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Dissertation Abstract 

 

Essays on Youth Maturation 
 

 

Tracking Adolescent Maturation Using Risky Behaviors 

Adolescent risky behavior is an enduring source of policy concern. According to one plausible explanation, 

adolescents engage in risky behaviors because of a lack of self-control; they gain self-control as they mature, 

causing them to quit or moderate their behaviors.  While the maturation process is not observed directly, 

making this explanation difficult to test, such behavioral changes by age can be used to shed light on its 

underlying nature.  To that end, this paper constructs the first behavioral framework to analyze both the 

effect of maturation on risky behaviors and the timing of maturation.  In measuring the effect of maturation 

on behavior, situational changes among observationally similar individuals could in principle be 

differenced out (as in a difference-in-differences analysis) if the timing of the treatment - when the 

adolescents mature - were known. In practice, it is not.  To solve this identification problem, I develop a 

two-part strategy that allows me to recover both the effect of maturation and its timing for each individual. 

First, assuming the timing of maturation is known, I apply a standard difference-in-differences analysis, 

using relative changes between the now-maturing individuals and their peers to identify the maturation 

effect; second, given the maturation effect, the timing is identified as a structural break for each individual. 

In this way, the two parts complement each other to achieve joint identification. Based on data from the 

National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997, I find that the estimated maturation age distributions for 

males and females both peak at age 21, and are right-skewed. As one policy-relevant application of the 

framework and estimates, I decompose the age profiles as a guide in setting the legal drinking age. Here I 

show that a counterfactual increase in the legal age from 21 to 23 could, assuming perfect enforcement, lead 

to a 6.8% decrease in the binge-drinking rate for females, in contrast to the actual increase of 1.5% (on a 

base of 41%). My analysis therefore suggests that even though the current legal drinking age in the United 

States of age 21 is on the conservative side, a further increase may be justified by the late maturation of 

many young people. 

 

 
Do Girls Mature Earlier than Boys: The Case of Risky Behaviors 

Participation rates in risky behaviors are hump-shaped, featuring sharp turns in the early twenties; for some 

behaviors, the gender gaps diverge. In the spirit of developmental stage theories, I propose a two-stage 

maturation process such that individuals mature irreversibly at an idiosyncratic pace and gain self-control. 

Collectively, the maturity date distributions are non-degenerate and are close between genders. As the share 

of mature youths accumulate in the population, the negative impact of maturation eventually dominates 

youths’ expanding opportunities to engage in the risky behaviors. Further, I show and that gender-specific 

opportunities, rather than maturational differences, are the major causes of the gender gap divergence. 
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The Road to Maturation: Co-Residence Reversal of Youths 

Youths leave home as they mature, but reversals are observed for many of them. The insurance hypothesis 

(Kaplan, 2009) explains such reversals as adverse labor market outcomes for high school dropouts. My 

paper documents three facts. First, the same phenomenon holds for youths in college. Second, co-residence 

is negatively correlated with substance use, and is positively correlated with GPA. Third, given age and 

other observed characteristics, reversals are less likely for whites and females. These facts lead to a parental 

monitoring hypothesis. Specifically, I construct a Planner-Doer model where the naive Doer is unaware of 

his myopia. The naive Doer leaves home, suffers from a lack of self-control, learns sophistication through 

the experience, and returns home until he truly matures. This mechanism creates reversals without 

appealing to external factors, and predicts a negative correlation between naiveté and reversals. If innate 

naiveté is random, strict parenting style would be negatively correlated with reversals. 

 


