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Key Takeaways 

+ There is growing evidence that a decline in unstructured socializing time has 
contributed to lower rates of youth offending, especially during the 2010s and early 
2020s. 

+ Given that approximately 60% of murder arrests among youth (aged 15 to 19) 
involve co-offenders, a decline in unstructured socializing time with peers may have 
implications for homicide trends.  

+ Corresponding with the timing of the decline in unstructured socializing and teenage 
independence, there was a 35% decline in the rate of youth-perpetrated aggravated 
assaults from 2009 to 2024.  

+ A specific link between the decline in unstructured youth socializing time and recent 
homicide trends is still missing.  

Theorized Association  
Youth crime and delinquency is a social activity; research shows the majority of 
perpetrators are “co-offenders,” committing crimes alongside peers. The precise degree 
of co-offending varies by the offense type.1 More than 60% of youth (aged 15 to 19) 
accused of murder were implicated with co-offenders in recent Supplementary Homicide 
Report data.2  

Additionally, youth tend to offend during unstructured socializing time, away from the 
prying eyes of adults.3 Given this dynamic, the rise and fall of youth criminal offending 
over time is partially the result of variation in unstructured socializing, time during which 
youth gather away from adults and with their peers.4 
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Researchers have argued that the recent decline in unstructured socializing time is linked 
to the related concept of declining youth independence.5 Increases in youths’ social 
isolation, either away from peers6 or spending time online rather than meeting in 
person,7 would also be associated with the decline of unstructured socializing. While 
these concepts are distinct, declines in youth independence and social isolation from 
peers are broadly implicated in the decline of unstructured socializing time, the concept 
featured in the criminological research literature. 

Established Evidence and Relevance to Recent Trends 
The association between youth unstructured socializing and crime/delinquency is robust. 
Research in the United States8 and in recent international assessments9 demonstrates 
that unstructured socializing time is not only associated with youth involvement in crime 
and delinquency, but that this association often exceeds the predictive power of other 
established theories of youth offending. Research that explicitly examines the correlates 
of recent teen offending trends highlights the role of unstructured socializing.10 11 

Although research on the impact of unstructured socializing has focused largely on youth 
involvement in minor delinquency, some limited evidence highlights a connection to 
violence. Unstructured socializing has been implicated in gang involvement and violent 
offending,12 as well as exposure to violence.13 This suggests that such socializing is a risk 
factor for youth involvement in homicide as both offenders and victims.   

Recent arrest patterns support that theory, as they are also suggestive of an impact of 
unstructured socializing on certain types of violent offending. Declines in indicators of 
teen independence and socializing correspond14 temporally with a steep decline in youth 
arrests. In addition, between 2009 and 2024, there was decline of roughly 35% in the 
aggravated assault rate of 15-to-19-year olds.15  

Limitations in Explaining the 2022-2025 Homicide Decline 
Given available research, a specific impact of the decline of unstructured youth 
socializing on the overall homicide decline, or on recent youth homicide trends, is 
unclear. Studies of the downward trend in unstructured socializing have not examined 
homicide offending. While it is certainly possible that the general correlates of 
crime/delinquency are predictive of involvement in homicide, this is not guaranteed.  

For example, a study on youth offending from 2019 to 2021, a period that includes the 
historic homicide spike of 2020,16 documented a steep drop in unstructured socializing 
and a 29% decline in general delinquency.17 In other words, youth involvement in 
homicide increased even as unstructured socializing and overall delinquency declined. 
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The figure below illustrates this dynamic from 2010 to 2025. The trends here are the 
implied youth (aged 10 to 19) murder offending rate, mean offending rate for other 
index crimes, and a proxy of declining teen independence and unstructured socializing 
time (the fertility rate of teens aged 15 to 19). This proxy measure is related to a decline 
in dating and engaging in sex examined in previous discussions of declines in teen 
independence.18 The metric in the graph is the proportion of each respective value in 
2010.19 The decline in teen fertility is closely associated with the mean trend in youth 
criminal offending for most offenses. Yet, for murder, youth involvement departed from 
its downward trajectory in 2015 and remains elevated, still not reaching its lowest point 
in 2025.  

 

https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/ueUni/3/ 

Overall, there is a much clearer association between the decline in unstructured 
socializing time and crime trends other than murder. It is certainly plausible that youth 
homicide offending during the early 2020s would have been even higher if not for the 
decline in unstructured socializing. However, the precise impact of unstructured 
socializing time on recent homicide trends has yet to be established. 

https://datawrapper.dwcdn.net/ueUni/3/
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Future Directions 
More research is needed to account for recent trends in youth homicide involvement. 
Countervailing forces to the decline of unstructured socializing time, such as the 
expansion and contraction of illicit drug markets, may potentially account for the rise and 
fall of homicide during the past decade.20 Yet the association between the trends in drug 
overdose and homicide trends have only been observed in aggregate data,21 without a 
specific link to changes in homicide circumstances involving more drug involvement. 
Research on homicide circumstances in the Supplementary Homicide Reports may shed 
some light on unstructured socializing time, drug markets, and the unexpected 
rise/precipitous fall of murder rates during recent years. 
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