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Abstract

Background: In the Netherlands, youths of Moroccan origin account for a disproportionately large percentage of
the population in juvenile justice institutions. Previous research showed that Moroccan adolescents in pre-trial
arrest are characterized by less serious offending behavior (i.e., primarily property-based) and lower levels of mental
health problems than native Dutch adolescents in pre-trial arrest. To date, little is known about the parent-child
relationship of these adolescents. This study examines the mother-son relationships of Moroccan and native Dutch
delinquent adolescents and their association with adolescent delinquency.

Methods: In the present study, differences in the mother-son relationship characteristics between families of
incarcerated (N = 129) and non-incarcerated (N = 324) adolescents were examined, and it was analyzed if these
differences between incarcerated and non-incarcerated adolescents were the same for Moroccans and native
Dutch. Data collection for the incarcerated sample took place from 2006 to 2008. Comparison data were used of
interviews conducted with mothers originating from former larger studies in the general Dutch population. Latent
Class Analysis was performed in order to identify types of mother-son relationship. Logistic regression analyses
were used to identify the relationships between mother-son relationship types, incarceration and ethnicity.

Results: A three class model of mother-son relationship types was found: a low-conflict mother-son relationship
type, a high-conflict mother-son relationship type, and a neglectful mother-son relationship type. Compared to the
native Dutch adolescents, Moroccans (both in the incarcerated and non-incarcerated population) more often
showed a neglectful mother-son relationship type. For Moroccans, no differences in mother-son relationship types
were found between the incarcerated and non-incarcerated adolescents, whereas considerable differences
occurred between the native Dutch incarcerated and non-incarcerated adolescents.

Conclusions: Our findings indicate that mother-son relationship types of incarcerated Moroccan adolescents and
non-incarcerated Moroccan adolescents are rather comparable. These findings are in line with previous studies
which revealed the less problematic profile of Moroccan adolescents in pre-trial arrest in the Netherlands
compared to native Dutch adolescents in pre-trial arrest.
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Background
In Western societies, youths belonging to an ethnic
minority group are disproportionally likely to become
engaged in criminal behavior [1-4]. For instance in the
US, African-American youth aged 10 to 17 years repre-
sent only 15% of their age group, but they account for
26% of juvenile arrest rates and 32% of delinquency
referrals to juvenile court. Likewise, in European coun-
tries, ethnic minority youths such as West Indians in
England and Algerians in France, are clearly overrepre-
sented in juvenile justice institutions [4]. In the Nether-
lands, youth of Moroccan origin is by far the most
conspicuous ethnic group in this respect, with 3% per-
cent in the total population of youth aged 10 to 20
years, but over 25% percent of the total population of
incarcerated youth [5].
In a previous study, it was found that Moroccan ado-

lescents in pre-trial arrest in the Netherlands represent
a specific offender type [6]. Analyses of criminal record
data showed that Moroccan adolescents compared to
Dutch native adolescents in pre-trial arrest, were more
often incarcerated for property-based offences with or
without violence, and less often for violent and sexual
offences and for arson. In addition, it is worth noting
that in general, the violence used in property offences
involving violence, often is relatively light [7]. In about
50% of the cases, the violence used consists of threats in
order to obtain property, and in many other cases, light
violence is used in order to escape from the crime scene
or to flee from the police. Thus, the study examining
Moroccan adolescents in pre-trial arrest clearly indi-
cated that a considerable amount of Moroccan adoles-
cents were incarcerated for less serious offences than
their Dutch native peers in pre-trial arrest. Moreover,
these Moroccan incarcerated adolescents showed lower
levels of mental health problems than native Dutch
incarcerated adolescents [8]. Compared to Moroccan
adolescents in the general population, incarcerated Mor-
occan adolescents showed higher levels of internalizing
and externalizing behavior, but this difference between
the general and incarcerated population was much lar-
ger for native Dutch adolescents, with native Dutch
incarcerated revealing the highest levels of problem
behavior. In the current study, we compare the mother-
son relationship of Moroccan and native Dutch incar-
cerated and non-incarcerated male adolescents.

Parenting and delinquency
There is substantial evidence that a positive parent-ado-
lescent relationship consisting of a combination of par-
ental supervision and support protects adolescents
against delinquency [9,10]). In criminological theories,
absence of these parenting behaviors is even considered

as a strong predictor of juvenile delinquency. Up till
now, most research exploring the link between family
functioning and juvenile delinquency in general, focuses
on the impact of discipline methods and parental moni-
toring. These studies showed that adolescents who often
have conflicts with their parents, or who receive little
parental support, are at increased risk of juvenile delin-
quency [10,11]. In addition, low levels of parental moni-
toring and high levels of harsh parental disciplining are
related to high levels of delinquent behavior in adoles-
cents [12-14].
However, since parental discipline may be perceived

differently in groups originating from various cultures, it
has also been suggested that the association between
parental discipline and delinquency may vary across cul-
tural groups [15]. There is some empirical evidence that
the relationship between parental discipline and externa-
lizing behavior is absent or even negative for African-
American adolescents, whereas a positive relationship
was found for Caucasians [16]. In addition, parental
monitoring may have a stronger effect on adolescent
delinquency in groups belonging to the ethnic minority
than to the ethnic majority. That is, ethnic minority
members often live in relatively economically deprived
and disorganized neighborhoods, and the protective
effect of parental monitoring to adolescent delinquency
may be even stronger in such circumstances [14,17]. In
accordance, it was found that a lack of parental moni-
toring was a stronger predictor of adolescent offending
for adolescents belonging to ethnic minority groups
than for Caucasians [18-20]. However, other studies
showed that these ethnic differences are rather small
[21,22]. Thus, as findings on ethnic differences in the
relationship between parenting and delinquency are
inconsistent, general conclusions based on previous
findings may be questionable, and further research on
this subject is needed.

Parenting in Moroccan families in the Netherlands
Moroccans belong to one of the largest immigrant
groups in the Netherlands. Migration began in the
1960s when Moroccan men were recruited for working
in the Dutch labor market. Since then, many of these
labor migrants brought their families to the Netherlands
and stayed permanently. Nowadays, about 40% of the
Moroccan immigrants are born in the Netherlands.
Moroccans belong to the least privileged migrant groups
in the Netherlands, and public opinion clearly reflects
this marginal status [23-25]. The Moroccan culture is
characterized by an emphasis on the collective interest
of the family, and compliance to parents and older
family members [26]. Findings from small-scale, qualita-
tive studies indicate that the parenting style of
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Moroccan parents on average is characterized by more
authoritarian discipline than the parenting style of
Dutch parents [27]. Furthermore, it was found that
Moroccan parents less often monitor, control and sup-
port their children when they reach adolescence [27-29].
Possibly, Moroccan parents consider the upbringing of
their children completed at an earlier stage than Dutch
parents. A previous large-scale study in Moroccan
families in the Netherlands revealed positive correlations
between parental affection and discipline, which may
imply that parental strictness entails elements of paren-
tal interest and warmth in this ethnic group [26]. This
may have implications for the relationship between par-
ental discipline and problem behavior. Indeed, this study
revealed no association between parental discipline and
internalizing problems. The former indicated that there
may be considerable differences in the upbringing and
the relationship between parenting and delinquency for
Moroccan compared to native Dutch families in the
Netherlands.

Limitations of former research
Economic disadvantage is related to negative parenting
behaviors such as high levels of strict discipline and low
levels of parental warmth [e.g., [17]]. As socio-economic
conditions of ethnic minority groups are relatively unfa-
vorable, it is of importance to take this factor into
account when examining ethnic differences the associa-
tion between parenting and juvenile delinquency. For-
mer studies in various ethnic populations have often
overlooked socio-economic status as a factor in their
analyses. Furthermore, previous research focused on dif-
ferent independent parenting variables (e.g., discipline
methods, parental monitoring) in relation to juvenile
delinquency, using a variable-centered approach. This is
a limitation, as this approach does not capture overall
family patterns [30]. Also, most former studies were
conducted in the general population using self-report
delinquency measures. Since underreporting of (serious)
delinquent behavior may be relatively common in self-
report studies, and general population studies may not
have been able to include large numbers of adolescents
who show serious delinquent behavior, previous studies
show important limitations in this respect as well [31].

The present study
This study examines the mother-son relationships of
Moroccan and native Dutch delinquent adolescents
using an incarcerated sample and comparison samples
from the general population. Socio-economic status of
the participants is taken into account in all analyses. In
the present study, a typological approach is used in
which different family types are identified and their
association with adolescent delinquency is examined.

Three research questions are addressed in this study.
First, what patterns of mother-son relationship charac-
teristics can be identified in a population of incarcerated
and non-incarcerated adolescents in the Netherlands?
Second, how do patterns of mother-son relationship
characteristics in families of incarcerated adolescents
compare to patterns of parenting in families of non-
incarcerated adolescents? Third, are these differences
the same across ethnic groups (Moroccan and native
Dutch adolescents)? In line with previous research on
the parent-adolescent relationship and juvenile delin-
quency, it is expected that patterns of mother-son rela-
tionship characteristics in families of incarcerated
adolescents will more often be characterized by low
levels of maternal monitoring and maternal affection
and high levels of maternal discipline than the patterns
of mother-son relationship characteristics in families of
non-incarcerated adolescents. We expect the differences
between incarcerated and non-incarcerated boys to be
smaller for the Moroccan than for the Dutch adoles-
cents, since our previous studies indicated that Moroc-
can incarcerated boys in pre-arrest show a less
problematic profile than their native Dutch peers. In
addition, overall we expect that patterns of mother-son
relationship characteristics in Moroccan families are
more often characterized by low levels of affection,
maternal monitoring and high levels of discipline, com-
pared to the patterns of mother-son relationship charac-
teristics in native Dutch families.

Methods
Participants
Mothers of incarcerated boys
In the present study, interview data on mothers of incar-
cerated boys are included, as youth detained under
criminal law in juvenile justice institutions merely con-
sist of male detainees, and participating parents in this
study were predominantly mothers. The boys were con-
secutively taken into pre-trial detention in 10 (out of 11)
juvenile justice institutions in the Netherlands between
May 2006 and February 2008; data collection including
interviews with the mothers of these adolescents took
place during the same time period. In the Netherlands,
criminal legislation for youths applies to persons aged
12 to 18. Pre-trial detention is enforced when a young-
ster is suspect of an offence, awaiting trial, and if deten-
tion is thought to be necessary for the protection of
others or the adolescent itself. These adolescents were
all suspects of one or more offences.
Eligible for inclusion in the present study were those

mothers of whom the son remained in a juvenile justice
institution and participated in the study. Dutch mothers
had to be able to speak and read Dutch, Moroccan
mothers had to be able to speak Moroccan-Arabic. All
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mothers received a letter containing the aims of the pre-
sent study. Dutch mothers were contacted by telephone
to make an appointment for the interview which took
place at the participants’ home. Moroccan mothers were
sent an introductory letter in Dutch and Moroccan-Ara-
bic and within a couple of weeks a trained Moroccan
interviewer visited the parents’ home to request them to
participate.
Data collection took place at the participants’ homes,

where questionnaires were handed over to the parent.
The questionnaires were filled out by the Dutch
mothers. For Moroccan mothers, the questionnaires had
been translated into Moroccan-Arabic and to check the
accuracy of the translation we performed an indepen-
dent back translation into Dutch. Since Moroccan par-
ents did not have to be able to read Moroccan-Arabic
or Dutch in order to participate in an interview, the
questions were read aloud and were filled out by the
interviewers. Participants were assured of the confidenti-
ality of their spoken and written responses and data
were archived anonymously. Moreover, written informed
consent was obtained from the participants. Participants
received compensation (a gift certificate). The research
protocol was approved by the Ethical Board of the
Department of Social Sciences of Leiden University and
the Ministry of Justice in the Netherlands. For a more
detailed description of the data collection procedure see
[8].
Initially, two-hundred seventy-three parents, fathers as

well as mothers, were asked to participate in the study.
Eighty-four parents refused to participate and 22 parents
were not found at home by the interviewers. Thus in
total, 167 parents were interviewed, which is a total
response rate of 61% (response rate Dutch parents 50%,
and response rate Moroccan parents 70%). Of these 167
parental interviews, 129 interviews were conducted with
the mother and only these were used in the present
study. Sixty-six mothers were of Moroccan origin (i.e.,
she or the father of her son was born in Morocco) and
63 mothers were of native Dutch origin. Since incom-
plete participation of the parents may have caused some
bias in the findings of the present study, we tested if
adolescents, whose parents completed the interview,
scored significantly different on self-reported internaliz-
ing and externalizing problems as measured by the
Youth Self-Report (version 1991), than adolescents
whose parents did not participate in the study. No dif-
ferences were found on internalizing problems (F =
0.392, df = 1, p = 0.53) or externalizing problems (F =
1.106, df = 1, p = 0.29).
Moroccan immigrant parents in the general population
Data were used of interviews conducted with mothers
originating from a larger study, in which a sample of
1,127 children aged 4 through 18 with at least one

parent born in Morocco, were randomly selected from
municipal registers of Rotterdam and The Hague. Par-
ents and adolescents were sent an introductory letter in
Dutch and Arabic describing the aims of the study and
within a couple of weeks a trained Moroccan inter-
viewer visited the respondents’ homes to request them
to participate. Data collection took place at the partici-
pants’ homes, where questionnaires were handed over to
the parent. The questions were read aloud and filled out
by the interviewers. Data collection took place from
April 2001 to July 2002. A total of 819 parents partici-
pated in the total study (response rate 73%). In the pre-
sent study mother-reported data of male adolescent
participants, aged 13 through 18 (N = 116), were used.
The data collection procedure and in- and exclusion cri-
teria are described in detail elsewhere [32].
Dutch parents in the general population
Data were used of interviews with mothers that were
collected as part of a national research on children/ado-
lescents and their parents, ‘Child-rearing in the Nether-
lands in the 90s’. The families were selected from a
larger sample of 10,000 families representative of Dutch
population and were first contacted by phone. In the
phone conversation the general purpose of the study
was explained and it was checked if the parents had an
adolescent child. From all contacted families with ado-
lescent children, 53% agreed to participate. Data collec-
tion took place from 1993 to 1995 at the participants’
homes, where questionnaires were administered indivi-
dually to adolescents, mothers, and fathers. The sample
consisted of 508 families with adolescents aged 12
through 18. In the present study we used mother-
reported data of male adolescent participants who were
in the age of 13 through 18 (N = 208). The data collec-
tion procedure and in- and exclusion criteria are
described in further detail elsewhere, see [11].

Measures
Mother-son relationship
To assess maternal parenting practices, two subscales of
the Nijmegen Rearing Questionnaire [33] were used:
Affection Expression and Discipline. Mothers were
asked to indicate on a 6-point scale (1 = highly disagree
to 6 = highly agree) whether they agreed with the items.
Affection Expression consists of nine items which mea-
sure the extent to which the mother shows positive
affection towards the child (e.g., ‘I often tell my child
that I love him/her’). Discipline consists of five items
concerning different types of punishment used by the
mother (e.g. ‘Most of the time, when my child does
something he/she is not allowed, I slap him/her’, ‘I pun-
ish my child by sending him/her to his/her room’).
Maternal monitoring was measured by means of a six-
item instrument on a 4-point scale (1 = nothing to 4 =
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everything). Mothers were asked to indicate how much
they know about, for example, their child’s friends, how
their child spends free time or how their child spends
money [34]. To assess the amount of conflicts between
adolescents and their mothers, the Parent-Adolescent
Conflict List [35] was used. Mothers were asked to indi-
cate on a 5-point scale (1 = never to 5 = very often)
how often they quarrel with their son/daughter about 15
issues (e.g. ‘academic achievement’, ‘curfew’, ‘home
chores’, ‘son’s/daughter’s friends’, etc.). Reliabilities of
the Moroccan-Arabic translations of the scales were
comparable to the reliabilities of the Dutch versions.
The alphas of the Affection Expression scale were .84
for the Dutch version and .87 for the Moroccan-Arabic
version. The alphas of the Discipline scale were .79 for
the Dutch version and .86 for the Moroccan-Arabic ver-
sion. The alphas of the Maternal monitoring scale were
.83 for the Dutch version and .91 for the Moroccan-
Arabic version.
In order to determine underlying dimensions of the

Parent-Adolescent Conflict List, factor analysis was
used. Exploratory factor analysis (i.e., Principal Compo-
nent Analysis) revealed three factors (eigenvalues >1.0)
and Varimax rotation (with Kaiser Normalization)
showed three distinct factors. Factor 1 represented
mother-child conflicts about issues outside the home,
whereas Factor 2 represented mother-child conflicts
about in-home issues, and Factor 3 represented one
item (conflicts about son’s girlfriend). The first two fac-
tors indicated a 46% explanation of the variance across
all 15 items. As Factor 3 consisted of one item only, this
item was not further used in the analyses. One item
(conflicts about father’s/mother’s new partner) had low
factor loadings on all extracted factors, this item was
not retained. Thus, two underlying dimensions of the
Parent-Adolescent Conflict List were used as two sub-
scales: Conflicts about issues outside the home and
Conflicts about in-home issues. Reliabilities of the two
subscales were comparable for Dutch and Moroccan-
Arabic versions; the alphas of the Conflicts about issues
outside the home subscale were .82 for the Dutch ver-
sion and .87 for the Moroccan-Arabic version, the
alphas of the Conflicts about in-home issues subscale
were .70 for the Dutch version and .80 for the Moroc-
can-Arabic version.
Educational level
Parental educational level was scored on a 4-point scale:
0 = elementary school or uncompleted elementary
school, 1 = lower level of secondary or vocational educa-
tion, 2 = medium level of secondary or vocational edu-
cation and 3 = higher level of vocational education or
university. The highest educational level of the father or
the mother was used to score educational level of the
family. For statistical analyses, the scores were classified

into ‘low educational level’ (0-1), ‘moderate educational
level’ (2) and ‘high educational level’ (3).

Statistical analyses
In order to identify different mother-son relationship
types within the total sample of native Dutch and Mor-
occan parents of incarcerated and non-incarcerated ado-
lescents, Latent Class Analysis (LCA) was used. LCA is
a statistical method which is used to identify a set of
mutually exclusive latent classes that account for the
distribution of cases that occur within a cross tabulation
of observed variables [36]. In other words, the purpose
of a LCA is to find the smallest number of classes of
individuals with similar patterns of, in this case mother-
son relationships, which can explain associations of a set
of variables. The parameters in a LCA model are class
specific symptom profiles (which give the probabilities
of a set of items for a particular class) and latent class
probabilities (which estimate the likelihood for indivi-
duals to belong to each of the classes). Individuals are
classified to the group with their highest class probabil-
ity. The number of latent classes is determined by test-
ing the goodness of fit of models with N latent classes
using the Vuong-Lo-Mendell-Rubin likelihood ratio test
and goodness of indices such as the Akaike Information
Criterion, the Bayesian Information Criterion and
Entropy. Latent Class Analyses were conducted in the
software package Mplus version 5. To test the represen-
tation of native Dutch and Moroccan mothers of incar-
cerated and non-incarcerated adolescents in each of the
classes, Chi-square tests were used. In order to identify
the relationship of incarceration of the child and ethni-
city on each of the mother-son relationship types, logis-
tic regression analyses were conducted. Interaction
effects between incarceration and ethnicity on mother-
son relationships were tested using logistic regression
analyses.

Results
Descriptives
Table 1 shows descriptive statistics and differences in
the mean scores on the mother-son relationship charac-
teristics between each subsample. These characteristics
differed significantly between the samples: Discipline (F
= 20.847, df = 3, p < 0.01); Affection Expression (F =
4.951, df = 3, p < 0.01); Monitoring (F = 8.529, df = 3, p
< 0.01); Conflicts about issues outside the home (F =
6.971, df = 3, p < 0.01); Conflicts about in-home issues
(F = 24.561, df = 3, p < 0.01).

Mother-son relationship types
Latent Class Analysis was performed based on mother-son
relationship characteristics using the standardized scores
(Z-scores) of each participant on the following scales:
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Monitoring, Discipline, Affection Expression, Conflicts
about issues outside home and Conflicts about in-home
issues. LCA showed a significant three-class model for the
total group of native Dutch and Moroccan mothers (of
incarcerated adolescents and non-incarcerated adoles-
cents), which was the best fitting LCA-solution according
to the Vuong-Lo-Mendell-Rubin likelihood ratio test (p <
0.05). The Akaike Information Criterion and the Bayesian
Information Criterion were both lower for the three-class
model (AIC = 6241.991 and BIC = 6332.541) than for the
two-class model (AIC = 6308.574 and BIC = 6374.428),
indicating a more parsimonious solution. A four-class
model did not improve the LCA-solution. Also, the
Entropy of the three-class model was satisfactory (0.75),
indicating a good model as well. The average class prob-
abilities were high (.84 - .90), which indicated that the par-
ticipants were properly classified to their latent class.
Figure 1 shows the standardized scores on each mother-
son relationship characteristic for Class 1. Class 1 (8% of
453 participants) was characterized by extreme low scores
on monitoring, indicating a very low awareness in mothers
of their child’s affairs, low scores on affection expression

and average scores on conflicts with child about issues
outside the home. This class was also characterized by
slightly below average scores on conflicts with the child
about in-home issues and almost average scores on disci-
pline. Class 1 therefore, could be termed neglectful
mother-son relationship. Class 2 (64% of 453 participants)
was characterized by above average scores on monitoring,
below average scores on conflicts with the child (on in-
home issues and issues outside the home) and almost
average scores on affection expression and discipline.
Class 2 therefore was termed low-conflict mother-son rela-
tionship, see Figure 2. Class 3 (28% of 453 participants)
was characterized by high scores on conflicts with the
child about in-home issues and issues outside the home,
somewhat above average scores on discipline, but slightly
below average scores on monitoring and average scores on
affection expression. Class 3 was termed high-conflict
mother-son relationship, see Figure 3.

Mother-son relationship types and population samples
The neglectful mother-son relationship type was predo-
minantly found in the Moroccan incarcerated

Table 1 Descriptives and mean scores (SD) on the mother-son relationship characteristics for each subsample

ND
N = 208

NM
N = 116

ID
N = 63

IM
N = 66

Range (Min - Max) Skew-ness Kurtosis

Affection Expression 38.75a (7.57) 36.38b (10.30) 35.90b,c (8.84) 40.47a (8.27) 45
(9 - 54)

-.570 .127

Discipline 14.67a (5.16) 18.36b (7.65) 17.14b

(6.30)
21.41c

(7.97)
25
(5 - 30)

-.044 -.909

Monitoring 19.82a (2.22) 18.20b,c (4.28) 17.58c (3.90) 19.07a,b (5.42) 18
(6 - 24)

-.967 1.242

Conflicts issues outside home 14.56a (4.66) 15.13a (6.44) 17.49b (6.26) 17.56b (7.77) 28
(7 - 35)

.701 .169

Conflicts in-home issues 13.72a (3.82) 11.59b (4.62) 12.89a,c (4.11) 8.94d (4.01) 24
(6 - 30)

.575 .105

Note. ND = Non-incarcerated Dutch, NM = Non-incarcerated Moroccan, ID = Incarcerated Dutch, IM = Incarcerated Moroccan; a,b,c,d Different superscripts refer
to significant differences (p < 0.05) between the groups (within rows), tested by means of MANOVA.
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Figure 1 Neglectful mother-son relationship type.
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Figure 2 Low-conflict mother-son relationship type.
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population (15,2%), the Moroccan non-incarcerated
population (12,9%), and in the native Dutch incarcerated
population (9,5%), see Table 2. In the native Dutch non-
incarcerated population, only 1,0% of the mothers
reported this mother-son relationship type (Chi = 24.3,
df = 3, p = 0.00). The low-conflict mother-son relation-
ship type was found in 75,5% of the Dutch families in
the non-incarcerated population and in 57,1% of the
Dutch families with an incarcerated son (Chi = 11.2, df
= 3, p = 0.01). The high-conflict mother-son relation-
ship type was predominantly (33,3%) found in the
Dutch incarcerated population (Chi = 3.1, df = 3, p =
0.38).
Logistic regression analyses were conducted to identify

the direct relationships between ethnicity and incarcera-
tion of the child with the three mother-son relationship
types, see Table 3. Initially, our bivariate analyses
showed that incarcerated boys were more likely to have
a neglectful mother-son relationship and that non-incar-
cerated boys were more likely to have a low-conflict
relationship with their mother. When ethnicity, educa-
tional level of the parents, single-parenting and age of
the child were included in the multiple regression mod-
els, these effects did not remain significant. Next, ethni-
city was significantly related to the neglectful mother-
son relationship type. Mothers of Moroccan origin were
(nearly five times) more likely to report this type of
mother-son relationship, and this effect (OR = 3.91, CI

1.45-10.56, p = 0.01) remained significant when all other
variables were included in the multiple regression
model.
In addition, interaction effects of incarceration and

ethnicity to the three mother-son relationship types
were tested, see Table 2. Only for Dutch native families,
incarcerated boys more often had a neglectful mother-
son relationship than boys who were not incarcerated
(OR = 7.27, CI = 1.24-42.56, p = 0.03), whereas no such
differences were found for families of Moroccan origin
(OR = 1.13, CI = 0.46-2.76, p = 0.79). Similarly, incar-
ceration of the child was significantly related to a low-
conflict mother-son relationship in Dutch families (OR
= 0.47, CI = 0.25-0.89, p = 0.02), i.e., mothers of non-
incarcerated children more often reported a low-conflict
mother-son relationship type. This effect was not found
in families of Moroccan origin (OR = 1.06, CI = 0.55-
2.05, p = 0.86).

Discussion
The purpose of this study was to examine differences in
patterns of mother-son relationship characteristics
between families of incarcerated and non-incarcerated
adolescents, and to examine these differences across eth-
nic groups (Moroccan and native Dutch families). Using
Latent Class Analysis, a three class model of mother-son
relationships was found: a low-conflict mother-son rela-
tionship type, a high-conflict mother-son relationship
type, and a neglectful mother-son relationship type. It
was found that the low-conflict mother-son relationship
type, characterized by relatively low levels of mother-son
conflicts, above average monitoring, and average affec-
tion and discipline, was most common in all populations
(i.e., incarcerated, non-incarcerated, native Dutch and
Moroccan families), but was found most often in native
Dutch families of non-incarcerated boys. The high-con-
flict mother-son relationship type, characterized by high
levels of mother-son conflicts and average affection was
found in about a quarter of all populations, and was
slightly more prevalent in the Dutch incarcerated sam-
ple than in the other samples. Finally, the neglectful
mother-son relationship, which indicated a low aware-
ness in mothers of their child’s affairs and little affec-
tion, was found in a small percentage of all populations,
but was virtually absent in the Dutch native non-incar-
cerated sample.
In line with previous research on the parent-adoles-

cent relationship and juvenile delinquency, it was
expected that mother-son relationship types in families
of incarcerated adolescents would be more often charac-
terized by low levels of maternal monitoring and mater-
nal affection and high levels of maternal discipline than
these types in families of non-incarcerated adolescents.
Indeed, the neglectful mother-son relationship was less
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Figure 3 High-conflict mother-son relationship type.

Table 2 Representation of mother-son relationship types
in population samples

Neglectful Low-conflict High-conflict

Dutch Moroccan Dutch Moroccan Dutch Moroccan

Non-
incarcerated

1.0% 12.9% 75.5% 62.1% 23.6% 25.0%

Incarcerated 9.5% 15.2% 57.1% 63.6% 33.3% 21.2%

Total 3.0% 13.7% 71.2% 62.6% 25.8% 23.6%
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likely to be reported by native Dutch mothers of non-
incarcerated adolescents than by native Dutch mothers
of incarcerated adolescents. However, in contrast to our
expectations, a mother-son relationship type character-
ized by high levels of maternal discipline was not found
in the present study. For Moroccan families, the absence
of a mother-son relationship type comprising high disci-
plining, may reflect a change in maternal parenting
behavior over time, i.e., when their children reach ado-
lescent age. For instance, previous small-scale research
showed that Moroccan parents less often monitor and
control their children when they reach adolescence
[27-29]. Finally, the high-conflict mother-son relation-
ship type, which indicated the presence of mother-son
conflicts, was only slightly more prevalent among
families of incarcerated adolescents.
For Moroccan families no associations were found

between the neglectful mother-son relationship type and
incarceration, but a Moroccan background as such was
found to be associated with the neglectful mother-son
relationship type, even when taking the educational level
of the parents, single-parenting, and incarceration of the
child into account. In fact, the neglectful mother-son
relationship type was clearly present in a small percen-
tage (14%) of Moroccan families. These findings are in
line with previous small-scale, qualitative research,
which showed that the mother-son relationship of Mor-
occan mothers and their sons is sometimes character-
ized by little support and control [27,29]. This may be
explained by the fact that Moroccan parents consider
the upbringing of their sons completed at an earlier age
than Dutch parents.
This study is the first to examine ethnic differences in

the association between mother-adolescent relationships
and juvenile delinquency using an incarcerated sample
and comparison samples of non-incarcerated adoles-
cents. Some limitations of this study should be noted.
First, the cross-sectional nature of the study makes it
difficult to examine causal pathways regarding ethnic
differences in mother-son relationships and juvenile
delinquency. Second, the identification of mother-son
relationship types was based on self-report instruments
and may to some extent have been subject to social

desirability (i.e., biased self-presentation). However, in
contrast to most studies on ethnic differences in
mother-son relationships and juvenile delinquency, a
four-group design was used. As such, it was possible to
control for a general social desirability tendency by mak-
ing comparisons between Moroccan families of incarcer-
ated adolescents and Moroccan families of non-
incarcerated adolescents. Third, in the present study
only mothers were included. This means that the role of
the father in the parent-child relationship was not exam-
ined. Since maternal and paternal parenting behaviors
may have differential effects on adolescent behavior,
future research should examine these effects on delin-
quent behavior across ethnic groups. In addition, it
would also be desirable to include data on the parent-
child relationship from multiple sources, such as adoles-
cent-reports and father-reports. Finally, in the present
study, data from different comparison samples were
used in order to examine associations between mother-
son relationship types, ethnicity and incarceration. It
should be noted that the data were collected at different
points in time, with data on non-incarcerated boys pre-
ceding the data on the incarcerated boys with five to six
years (i.e., non-incarcerated Moroccan sample) and with
11 to 13 years (i.e., non-incarcerated native Dutch sam-
ple). This means that the time differences between data
collection in the different samples may have affected
findings.

Conclusions
Our findings indicated that mother-son relationship
types of incarcerated Moroccan adolescents and non-
incarcerated Moroccan adolescents are rather compar-
able. This is in line with previous studies which revealed
that Moroccan adolescents in pre-trial arrest in the
Netherlands represent an offender type characterized by
less serious offending behavior and less mental health
problems than native Dutch adolescent offenders.
Finally, in the present study, a neglectful mother-son
relationship was found to be more prevalent among
Moroccan than among native Dutch families: in one-
seventh of the Moroccan families a neglectful mother-
son relationship was reported. It seems likely that boys

Table 3 Main- and interaction effects of incarceration and ethnicity to mother-son relationship types

Neglectful Low-conflict High-conflict

Bivariate Multiple1 Bivariate Multiple1 Bivariate Multiple1

Factor OR CI 95% OR CI 95% OR CI 95% OR CI 95% OR CI 95% OR CI 95%

Incarceration 2.56* 1.25-5.23 1.71 0.79-3.71 0.63* 0.41-0.97 0.70 0.44-1.10 1.17 0.74-1.87 1.27 0.78-2.08

Ethnicity 5.24* 2.31-11.89 3.91* 1.45-10.56 0.68 0.46-1.01 0.87 0.54-1.41 0.89 0.57-1.38 0.73 0.43-1.23

Ethnicity × incarceration - - 0.14* 0.02-0.92 - - 2.22NB 0.93-5.33 - - 0.52 0.20-1.35

Note. *p < 0.05; NBp = 0.07; 1Multiple logistic regression analyses are controlled for age of the child, educational level of the parents, single-parenting; Ethnicity
(native Dutch = 0, Moroccan = 1, reference category = native Dutch), Incarceration (non-incarcerated = 0, incarcerated = 1, reference category = non-
incarcerated).
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brought up in these families are at an increased risk of a
problematic development, as could be reflected in the
substantial overrepresentation of this group in youth
detention. This implies that support is warranted for
these boys.
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