NBER WORKING PAPER SERIES

DOES CHILD ABUSE CAUSE CRIME?
Janet Currie
Erdal Tekin
Working Paper 12171
http://www.nber.org/papers/w12171
NATIONAL BUREAU OF ECONOMIC RESEARCH
1050 Massachusetts Avenue
Cambridge, MA 02138
April 2006

We would like to thank Neil Guterman, Christina Paxson, Chris Ruhm, Joyce Tabor, Volkan Topalli, and
participants in seminars at the City University of New York, Columbia's School Social Work, Columbia's
Teachers College, 2005 Population Association of America Meetings, 2005 IZA/SOLE Meetings, 2005 SEA
Meetings, Georgia State University, MDRC, University of Illinois at Chicago, and Koc University for helpful
comments. Roy Wada provided excellent research assistance. The views expressed herein are those of the
author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the National Bureau of Economic Research.
©2006 by Janet Currie and Erdal Tekin. All rights reserved. Short sections of text, not to exceed two
paragraphs, may be quoted without explicit permission provided that full credit, including © notice, is given
to the source.

Does Child Abuse Cause Crime?
Janet Currie and Erdal Tekin
NBER Working Paper No. 12171
April 2006
JEL No. I1, K4
ABSTRACT
Child maltreatment, which includes both child abuse and child neglect, is a major social problem.
This paper focuses on measuring the effects of child maltreatment on crime using data from the
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health). We focus on crime because it is
one of the most socially costly potential outcomes of maltreatment, and because the proposed
mechanisms linking maltreatment and crime are relatively well elucidated in the literature. Our work
addresses many limitations of the existing literature on child maltreatment. First, we use a large
national sample, and investigate different types of abuse in a similar framework. Second, we pay
careful attention to identifying the causal impact of abuse, by using a variety of statistical methods
that make differing assumptions. These methods include: Ordinary Least Squares (OLS), propensity
score matching estimators, and twin fixed effects. Finally, we examine the extent to which the effects
of maltreatment vary with socio-economic status (SES), gender, and the severity of the maltreatment.
We find that maltreatment approximately doubles the probability of engaging in many types of
crime. Low SES children are both more likely to be mistreated and suffer more damaging effects.
Boys are at greater risk than girls, at least in terms of increased propensity to commit crime. Sexual
abuse appears to have the largest negative effects, perhaps justifying the emphasis on this type of
abuse in the literature. Finally, the probability of engaging in crime increases with the experience of
multiple forms of maltreatment as well as the experience of Child Protective Services (CPS)
investigation.
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