact, all ascertained only at the 15-year survey. Peer de-
linquency, a continuous measure, is an average of adolescent responses to 11 statements (1 ¼ never
to 3 ¼ often) such as “friend deliberately damaged property that didn’t belong to them.” Other binary
variables indicate whether a police officer is regularly stationed at the adolescent’s school, if the ado-
lescent ever smoked a cigarette, ever drank alcohol more than two times without parents, ever used
marijuana or other drugs, was ever arrested, and was ever incarcerated. The inclusion of the latter
two variables ensure the relationship between adolescent police contact and the outcome variables is
independent of other criminal justice sanctions.

Analytic Strategy
The analytic strategy has two phases, both of which strive to isolate the relationship between adolescent
police contact and four aspects of family life: mothers’ parenting stress, mothers’ monitoring, mothers’ dis-
cipline, and the mother-adolescent relationship. In the first phase, I use ordinary least squares (OLS) re-
gression models to estimate all outcome variables as a function of adolescent police contact.1 The first
model, which provides a baseline estimate of the association, is unadjusted. The second model adjusts for
characteristics that may render the relationship between adolescent police contact and the outcome varia-
bles spurious. The control variables (with the exception of adolescent’s age at the 15-year survey) are mea-
sured at or before the 9-year survey to ensure temporal ordering between the control variables and
adolescent police contact, which almost exclusively occurred between ages 9 and 15.2 The third model
adjusts for a lagged dependent variable, measured at the 9-year survey, facilitating an estimation of change
in the outcome variables after adolescent police contact. The fourth and final model further adjusts for ad-
olescent characteristics (including peer delinquency and other criminal justice sanctions) that are mea-
sured only at the 15-year survey and, therefore, potentially occur after adolescent police contact. Given
that these characteristics may stem directly from police contact, this final model is considered a conserva-
tive examination of the association.3 All models adjust for city fixed effects.

In the second phase, I use OLS models to estimate the relationship between adolescent police
contact and the outcome variables for two subgroups, mothers with and without prior police contact.
Mothers are considered to have prior police contact if they report, at the 9-year survey, being stopped
by the police (but not arrested) for any reason except for a minor traffic violation in the last four
years. These models adjust for all control variables, including a lagged dependent variable. I examined
statistically significant differences across groups.

Relatively few observations are missing data reported by the mother or adolescent (with an aver-
age of 5.5 percent observations missing data on mother-reported control variables and 4.9 percent
observations missing data on adolescent-reported control variables). Missing data are more common
among father-reported control variables (with 23.1 percent observations missing, on average). I use

1 Supplemental analyses that instead use ordered logistic regression models to estimate variables with ordinal outcomes (e.g., disci-
pline, closeness to mother, communication with mother, and time with mother) produce substantively similar results.

2 A small number of adolescents (n ¼ 32) report their first police stop at age 8, but excluding these observations from the analytic
sample produces substantively similar findings.

3 Note that I adjust for adolescent delinquency at the 9-year survey, as it is available then and doing so ensures delinquency is mea-
sured prior to police contact; however, further adjusting for adolescent delinquency at the 15-year survey yields substantively sim-
ilar results.
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the multivariate normal method to produce 20 imputed data sets, pooling across data sets using stan-
dard multiple imputation procedures (Allison 2001).

Sample Description
Table 1 describes the analytic sample. About 12.5 percent of mothers reported their adolescent had
experienced a police stop. The majority of parents are racial/ethnic minorities, with about half of
mothers (50.5 percent) identifying as Black and one-quarter of mothers (24.6 percent) identifying as
Hispanic. About 14.0 percent mothers were born outside the United States. About two-fifths of ado-
lescents’ biological parents were living together at the 9-year survey (with 30.9 percent in marital and
9.2 percent in cohabiting relationships). Post-secondary education was common, with 61.2 percent of
mothers and 44.4 percent fathers reporting education beyond high school. A substantial minority of
parents experienced health problems, with about one-sixth reporting depression (16.7 percent of
mothers and 16.2 percent of fathers) and fair or poor overall health (16.2 percent and 14.8 percent,
respectively).

R E S U L T S

Descriptive Statistics of Outcome Variables, by Adolescent Police Contact
Table 2 presents descriptive statistics of the outcome variables, first for the full sample and then separately
for mothers of adolescents with and without police contact. There are stark differences across groups.
Mothers of adolescents with police contact, compared to mothers of adolescents without police contact,
report more parenting stress (2.331 versus 2.023, p < .001), engage in less monitoring (2.573 versus
2.718, p < .001), and report more discipline (1.749 versus 1.218, p < .001). Finally, aspects of the
mother-adolescent relationship vary across groups. Mothers of adolescents with police contact report less
engagement than other mothers (2.448 versus 2.536, p < .001). Their adolescents report less frequent
communication (2.879 versus 2.993, p < .05) and less time together (4.296 versus 4.460, p < .01).

Estimating Outcome Variables as a Function of Adolescent Police Contact
Table 3 presents estimates of the relationship between adolescent police contact and the outcome
variables, with each model progressively adjusting for characteristics that might render this relation-
ship spurious. I present only the coefficients for adolescent police contact for parsimony. The first
row presents estimates of mothers’ parenting stress. In Model 1, the unadjusted association, mothers
of adolescents with police contact report more parenting stress than their counterparts (b ¼ 0.309, p
< .001). In Model 2, which adjusts for parent and adolescent characteristics, this association is re-
duced in magnitude by 28 percent but remains statistically significant (b ¼ 0.224, p < .001). The as-
sociation also remains statistically significant in Model 3 (b ¼ 0.146, p < .01), which adjusts for prior
parenting stress, and in Model 4 (b ¼ 0.103, p < .05), which adjusts for adolescent characteristics at
the 15-year survey. In this conservative model, mothers of adolescents with police contact have par-
enting stress that is about one-sixth of a standard deviation larger than that of mothers of adolescents
without police contact.

The second row presents estimates of mother’s monitoring. Model 1 shows that mothers of ado-
lescents with police contact, compared to their counterparts, engage in less monitoring (b ¼ -0.145,
p < .001). This association is reduced in magnitude (by 59 percent) and statistical significance in
Model 2 (b ¼ -0.060, n.s.), suggesting the negative unadjusted association results from parent and ad-
olescent characteristics. The magnitude of this coefficient remains similar in Model 3 (b ¼ -0.061,
n.s.) and Model 4 (b ¼ -0.058, n.s.).4

4 Supplemental analyses that separately consider the two individual indicators of monitoring show that, net of all covariates (the
equivalent of Model 4), adolescent police contact is not significantly associated with either monitoring of free time or monitoring
of spending money.
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The next row presents estimates of mothers’ discipline. Model 1 shows that adolescent police con-
tact is positively associated with mother’s discipline (b ¼ 0.310, p < .001). The association persists
in Model 2 (b ¼ 0.320, p < .001), which adjusts for parent and adolescent characteristics, and in
Model 3 (b ¼ 0.287, p < .001), which adjusts for a lagged dependent variable. In Model 4, the con-
servative estimate, adolescent police contact is positively associated with discipline (b ¼ 0.170, p <
.01).5

The final four rows present estimates of the mother-adolescent relationship. Model 1 generally
shows statistically significant differences between mothers of adolescents with and without police
contact. Mothers of adolescents with police contact report less engagement than mothers of adoles-
cents without police contact (b ¼ -0.088, p < .001). This association remains after adjusting for par-
ent and adolescent characteristics (b ¼ -0.077, p < .001) and after adjusting for prior engagement (b
¼ -0.062, p < .01), but falls from statistical significance when adjusting for adolescent characteristics
measured at the 15-year survey (b ¼ -0.041, n.s.). The patterns differ for the other indicators of the
mother-adolescent relationship. Model 1 shows that adolescent police contact is significantly associ-
ated with communication and time together, but these associations are reduced in magnitude and are
statistically non-significant in Model 2, suggesting the bivariate associations stem from parent and ad-
olescent characteristics.

Supplemental analyses. The main analyses show that adolescent police contact increases parenting
stress, increases discipline, and decreases engagement among mothers but is not independently asso-
ciated with monitoring and other aspects of the mother-adolescent relationship. I further interrogate
these relationships with three sets of supplemental analyses.

The first set of supplemental analyses use propensity score matching to estimate the relationship
between adolescent police contact and the outcome variables. Though limitations to this method ex-
ist (Shadish 2013), perhaps most importantly that it does not account for unobservable characteris-
tics, it provides an opportunity to match mothers of adolescents with police contact to otherwise

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of Outcome Variables, for Full Sample and by Adolescent Police
Contact (N ¼ 3,146)

Full sample Adolescent police contact No adolescent police contact

(n ¼ 395) (n ¼ 2,751)

Outcome variable M SD M SD M SD

Parenting stress 2.061 (0.703) 2.331 (0.751) 2.023 (0.688) ***
Monitoring 2.701 (0.441) 2.573 (0.488) 2.718 (0.431) ***
Discipline 1.285 (1.063) 1.749 (1.137) 1.218 (1.034) ***
Engagement 2.525 (0.359) 2.448 (0.398) 2.536 (0.352) ***
Closeness to mother 3.431 (0.803) 3.382 (0.853) 3.438 (0.796)
Communication with mother 2.979 (0.951) 2.879 (0.960) 2.993 (0.948) *
Time with mother 4.440 (0.914) 4.296 (0.977) 4.460 (0.903) **

Notes: Parenting stress, discipline, and engagement are reported by mothers. Monitoring, closeness to mother, communication with mother,
and time with mother are reported by adolescents. Asterisks indicate statistically significant differences between observations where mothers
report their adolescent experienced police contact and where mothers report their adolescent did not experience police contact. Ns vary
across outcome variables (ranging from 3,012 to 3,145).
*p < .05,
**p < .01,
***p < .001.

5 Supplemental analyses that separately consider the four individual indicators of discipline show that, net of all covariates (the
equivalent of Model 4), adolescent police contact is positively associated with discipline by explanation, discipline by grounding,
and discipline by psychological aggression (but not discipline by physical aggression).
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similar mothers of adolescents without police contact. I use a logistic regression model to generate a
propensity score for each observation, ranging from 0 (lowest likelihood of adolescent police contact)
to 1 (highest likelihood of adolescent police contact), based on the observed control variables (See
Online Appendix Table A1). I use kernel matching, which matches all treatment observations to con-
trol observations by weighting control observations by their distance from treatment observations
(kernel ¼ epanechnikov, bandwidth ¼ .06), ensuring no statistically significant observed differences
across groups after matching (Online Appendix Table A2). I then estimate a series of models that
match mothers of adolescents with and without police contact. I present four sets of models: (1) the
matched model; (2) the matched model that adjusts for a lagged dependent variable; (3) the
matched model that adjusts for additional control variables measured at the 15-year survey; and (4)
the doubly robust matched model, which further adjusts for all covariates to account for any slight
group differences after matching (Schafer and Kang 2008). The results are broadly consistent with
the models presented (Online Appendix Table A3).

The second set of supplemental analyses replaces mothers’ reports of adolescent police contact
with adolescents’ reports of adolescent police contact, as adolescent police contact may shape out-
comes even if mothers are unaware of it (e.g., if the contact facilitates changes in adolescent behavior
that makes parenting more stressful for mothers). About 27 percent adolescents report a police stop
(descriptives not presented). The findings from these supplemental analyses diverge from the main
findings in two primary ways (Online Appendix Table A4). First, adolescent-reported adolescent po-
lice contact is not associated with mothers’ parenting stress. Second, contrary to the main findings,
adolescent-reported adolescent police contact is associated with significantly less communication
with mothers (in the final model). One possibility for these inconsistencies is that the relationship be-
tween adolescent police contact and the outcome variables is contingent on mothers’ knowledge of

Table 3. Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) Regression Models Estimating Outcome Variables as a
Function of Adolescent Police Contact (N ¼ 3,146)

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

unadjusted þ controls þ lagged DV þ 15-year controls

Outcome variable b SE b b SE b b SE b b SE b

Parenting stress 0.309 (0.047) *** 0.224 (0.050) *** 0.146 (0.045) ** 0.102 (0.048) *
Monitoring �0.145 (0.032) *** �0.060 (0.029) �0.061 (0.029) �0.058 (0.039)
Discipline 0.531 (0.057) *** 0.320 (0.057) *** 0.287 (0.055) *** 0.173 (0.057) **
Engagement �0.088 (0.020) *** �0.077 (0.016) *** �0.062 (0.017) ** �0.041 (0.025)
Closeness to mother �0.056 (0.056) �0.024 (0.058) �0.022 (0.059) 0.088 (0.063)
Communication with

mother
�0.114 (0.052) * �0.065 (0.061) �0.062 (0.061) �0.001 (0.063)

Time with mother �0.165 (0.058) * �0.085 (0.062) � � �0.081 (0.079)

Notes: Each row represents a separate outcome variable. Model 1, and all subsequent models, includes the key explanatory variable, adolescent
police contact. Model 2 adjusts for the following parent characteristics: race/ethnicity, foreign-born, age, lived with both biological parents, re-
lationship status, repartnership status, relationship quality, number of children in household, educational attainment, employment, income-to-
poverty ratio, material hardship, depression, fair or poor health, illicit drug use, neighborhood disadvantage, neighborhood race/ethnic com-
position, cognitive skills, impulsivity, police stops, and incarceration. Model 2 also adjusts for the following adolescent characteristics: gender,
age, low birth weight, delinquency, and impulsivity. Model 3 further adjusts for a lagged dependent variable. Model 4 further adjusts for the
following adolescent characteristics measured at the 15-year survey: peer delinquency, police officer stationed at school, smoking, alcohol use,
drug use, arrest, and incarceration. All models adjust for city fixed effects. Ns vary across outcome variables.
*p < .05,
**p < .01,
***p < .001.
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the contact. Another possibility is that families where adolescents report their own police contact are
different from families where mothers report their adolescent experienced police contact.6

The third set of supplemental analyses examines the intrusiveness of adolescent police contact
(Online Appendix Table A5). Intrusive police contact is not uncommon, with 34 percent of adoles-
cents with contact reporting a frisk and 37 and reporting a search. Other indicators of intrusiveness
include harsh language (21 percent), racial slurs (8 percent), threatening of physical force (13 per-
cent), and use of physical force (11 percent) (descriptives not shown). I create mutually exclusive
categorical variables for each of the six types of intrusion (e.g., no stop, stop with frisk, stop without
frisk). Across most outcomes and for most types of intrusion, the magnitude of the coefficient for an
intrusive stop is larger than the magnitude of the coefficient for a non-intrusive stop. For example,
mothers of adolescents stopped with a frisk, compared to mothers of adolescents stopped without a
frisk, have more parenting stress (though these coefficients are not statistically different from one an-
other). Mothers of adolescents stopped with a frisk, compared to mothers of adolescents stopped
without a frisk, engage in less monitoring and more discipline. Mothers report less engagement and
adolescents report less closeness to their mothers, less communication with their mothers, and less
time with their mothers. Similar patterns emerge for the additional five types of intrusion.

Variation in the Relationship between Adolescent Police Contact and Outcomes
Table 4 estimates the relationship between adolescent police contact and the outcome variables, sepa-
rately for mothers who do and do not report their own police contact. Across some outcomes, the
magnitude of the adolescent police contact coefficient is larger when mothers report prior police con-
tact than when mothers report no prior police contact. For example, the estimates of parenting stress
show the magnitude of the coefficient is about twice as large when mothers have prior police contact
(b ¼ 0.250 [p < .10] versus b ¼ 0.118 [p < .05]). The relationship between adolescent police con-
tact and discipline is also larger when mothers report prior police contact (b ¼ 0.518 [p < .05] ver-
sus b ¼ 0.252 [p < .01]). In both cases, the differences in coefficients across groups are not
statistically significant (z ¼ 0.94 for parenting stress, z ¼ 1.42 for discipline).

Interesting patterns also emerge with respect to the mother-adolescent relationship (though these
coefficients are often not significantly significant, unsurprising given the relatively small number of
mothers reporting their own recent police contact). Adolescent police contact is associated with
more closeness to mothers when mothers have prior police contact (b ¼ 0.080, n.s.) and less close-
ness to mothers when mothers do not have prior police contact (b ¼ -0.032, n.s.). Similarly, adoles-
cent police contact is positively associated with communication when mothers have prior police
contact (b ¼ 0.061, n.s.) and negatively associated with communication when mothers do not have
prior police contact (b ¼ �0.059, n.s.). Again, the differences in coefficients across groups are not
statistically significant (z ¼ 0.51 for closeness to mothers, z ¼ 0.32 for communication with
mothers).

Supplemental analyses. I considered other characteristics that might structure responses to adoles-
cent police contact including gender, race/ethnicity, and the mother-child relationship prior to the
police stop (measured as engagement, closeness to mother, and communication with mother at the
9-year survey). Results (available upon request) show no clear patterns of heterogeneity, suggesting
that the repercussions of adolescent police contact for parenting and the mother-adolescent relation-
ship are similar for boys and girls; for white, Black, and Hispanic adolescents; and across varying lev-
els of mother-child relationships.

6 Descriptive statistics show some differences between families where mothers and adolescents both report adolescent police con-
tact and families where only adolescents report police contact. For example, when both mothers and adolescents report adoles-
cent police contact, adolescents are more likely to be boys, are more likely to report intrusive stops, are more likely to experience
other criminal justice contact such as arrest and incarceration, and have mothers who report higher levels of parenting stress at
the 9-year survey.
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D I S C U S S I O N
A family systems perspective, with its focus on the interdependency of family members, suggests that
criminal justice contact has consequences that extend beyond the individual enduring the contact,
proliferating to those connected to that individual (Minuchin 1974). In this paper, I examine how ad-
olescent police contact alters mothers’ parenting (including parenting stress, monitoring, and disci-
pline) and the mother-adolescent relationship. I also consider whether the relationship between
adolescent police contact and these outcomes is contingent on mothers’ own police contact. I use
data from the Fragile Families and Child Wellbeing Study, a cohort of youth born in urban areas who
became adolescents during a period of increased police presence (Weisburd and Majmundar 2018).
Three key findings emerge.

First, results show adolescent police contact is associated with increased parenting stress, increased
discipline, and decreased engagement. These relationships persist across a series of models designed
to isolate the consequences of adolescent police contact, including those that adjust for adolescent
and parent characteristics and those that adjust for lagged dependent variables. The repercussions of
adolescent police contact for parenting stress and discipline persist after adjusting for adolescent char-
acteristics that might stem from police contact (such as arrest and incarceration). The repercussions
of adolescent police contact for mothers’ parenting stress suggests that mothers experience resultant
worry and anxiety, facilitating challenges in the parental role (Turney 2021). This also suggests that
police contact may increase mothers’ uncertainty about their adolescents’ future, both with respect to
the possibility they will endure future criminal justice contact and experience consequences stemming
from future criminal justice contact (Elliott and Reid 2019; Pearlin and Bierman 2013). The reper-
cussions for mothers’ discipline suggests mothers change aspects of their parenting in response to ad-
olescent police contact. Adolescent police contact is associated with the increased provision of
explanations to adolescents, grounding of adolescents, and psychological (but not physical) aggres-
sion toward adolescents. Intrusive contact is more consequential than non-intrusive contact, both
corroborating prior research on the deleterious effects of intrusiveness (Jackson et al. 2019) and pro-
viding suggestive evidence that trauma and fear are mechanisms underlying the relationship between

Table 4. Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) Regression Models Estimating Outcome Variables as a
Function of Adolescent Police Contact, by Mother’s Prior Police Contact (N ¼ 3,146)

Mother with prior police contact Mother without prior police contact
n ¼ 264 n ¼ 2,882

Outcome variable b SE b b SE b z

Parenting stress 0.250 (0.131) ^ 0.118 (0.050) * 0.94
Monitoring 0.002 (0.115) �0.063 (0.032) ^ 0.54
Discipline 0.518 (0.175) * 0.252 (0.066) ** 1.42
Engagement �0.010 (0.074) �0.067 (0.020) ** 0.74
Closeness to mother 0.080 (0.215) �0.032 (0.048) 2.13
Communication with mother 0.061 (0.165) �0.059 (0.070) 0.67
Time with mother �0.040 (0.177) �0.100 (0.054) ^ 0.32

Notes: Each row represents a separate outcome variable. Prior police contact indicates the mother reported being stopped by the police be-
tween the 5- and 9-year surveys (prior to the measure of adolescent police stops). All models adjust for control variables in Model 3 of Table
3. Ns vary across outcome variables.
p̂ < .10,
*p < .05,
**p < .01,
***p < .001.
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adolescent police contact and mothers’ parenting and the mother-adolescent relationship. Future re-
search should further investigate such mechanisms.

Second, results show adolescent police contact, on average, is not independently associated with
increased monitoring among mothers or with most indicators of the mother-adolescent relationship.
Mothers may not alter their monitoring behaviors because of difficulty supervising adolescents who
spend substantial time away from home and because of challenges associated with modifying in-
grained patterns (Shanahan and Flaherty 2001). Additionally, the measure of monitoring, which
includes only two types of adolescent-reported monitoring, may not capture all acquired information
about the adolescents’ whereabouts and activities (Dishion and McMahon 1998; Dow 2016). With
respect to the mother-adolescent relationship, theory suggests that adolescent police contact could ei-
ther strengthen or weaken familial bonds (Rios 2011; Steinberg 2001). The null relationships suggest
potentially countervailing consequences, with adolescent police contact drawing some mother-
adolescent pairs closer together and pushing other mother-adolescent pairs further apart (and these
countervailing patterns are observed when considering variation by mothers’ own recent police
contact).

Third, and relatedly, results provide some evidence that the repercussions of adolescent police
contact for mothers’ parenting and the mother-adolescent relationship are largest when mothers en-
dured their own recent police contact. This pattern is consistent across outcomes, and, in some cases
(monitoring, closeness to mother, communication with mother), the coefficient for adolescent police
contact goes in opposite directions across groups. These findings provide suggestive evidence of the
mechanisms underlying the proliferating consequences of adolescent police contact for family rela-
tionships. That is, mothers who endured their own police contact may be acutely aware of the poten-
tially traumatic and intrusive nature of such contact (Brunson 2007), as well as the conceivable
ramifications of the stop (Del Toro, Lloyd, et al. 2019), altering parenting in response to their adoles-
cent’s police contact.

L I M I T A T I O N S
These analyses provide a rigorous accounting of how adolescent police contact can have rippling con-
sequences across families, but several limitations should be noted. First, the data exclude information
about police contact among children besides the focal adolescent, meaning some mothers in the ref-
erence group are likely to have other children who were stopped by the police. This is a small limita-
tion because all dependent variables, with the exception of parenting stress, refer specifically to the
relationship between the mother and focal adolescent. Estimates of parenting stress are therefore
likely conservative. Second, as only primary caregivers were interviewed at the 15-year survey (and
most primary caregivers were children’s mothers), the data do not allow for an examination of the
repercussions of adolescent police stops for fathers’ parenting and the father-adolescent relationship.
Future research should consider this, as well as variation in these associations by fathers’ residential
status and fathers’ criminal justice contact. Third, the observational data preclude causal conclusions.
The analyses adjust for characteristics linked to selection into adolescent police contact, such as delin-
quency and neighborhood disadvantage, but these variables (measured at the 9-year survey) could be
measured years prior to police contact (as adolescents, on average, experienced their first police stop
at age 13). An ideal research design would ensure temporal ordering (with all control variables mea-
sured prior to adolescent police contact) while simultaneously measuring these control variables im-
mediately prior to police contact. Relatedly, though some analyses adjust for a lagged dependent
variable, the six-year gap between the 9- and 15-year surveys means that it is difficult to know that
between-wave changes in the dependent variables occurred after adolescent police contact. However,
the analyses are robust to adjusting for adolescent characteristics measured at the 15-year survey, bol-
stering confidence in the findings. Future research should employ more frequent data collection.
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C O N C L U S I O N S
Taken together, in accordance with a family systems perspective that emphasizes the interdepend-
ency of parents and children, the results suggest that adolescent police contact has repercussions that
proliferate beyond the individual who endures the event. In response to adolescent police contact,
mothers experience increased parenting stress, increased discipline, and decreased engagement with
their adolescent, and there is some evidence these associations are concentrated among mothers who
recently endured police contact themselves. These findings, by highlighting the familial consequences
of criminal justice contact, suggest a need for policies and programs to support adolescents who expe-
rience police contact. Such programs may strive to facilitate healthy relationships between adoles-
cents and their mothers, both by providing supportive services to adolescents exposed to police
contact and to the mothers of these adolescents. These findings also expand our understanding of
the repercussions of police contact and, more broadly, show how the criminal justice system struc-
tures family life in the United States (Comfort 2008).
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