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Abstract

The central role of family within the process of juvenile reentry from a term of incarceration has 

been well documented by researchers and practitioners alike. However, family violence among 

previously incarcerated youth remains alarmingly high across the United States. Drawing from 

differential coercion and social support theory, we examine how family dynamics may 

simultaneously promote and/or inhibit family violence perpetration among youth undergoing the 

process of reentry. Four waves of panel data from the male-only youth subsample of the Serious 

and Violent Offender Reentry Initiative are analyzed using a series of dynamic panel data models. 

Findings demonstrate that both pre- and post-release levels of family conflict are significantly 

associated with increased family violence during reintegration. Mechanisms of family support, 

however, are not associated with post-release family violence. Results from this study highlight the 

salience of family conflict in understanding family violence perpetration among recently released 

juveniles and their families.

Keywords

Family violence; Youth reentry; Family conflict; Family support; Incarceration

In 2016, just over 45,000 juveniles were in residential placement facilities in the United 

States (Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention [OJJDP] 2018b). Trends in 

rates of juvenile incarceration show that the average age within this population is about 17 

years, and racial/ethnic minorities are incarcerated at a rate that is about 2.7 times higher 

than White youth (OJJDP 2018a). Despite a decrease in the number of youth incarcerated 

over the past decade (OJJDP 2018a), youth reentry – the process of leaving a detention 

facility and returning to the community – has remained a pressing issue among researchers, 

practitioners, and policy makers alike. Juvenile incarceration is associated with a wide range 

of negative outcomes following release including worse physical and mental health (Barnert 

et al. 2017), diminished psychosocial maturity (Dmitrieva et al. 2012), decreased 

employment prospects (Apel and Sweeten 2010), and increased contact with the criminal 
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justice system (see Lambie and Randell 2013 for an overview). Research has also shown that 

juvenile incarceration inhibits educational outcomes (Bullis et al. 2002), and can change 

important social relationships with families (Sullivan 2004). As Steinberg et al. (2004) note, 

one major issue faced by adjudicated youth is poor family relationships, and removing youth 

from their home via incarceration can exacerbate existing issues within the family such as 

family violence.

Family violence occurs with striking regularity among high-risk and adjudicated youth. 

Findings from the Survey of Youth in Residential Placement (SYRP) show that about 67% 

of juvenile males incarcerated for a violent offense know or are related to their victims 

(Sedlak and Bruce 2010). Although the SYRP do not include data on violence perpetration, 

survey data show that just under 40% of youth report some form of abuse prior to 

incarceration with the majority of these experiences occurring within the family unit. 

Understanding the correlates of family violence are important for researchers and policy 

makers alike as prior studies have shown that incarcerated youth who experience or engage 

in family violence are placed at a much greater risk of engaging in other violent behaviors 

relative to incarcerated youth who do not engage in family violence (Spaccarelli et al. 1995). 

Overall, these trends and findings mesh with prior research highlighting that family 

relationships within this population tend to be highly unstable and tenuous (Steinberg et al. 

2004).

Perhaps somewhat paradoxically in light of the relatively high rates of family violence 

among incarcerated youth, the family is often cited as the most important resource for youth 

as they leave incarceration and undergo the process of reentry (Mowen and Boman 2018; 

Panuccio et al. 2012, see also OJJDP 2018c). Families are critical sources of social support 

for returning youth (Martinez and Abrams 2013) and provide tangible (e.g., housing) and 

intangible (e.g., love and emotional support) support. Yet, juvenile reentry is commonly 

accompanied with tumultuous family relationships and interactions (Moore et al. 2013; 

Martinez and Abrams 2013). Although family support has been tied to increased reentry 

success among juveniles (Martinez and Abrams 2013), conflictual family relationships have 

been linked to recidivism and reincarceration (Braman and Wood 2003; Cottle et al. 2001; 

Mowen and Boman 2018). Scholarship is far less clear, however, on the relationship 

between family dynamics and family violence perpetration among returning youth.

Clearly, understanding factors that relate to the perpetration of family violence among 

previously incarcerated youth is pressing both in terms of theory and policy. Consequently, 

the goal of this study is two-fold. Drawing on differential coercion and social support theory 

(Colvin et al. 2002), we explore the extent to which family relations during incarceration and 

after release relate to family violence perpetration among returning youth. Using four waves 

of data from the youth subsample of the Serious and Violent Offender Reentry Initiative (a 

sample comprising male youth only), we explore how family conflict and support relate to 

family violence perpetration post-release. Following, we provide an overview of trends in 

juvenile incarceration and reentry. Then, we discuss the role of family within this process 

placed within the context of differential coercion and social support theory.
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Juvenile Reentry and Family

As the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (2017) notes, national 

recidivism rates for juveniles do not exist, but the OJJDP estimates that about 55% of all 

juveniles will be rearrested within the first year of release and about 24% will be 

reincarcerated within the first year (see also Snyder and Sickmund 2006). Other studies 

mirror this conclusion. For example, a study by Calley (2012) found recidivism rates of 

about 24% and Bullis et al. (2002) reported recidivism rates of about 40% within the first 

year of release among this population. At the same time, researchers have called into 

question the efficacy of youth incarceration; a study sponsored by the U.S. Department of 

Justice following approximately 1300 youth over five years found that incarceration did not 

significantly reduce offending (Mulvey 2011).

These trends in recidivism among adjudicated youth have led researchers to explore a wide 

range of underlying mechanisms for the relatively high rates of reentry failure. Perhaps more 

so than any other factor, prior research has highlighted the important role of the family 

within the reentry process. Research has found, for example, that increased family contact 

during incarceration relates to more prosocial outcomes (Monahan et al. 2011), and family 

members provide “ties that bind” (Martinez and Abrams 2013) that ultimately lead to 

desistance from offending. Yet, family relationships can become strained within this process. 

Family members may be a significant source of stress and conflict (Braman and Wood 

2003), and family conflict has been shown to lead to delinquent peer associations and 

recidivism (Mowen and Boman 2018). Highlighting this, Cottle et al. (2001) found that 

problematic family relations were one of the strongest predictors of recidivism among 

previously incarcerated youth. This duality is perhaps best summarized by Martinez and 

Abrams (2013) who find that although family members are typically excited about reuniting 

with their relatives, they can also be conflicted and report negative interactions and emotions 

including “anger, a sense of betrayal, and disappointment” (p. 173).

The importance of understanding how family dynamics relate to family violence among 

returning youth is well grounded in theory. Differential coercion and social support theory 

(DCSS; see Cullen 1994; Colvin et al. 2002) offers the possibility that individuals’ social 

networks and relationships can function both as (a) a coercive force that encourages criminal 

behavior because of the anxiety or fear associated with these relationships; and, (b) a source 

of support that restrains criminal behavior because of increased access to resources. 

Coercion refers to aversive inter-exchanges between the youth and their family members, 

perhaps best typified by family conflict. Social support, on the other hand, refers to receiving 

assistance from family members including love and a sense of belonging. Thus, rather than 

assessing the mere presence or absence of the interpersonal relationships of a given person, 

DCSS suggests that the nature of these relationships is a critical point of inquiry (Colvin et 

al. 2002; Colvin 2007). Additionally, both coercion and support can exist within the same 

relationships, where family members provide some forms of social support while 

simultaneously being a source of conflict. Similarly, it is possible for neither social support 

nor coercion to exist in a given relationship; the absence of one does not indicate the 

presence of the other. However, to date, research has not examined how the presence of 
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family conflict and support – individually or in tandem – are related to family violence 

among juveniles.

From the perspective of DCSS, family conflict – as a coercive force – is likely to contribute 

to family violence while family emotional or instrumental support – forms of social support 

– likely restrain or prevent family violence. For example, juveniles may gain instrumental 

benefits from their family members such as food, shelter, transportation, and help finding 

employment (Martinez and Abrams 2013; Western et al. 2015). They may also reap other 

benefits such as having people with whom they may comfortably discuss their problems, and 

family members may provide access to social capital both within and outside the family 

(Western et al. 2015). According to DCSS, these social supports are expected to reduce the 

likelihood of offending, including engaging in family violence. On the other hand, families 

may act as a coercive force in which family conflict generates stress for juveniles that may 

increase their likelihood of engaging in family violence. This may arise from strained 

interpersonal relationships, financial hardships, or even family members’ criminal 

involvement. Although DCSS has been applied to the examination of successful reentry 

among adults (Mowen and Boman 2018), to our knowledge, no existing research has 

examined how families may incite family violence through conflictual relations or restrain 

family violence through social support among returning youth.

Clearly, the family plays a multifaceted and complicated role in the process of reentry. On 

one hand, family members are likely the most significant source of social support and thus, 

desistance from family violence. On the other hand, returning youth may experience conflict 

with their family members which may push them into recidivism, including family violence. 

While existing studies have tied family relationships to some outcomes including 

reincarceration and reoffending (Cottle et al. 2001; Mowen and Boman 2018), prior research 

has failed to examine how these family dynamics may contribute to family violence 

perpetration among youth. Family dynamics may be particularly salient for juveniles who 

may not have had the time or life experiences that would allow them to build broader 

networks with social capital that they might access to support their successful reentry. 

Instead, juveniles are likely to rely on their families for both their instrumental (e.g., 

housing) and emotional (e.g., love and encouragement) support. As such, examining the 

extent to which family dynamics influence family violence during reentry among juveniles 

may be particularly useful for understanding, and ensuring, prosocial outcomes following 

incarceration.

Current Study

As highlighted above, the family plays a central role for youth as they undergo the process 

of reentry from incarceration. Although family violence appears to be an all too common 

experience among this population, prior research offers no insight into the relationship 

between family dynamics and family violence perpetration. To address this important gap in 

the literature, we use data from the male-only youth subsample of the Serious and Violent 

Offender Reentry Initiative (SVORI) to examine how family support and family conflict 

relate to family violence perpetration. Following the preceding discussion of DCSS, we offer 

two hypotheses:
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Hypothesis 1: youth who report higher levels of family support will report lower 

levels of family violence perpetration post-release

Hypothesis 2: youth who report higher levels of family conflict will report higher 

levels of family violence perpetration post-release.

Methods

Data

Data for this project come from the youth subsample of the Serious and Violent Offender 

Reentry Initiative (SVORI, Lattimore and Visher 2009). A federally funded initiative, the 

goal of SVORI was to examine the effect of enhanced reentry programming on a variety of 

post-release outcomes in the areas of criminal justice, education, housing, health, and 

employment. Enhanced reentry programming referred to a wide-range of programming, 

classes, and treatment aimed at addressing the needs and risk of returning individuals such 

as substance abuse treatment, anger management prevention classes, reentry preparation, 

education, and skills training (see Visher et al. 2017 for a detailed overview). As a quasi-

experimental design, the SVORI data contain individuals who were identified as SVORI 

participants as well as individuals who received “business as usual” (Lattimore and Steffey 

2009). Generally, individuals were selected to participate in SVORI – both as participants 

and non-participants – based on criminal history as well as risk (for a detailed description on 

participant recruitment and selection, see Lattimore and Steffey 2009, p. 36–37). For the 

youth subsample, individuals were included in the SVORI sample across four different sites 

with data collection beginning in 2004/2005 and ending in 2007.

The total sample size at wave one includes 337 male youth (average age at wave one = 16.8 

years, range = 14 to 22 years) with four distinct waves of panel data.1 Wave one data were 

collected from each respondent via interview prior to release, typically about 30 days before 

the scheduled date of release. Wave two data were collected approximately 3 months post-

release; wave three data about 9 months post-release; and wave four data were collected 

about 15 months following release from prison/juvenile detention. About 72% of individuals 

participated in each wave of data collection (Lattimore and Steffey 2009, p. ES-8). At each 

wave, respondents were asked a series of questions about their personal experiences and 

beliefs, family relationships, criminal offending, as well as questions about programming 

and treatment (see Lattimore and Steffey 2009 for a broad overview of SVORI). In the 

current analysis, we draw data from all four waves.

Measures

Dependent Measure: Post-Release Family Violence—The dependent measure in the 

current study is family violence post-release captured at waves two, three, and four. The 

SVORI data contain five questions assessing family violence. Specifically, respondents were 

asked, since the previous interview, how often they had engaged in the following behaviors: 

1) threatened to hit someone with a fist or anything else that could hurt them, 2) thrown 

1A subsample that included female youth was initially collected by SVORI researchers, but was not released due to the small sample 
size and concerns over anonymity.
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anything at someone that could hurt them; 3) push, grab or shove someone; 4) slap, kick, 

bite, or hit someone with a closed first; or, 5) threatened to use a weapon on someone. 

Response categories followed along a six-point ordinal scale (0 = never, 1 = once, 2 = a few 

times, 3 = about once a month, 4 = a couple of times a month, 5 = once a week, 6 = several 

times a week). The average Cronbach’s alpha across each post-release wave is 

approximately .901 indicating high inter-item reliability (Cronbach 1951). To ensure these 

items captured a unidimensional construct, we also performed an exploratory factor analysis 

(Kim and Mueller 1978). All individual items loaded at .75 or higher, and the Eigenvalue 

(3.402) indicated the items loaded onto a single factor. Each item was summed to create a 

scale capturing post-release family violence. This measure has a mean of 4.042, standard 

deviation of 6.083 and ranges from 0 (no family violence) to 30 (very high levels of family 

violence). As this measure varies across time, the within-individual standard deviation is 

4.071 highlighting a great deal of within-person change in family violence during the three 

post-release waves. Due to the significant positive skew in the data, we use the natural 

logarithm. Descriptive statistics for this measure, as well as all other measures used in the 

analyses, are shown in Table 1, below.

Pre-Release Family Violence—Though we discuss our analytic strategy in a subsequent 

section, to ensure our findings are robust, we include a measure capturing pre-incarceration 

levels of family violence. This measure was created using identical items as the post-release 

measure of family violence, but asked the respondent about family violence perpetrated in 

the six months leading up to incarceration (collected at wave one). Like the dependent 

measure, a Cronbach’s alpha (.916) as well as a confirmatory factor analysis (all factor 

loadings exceeding .75) indicated these measures represented a unidimensional and 

consistent construct. These items were summed to create a scale of pre-release family 
violence. This measure has a mean of 6.767, standard deviation of 7.396, and ranges along 

the same scale as the dependent measure (0 to 30).

Family Conflict and Support—To create a measure of family conflict, we draw data 

from three measures used in prior research (Mowen and Boman 2018). Specifically, 

respondents were asked to respond to the following three statements: 1) I fight a lot with my 

family members, 2) I feel like I disappoint my family; and, 3) I am criticized a lot by my 

family. Respondents could answer along a four-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = 

disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree). These items were then summed together to create a 

scale of family conflict, though we separate pre-release and post-release responses (alpha 

across all four waves = .802). The pre-release (wave one) measure of family conflict has a 

mean of 6.661, standard deviation of 1.704, and ranges from 3 (low family conflict) to 12 

(high family conflict). The post-release measure of family conflict (waves two, three, and 

four) has a mean of 6.348, standard deviation of 1.693, and ranges from 3 (low family 

support) to 12 (high family support). The within-individual standard deviation in post-

release family conflict is .938 suggesting that levels of family conflict change within-persons 

across time after release from prison. About 47.7% of the variation in family conflict is 

between-individuals while 52.3% is within-individuals across time.
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In addition to family conflict, we also include measures that encompass family support. 

Specifically, we draw data from a series of questions assessed on a four-point Likert scale (1 

= strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = agree, 4 = strongly agree) that asked respondents the 

extent to which they had someone in the family to provide: 1) advice on a place to live, 2) 

help finding a job, 3) financial support, 4) transportation; questions that asked if they had 

someone in their family 5) to talk to about their problems, 6) who understands their 

problems, 7) to turn to for suggestions, 8) who loves me; as well as questions that asked if 

they: 8) feel close to their family, 9) want family involved in their life, and 10) are a source 

of support for their family. To examine whether these measures represented unior multi-

dimensional measures of family support (e.g., Martinez 2006), we performed an exploratory 

factor analysis with orthogonal rotation.

The rotated factor analysis, shown in Table 2, revealed that these ten items loaded distinctly 

onto three factors. The first factor captures family instrumental support and is comprised of 

measures indicating that the respondent had someone in their family to provide advice on a 

place to live and help finding a job (alpha = .886). The second factor captures emotional 

support and is comprised of the three items indicating that the respondent has a family 

member to talk to about problems, who understands their problems, and to turn to for 

suggestions (alpha = .867). The final measure captures companionship support and is 

comprised of three items indicating that the youth feels close to their family, wants family 

involved in their life, and is a source of support for their family (alpha = .750).

Like the measure of family conflict, we include pre- and post-release measures of family 

support as separate covariates. Specifically, the pre-release wave one measure of family 

emotional support has a mean of 10.406, standard deviation of 1.775 and ranges from 3 (low 

emotional support) to 12 (high emotional support). The mean for pre-release companionship 

support is 11.012, standard deviation of 1.359, and ranges along the same metric. Because 

the respondents were incarcerated at wave one, there is no measure of pre-release 

instrumental support.

The post release (waves two, three and four) measure of emotional support has a mean of 

9.486, overall standard deviation of 1.423, and ranges from 3 (low support) to 12 (high 

support). The within-individual standard deviation is 1.101 and captures the extent to which 

this measure varies across time. The post-release measure of companionship support has a 

mean of 10.22, standard deviation of 1.771 and also ranges from 3 (low support) to 12 (high 

support). The within-individual standard deviation of companionship support is .859. The 

post-release measure of instrumental support has a mean of 6.526, standard deviation of 

1.131, and ranges from 2 (low support) to 8 (high instrumental support). The within-

individual standard deviation of instrumental support is .692.

Programming—Although prior research examining the programmatic elements of the 

SVORI sample has provided mixed-results on the efficacy of programming on reentry 

outcomes (see Visher et al. 2017), we control for a number of programs which were all 

assessed at wave one. We include a series of binary measures (1 = yes, 0 = no) capturing 

whether or not the respondent participated in personal relationship training (36.5% of the 

sample), programming to change criminal attitudes (74.9% of the sample), domestic 
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violence support groups (9.5% of the sample), received mentoring (39.5% of the sample), 

participated in anger prevention classes (57.0% of the sample), and/or received educational 

programming (48.2% of the sample). In the analysis, we contrast those who received these 

programming elements (1 = yes) compared to those who did not receive these programs (0 = 

no).

Additional Control Measures—We also control for a variety of demographic 

characteristics, prior criminal justice history, and personal experiences that may affect family 

violence. Each were collected at wave one. Specifically, we include a binary measure for 

race capturing non-white respondents (80.1% of the sample) in contrast to white respondents 

(19.9% of the sample). We control for family contact during incarceration by including an 

ordinal measure indicating the extent to which the respondent was visited during 

incarceration (1 = never, 2 = a few times, 3 = monthly, 4 = weekly, 5 = daily). The mean of 

this measure is 2.880 indicating that, on average, youth were visited between a few times 

and monthly during incarceration. The standard deviation of this covariate is 1.134, with a 

range from 1 (no visits) to 5 (daily visits).

We also include a binary measure capturing whether or not the respondent was a gang 

member at wave one (1 = yes). Overall 13.4% of respondents indicated they were a member 

of a gang at wave one. We also include binary measures – also from wave one – that capture 

whether the respondent had a parole violation (1 = yes) with 40.1% of respondents 

indicating they had a prior parole violation, and whether the respondent had received a 

disciplinary infraction during incarceration (1 = yes) with 57.5% of respondents reporting 

having received a disciplinary infraction. We also include a binary measure indicating 

whether or not the respondent was enrolled in middle school in contrast to those who 

reported being in, or have completed, high school. Overall, 24.6% of the sample reported 

being enrolled in middle school compared to 76.4% who had completed or were enrolled in 

high school.

We also control for self-efficacy at wave one as some prior work has found that self-efficacy 

is particularly important for returning persons (Bahr et al. 2010). To create this measure, we 

identified a total of 14 measures in the data that asked youth a variety of questions 

concerning beliefs about their abilities, future, and attitudes using a four-point Likert scale 

(1 = strongly agree, 2 = agree, 3 = disagree, 4 = strongly disagree). We performed an 

exploratory factor analysis to determine the total number of factors. Results demonstrated 

the presence of only one factor with five items loading onto this measure. Specifically, these 

items asked youth how much they agreed/disagree with the following statements: 1) there is 

no way you can solve some of the problems you have, 2) you feel like you are being pushed 

around in life, 3) you often feel helpless dealing with the problems of life, 4) you have little 

control over the things that happen to you, and 5) your life has gone out of control. These 

items were summed to create a scale of self-efficacy. This measure has a mean of 14.421, 

standard deviation of 2.478, and ranges from 4 (very low efficacy) to 20 (very high efficacy). 

Finally, we control for whether or not the respondent was a SVORI participant. Overall, 

45.1% of respondents were identified as SVORI program participant.
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Analytic Strategy

The SVORI data are longitudinal panel data whereby respondents were repeatedly sampled 

across four waves of data. This nested design requires an approach that accounts for a lack 

of independence and correlated error term across time. As Allison (2015) notes, mixed- and 

fixed-effects models – likely the most popular forms of longitudinal data analysis – are 

unable to include a lagged measure of the dependent variable in the case of longitudinal 

panel data due to correlated error terms across waves. Yet, there is often a need to account 

for a lagged measure of the dependent variable as a control because “baseline” levels of a 

dependent variable may be a particularly robust predictor of future changes in that measure. 

A dynamic panel model uses structural equations to meet the assumption of independence 

thereby allowing for the inclusion of a lagged measure of the dependent variable as a control 

in the analysis. Specific to our analysis, we account for family violence prior to incarceration 
to ensure that findings on changes in post-release family violence are not simply an outcome 

of omitting this key covariate. The dynamic panel model approach uses a series of changed 

equations whereby the lagged dependent variable at wave one shares a pathway with each 

progressive outcome (t + 1). The equation for the dynamic panel data model is:

yit = λyit − 1 + xii̇β + wiδ + αi + εt + vit

Within this approach, yit–1 is the outcome for each individual i at time t, yi0 is the exogenous 

baseline observation of yit, xit is the vector of time variant measures, wi is the vector of the 

time invariant measures, δ is the unit of time, αi is the fixed-effect at each wave, εt 

represents unobserved similarity across waves, and vit is the variant error term (Williams et 

al. 2018).

Using the dynamic panel model, we proceed in multiple steps. First, we examine the 

relationships across the measures through correlations and variance inflation factors. 

Second, we then present the results of the dynamic panel models by examining the 

relationship between pre-incarceration family violence and family violence post-release. 

Next, we step in the time invariant measures including the pre-release measures of family 

relationships, programmatic variables, and all control measures. We then present the full 

model that includes both pre-release and post-release measures. Finally, we note that there is 

attrition in the SVORI youth sample. About 72% of the 337 youth at wave one participated 

in each of the three follow-up waves (Lattimore and Steffey 2009). To retain data, we use 

full-information maximum likelihood estimation (Allison et al. 2017).

Results

Prior to presenting the results, we first examined the correlations and variance inflation 

factors among these measures. Results demonstrate that variance inflation is relatively low 

across all measures with a mean variance inflation factor of 1.39, and no variance inflation 

actor exceeding 2.11 (O’Brien 2007). Likewise, a correlation matrix revealed that 

correlations – even among pre- and post-release measures of family conflict and support – 

were relatively low (approximately .3 across all pre- and post-release family measures).
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Results of the dynamic panel data models are shown in Table 3, below. The insignificant chi-

square value, as well as the comparative fit index (above .90) indicates that the model fits the 

data well (Williams et al. 2018). For this baseline model, we note that the root mean squared 

error of approximation (RMSEA) value of .059 is slightly above the preferred cut off of .05, 

but the RMSEA improves in subsequent models once covariates are added. Overall, results 

of this model demonstrate that pre-incarceration measures of family violence do not 

significantly relate to changes in family violence post-release.

In model two, we introduce the pre-release measures of family support, programming, and 

additional control measures. The measures of fit indicate the model fits the data well. The 

substantive results demonstrate that family conflict during incarceration is significantly 

related to within-person increases in family violence post-release (p< .05), while family 

supports are not associated with post-release family violence. Specifically, a one unit higher 

score on pre-release family conflict is associated with an 8.4% higher score in post-release 

family violence. Non-white respondents, relative to white respondents, report significantly 

lower levels of family violence (p < .05). To more intuitively illustrate the effect size of pre-

release family conflict on post-release family violence, Fig. 1 presented below plots the 

predicted value on the non-logged post-release family violence index for individuals with 

mean, low (two standard deviations below the mean), and high levels of family conflict (two 

standard deviations above the mean).

Model three introduces the post-release family measures. Results of this model demonstrate 

that post-release family conflict is significantly associated with increased family violence (p 
< .05). Substantively, this finding shows that within-person increases in family conflict are 

associated with significant within-person increases in family violence. Specifically, a one 

unit increase in post-release conflict is associated with an 8.9% increase in post-release 

family violence. However, post-release measures of family supports are not significantly 

associated with post-release family violence. To examine the effect sizes of post-release 

family conflict on family violence, Fig. 2, shown below, shows the expected score on the 

family violence index for an individual with mean levels of family conflict at wave two who 

experiences a one standard deviation increase in post-release family violence across waves 

two, three, and four.

Overall, these findings suggest that individuals with higher levels of family conflict prior to 

release experience significantly higher levels of family violence post-release, and increases 

in family conflict post-release are also associated with higher levels of family violence.

Discussion

Drawing from differential coercion and social support theory (Colvin et al. 2002), the goal 

of this research was to examine how family support and family conflict related to family 

violence perpetration among youth undergoing reentry from incarceration. Specifically, we 

used four waves of data from the youth subsample of the Serious and Violent Offender 

Reentry Initiative to examine how specific types of pre- and post-release family support and 

family conflict related to family violence. We now return to our hypothesis and extant 

literature to explore the findings of the analysis.
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Our first hypothesis, that family support would relate to lower levels of post-release family 

violence perpetration, is not supported. Specifically, results demonstrated that pre-release 

levels of family emotional and companionship support were not significantly associated with 

post-release family violence after taking into account a variety of controls. Further, post-

release family emotional support, family companionship support, and family instrumental 

support also failed to significantly relate to family violence after adjusting for a variety of 

additional factors. This finding stands in contrast to prior research that has highlighted that 

family support is predictive of more successful reentry experiences among formerly 

incarcerated juveniles, although prior research has not specifically examined outcomes 

related to family violence (Martinez and Abrams 2013).

Our second hypothesis premised that family conflict would relate to higher levels of post-

release family violence. This hypothesis is supported as the results of a series of dynamic 

panel data models demonstrated that both pre- and post-release levels of family conflict 

related to significant increases in family violence during the process of reentry. Specifically, 

higher levels of family conflict immediately prior to release related to significant increases 

in post-release family violence. Similarly, youth who experienced increases in family 

conflict once released reported significant increases in family violence perpetration. This 

finding is consistent with extant research that has found that family conflict does not 

promote successful reentry, but instead predicts recidivism (Braman and Wood 2003; Cottle 

et al. 2001; Mowen and Boman 2018). Although prior studies have not examined family 

violence as an outcome, our results demonstrate the underlying process affecting recidivism 

is similar for family violence.

When placed within the context of DCSS (Colvin et al. 2002), we find support for the notion 

that family conflict – as a mechanism of coercion – is significantly associated with increased 

risk of family violence perpetration among returning youth. This finding meshes with 

Martinez and Abrams (2013) who noted that frustration and conflict can lead to youth 

withdrawing from their prosocial relationships with their family members. Our results 

suggest that part of this withdrawal may manifest in the form of threatened or actual 

physical violence against family members. On the other hand, we find little support for the 

notion that family support reduces the risk of family violence for returning youth. One 

potential explanation for this is that the outcome investigated in this study – family – may be 

affected differently by family support than other outcomes that have been studied in prior 

research such as other forms of reoffending, arrest, and incarceration. However, research on 

adults has shown that family conflict appears to undermine the protective effects of family 

support on recidivism (Mowen and Boman 2019b), and research suggests that family 

conflict may be particularly salient for returning youth (Mowen and Boman 2018). Finally, 

one area that was not specifically examined in this study was the possible interactive effect 

of family conflict and support. That is, the influence of family conflict on family violence 

may be contingent on the presence, or absence, of family support for youth undergoing the 

process of reintegration (e.g., Mowen and Boman 2019a). Modeling these more complex 

family dynamics could be a fruitful direction for future research.

Findings from this study carry important policy implications. Perhaps most broadly, findings 

from this study suggest that family conflict may be a particularly salient factor in promoting 
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deleterious outcomes among returning youth. This finding is bolstered by the fact that our 

analytical models accounted for levels of family violence prior to incarceration. That is, the 

influence of pre-incarceration and within-person changes in post-release family conflict on 

family violence perpetration appears to be independent of pre-existing levels of family 

violence perpetration. This finding echoes prior work that has marked negative family 

relationships as particularly problematic for returning youth (e.g., Cottle et al. 2001). From a 

policy standpoint, research has shown that youth reentry is typified by strained family 

connections (Braman and Wood 2003; Cottle et al. 2001; Martinez and Abrams 2013) and 

incarcerated youth often have difficulty in maintaining quality ties to their family members 

(Monahan et al. 2011). Although we account for the number of times the youth was visited 

by family members, it is possible that simply being visited is not enough to counteract the 

formation of family conflict. Instead, it is possible that programs aimed at increasing the 

quality of contact between the juvenile and their family may lower levels of both pre- and 

post-release conflict and, therefore, reduce family violence during reentry. Additionally, 

some prior research has found that reentry programming that contains strong mentoring 

components has been successful in reducing recidivism among returning youth (Bouffard 

and Bergsetg 2008), which may include reducing family violence. Although our results 

demonstrated that participation in a mentoring program was not significantly associated with 

family violence, it is possible that mentoring programs specifically aimed at reducing family 

conflict may prove fruitful in reducing family violence.

Perhaps more poignantly, research on multisystemic therapy for adjudicated youth has 

shown promising results in reducing perpetration of violence (Henggeler et al. 1996). Using 

a randomized clinical trial design, Henggeler et al. (1993) found that youth who received 

multisystemic family preservation therapy were far less likely to be re-arrested that youth 

did not receive multisystemic family preservation therapy. While the study did not 

specifically analyze family violence as an outcome, other research projects have also found 

that multisystemic therapy that involves family members promotes prosocial outcomes 

among high-risk youth (Sawyer and Borduin 2011, see also Perkins-Dock 2001). In this 

vein, Letourneau et al. (2009, p. 91) note that effective interventions for antisocial behavior 

in adolescents “share a family-based focus.” To our knowledge, the youth in the SVORI 

sample did not receive this type of family-based therapy. Based on the wide range of 

research finding ample support in the effectiveness of family-based therapy in reducing 

offending among high-risk youth, an additional policy recommendation based on our study 

is to improve access to family-based interventions among incarcerated youth. Such 

interventions may effectively reduce family conflict because family functioning and 

relations are a core focus of this type of therapy. Future research should examine the efficacy 

of family-based interventions on reducing family conflict during reentry.

Despite the contributions of this project, there are a number of notable limitations. First, the 

sample used in this study is not representative of all juveniles. For instance, the sample 

encompassed only male juveniles and, as a result, findings may not be generalizable to 

female youth. Future research should examine the joint roles of family support and family 

conflict on family violence among adjudicated female youth. Second, this study’s sample 

included serious offenders only, and thus, the findings may not generalize to less serious 

juvenile offenders returning from a term of incarceration. Third, we are unable to account 
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for neighborhood and community characteristics, which is also a notable limitation. For 

example, in an analysis of data encompassing 562 male and female juveniles undergoing 

reentry in Florida, Kennedy et al. (2018) noted that while family dynamics were 

significantly associated with post-release outcomes, neighborhood characteristics were the 

most robust predictors of reentry success and failure. Future research should explore how 

neighborhood characteristics might mitigate, or magnify, the relationship between family 

dynamics and family violence perpetration.

There are additional limitations concerning the amount of time the SVORI data encompass 

as well as limitations concerning the measurement of key variables in the study. Towards the 

former, the SVORI data are now over a decade old and thus may not represent current 

dynamics that juveniles face post-release. Additionally, our study was limited to the first 15 

months-post release and, as a result, our findings do not speak to longer term outcomes for 

youth as they transition into adulthood. Towards the latter, the measure of family violence 

used in this study is somewhat limited in scope and does not encompass all possible forms of 

family violence (Gelles 1985). Likewise, some of the measures of family support – such as 

advice on finding a place to live, or help finding a job – may not be as relevant to youth as 

their adult counterparts. Future research should consider additional measures of family 

support that may pertain more explicitly to adolescents. Relatedly, wave one (pre-

incarceration) levels of family violence were collected from respondents when they were 

incarcerated which means that this measure of pre-incarceration family violence may suffer 

from recall bias. Moreover, the use of a single reporter (i.e., the youth participants) may 

introduce bias into the variables (e.g., social desirability bias) that could have been improved 

by triangulating the youths’ responses with other data sources. Finally, while our findings 

demonstrate that pre-incarceration levels of family violence are not significantly associated 

with post-release changes in family violence, it is possible that the effect of pre-incarceration 

family violence may be more salient earlier in the reentry process or more influential among 

individuals who are incarcerated for shorter amount of time. Future research should explore 

this possibility.

Conclusion

Overall, findings from this study highlight the pressing need to reduce family conflict among 

incarcerated and recently released youth to curb family violence perpetration. Yet, the 

existing focus regarding the role of family within the juvenile justice system is almost 

entirely on the role of family support. For example, a recent literature review provided by the 

Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (2018c) on family engagement in the 

juvenile justice system focused almost exclusively on establishing and maintaining 

supportive familial relationships. Yet, as highlighted by this study, the presence of family 

support is not the same as the absence of family conflict. Researchers, practitioners, and 

policy-makers alike must recognize that family conflict is a significant risk factor for family 

violence perpetration among high-risk and adjudicated youth, and that this risk factor exists 

independently of family support. As highlighted by this research, failure to take effective 

steps in reducing family conflict among previously incarcerated youth and their families 

may result in the continuation of high rates of family violence within this population.
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Fig. 1. 
Bar graph plotting mean, low, and high levels of pre-release conflict and post-release family 

violence
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Fig. 2. 
Bar graph plotting one standard deviation increase in post-release family conflict and post-

release family violence
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Table 2

Rotated factor analysis for family support measures

Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3

Have someone in my family…

to provide advice on a place to live 0.776 0.314 0.196

to provide help finding a job 0.781 0.254 0.127

to provide financial support 0.327 0.248 0.232

to provide transportation 0.372 0.324 0.156

to talk to about problems 0.294 0.672 0.094

who understands my problems 0.303 0.722 0.219

to turn to for suggestions 0.297 0.744 0.215

who loves me 0.363 0.342 0.288

I feel close to my family 0.250 0.303 0.543

I want family involved in my life 0.295 0.263 0.570

I am a source of support for my family 0.246 0.275 0.461

Eigenvalue 2.250 2.209 1.150

Cronbach’s Alpha 0.886 0.865 0.750

Bold indicates the item was used in the corresponding scale
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