
LECTURE: 
JUVENILE 

OFFENDERS



Overview 
◦ Childhood is the starting point for criminality in many 

offenders. Whilst some crimes originate in adulthood, 
many offences rooted in childhood, associated with 
conduct disorder and specific risk factors.

◦ Whilst we acknowledge the risk factors, it is more 
difficult to identify precisely the causes of those risk 
factors. 

◦ Strong evidence is available that early social 
interventions can assist children who are at risk. 
Educational programmes aimed at nursery children 
have produced some positive results. 

◦ A high proportion of sex offenders are in their late 
teenage years. A third of the rapists of adult women 
are under the age of 18 years.

◦ Delinquents justify their actions using less mature levels 
of moral reasoning.



Overview 

◦ Parents using violent methods of dealing with 

situations tend to pass this onto their children.

◦ A number of mechanisms underlying cycles 

of abuse have been proposed leading to 

violent methods of dealing with important 

relationships.

◦ It is difficult to research the patterns of 

criminal careers despite the importance of 

the field. There are real differences in life and 

temporary offenders. 



ADOLESCENT 
CRIME AND THE 

FAMILY



Some statistics: (Burfeind
& Bartusch, 2016)

◦ Crime runs in families and is concentrated in a small number of 
these.

◦ Over one third of UK prisoners has a family member also in 
prison.

◦ The trend is higher for juvenile offenders (Howard & White 
1992).

◦ Most family relationships show- father, mother, older brother 
and older sister, but not younger sister.

◦ Half of all convictions were the responsibility of 6% of families.

◦ Most young offenders are reprimanded for a number of 
offences, with a wide repertoire of offences and high 
recidivism rates. 75% reoffend within two years.

◦ Most offending occurs between 16-17 years and those 
convicted six times are more likely to go onto adult criminality.

◦ Young offenders can be classified into (1) delinquent careers, 
(2) temporary delinquency confined to adolescence.



Criminal 
behaviour in 
the parent 
and 
offspring

◦ There are a few possible explanations 
of intergenerational transmission of 
criminal behaviour. Farrington (2011) 
identifies the following:

◦ Genetic transmission for potential 
for criminality

◦ Parents teach criminality directly or 
indirectly

◦ Parents and children share similar 
environmental risk factors

◦ Parents and children share multiple 
risk factors assortative mating 
means crime-prone individuals  get 
together

◦ The police and rest of community 
are biased towards parents and 
offspring.



What about 
the influences 

on a child 
when their 
parent is 

incarcerated?

Age of the 
child in their 
understandi

ng

Critical 
periods of 
influence?

Emotional 
distress

Negative 
emotions 
as a result 

of no 
escape of 
situation

Prison visits 
as a 

frightening 
or 

unfamiliar 
experience

Parental 
modelling 
and social 
learning 
theory

Stigma 
and 

labelling 
theory



International 
comparisons

◦ Enzmann et al., (2010) second International Self-
Report Delinquency study looked at young people 
aged 12 & 15 years in 31 years.

◦ The delinquency covered: breaking and entering, 
carrying a knife, deliberate harm to involve a GP, 
purposive damage to property, selling drugs, 
stealing transport, stealing from a store, stealing 
from a person, fighting or threatening someone.

◦ The highest rates were in USA, UK, Ireland and 
Canada.

◦ The lowest rates were in Venezuela.

◦ The Netherlands and Germany had rates of around 
29% in the middle region of findings.



Criminogenic 
factors in 

childhood.

Johnson et al., (2004) problematic parenting is 
important mediating factor in that parents 
exhibiting antisocial or aggressive behaviour 
have offspring that do so also.

Arce et al., (2004) found in Spain, that 
inconsistent, harsh or abusive parenting, 
parental rejection and coldness or inadequate 
supervision was associated with antisocial or 
delinquent behaviour.

Haapasalo & Pokela (1999) proposed the 
following antecedents of criminal behaviour:

Punitive parenting, lack or love/rejection, lack of 
supervision, family disruption and deviant 
parental characteristics.



Parenting 
is just one 
aspect:

◦ Childhood delinquency and adult 
crime have many similar 
contributory RISK factors occurring 
in a number of settings:

◦ The risks:

◦ Neurological/biological factors.

◦ Low cognitive/educational 
achievement.

◦ A history of antisocial behaviour.

◦ Parental substance abuse.

◦ Violent or socially disorganised 
neighbourhood.

◦ Media violence.

◦ Each of these single factors can 
act independently, what about 
interdependently? 



Multiplicative 
tendencies:

Perinatal difficulties, low SES and family 
adversity.

Lone parenthood, poor parenting and 
low SES.

Insecure attachment, poor parenting, 
life stress, low social support.

Parental criminality and early family 
conflict.

Harsh parenting and marital discord.

Poor/harsh parenting reduced by 
emotional/community support.

Low SES reduced by good parenting 
and age appropriate verbal ability.



And 
elsewhere?

Russia (Ruchkin, Eisemann & Hagglof 
1998) compared delinquents to non 
offenders aged 15-18:

Aggression in boys was best predicted 
by fathers rejection.

For control group rejection by the 
mother was associated with aggression.

Delinquents scored higher for rejection 
and overprotection by both mother 
and father.

Delinquents had complaints such as 
anxiety, depression, withdrawal and a 
lack of concentration.



CONTINUITY FROM 
CHILDHOOD TO 

ADULTHOOD



From Child 
to Adult: A 

recap.

Farrington (1995):

Large family size, low family income, poor 
housing, criminal families, poor parenting.

These factors are very similar to those associated 
with psychiatric disorders such as ASPD. For 
example, Farrington (1995) listed the precursors 
of ASPD as:

Low family income, poor housing, large family, 
convicted parent, erratic parenting, low 
intelligence and early school leaver.

However, the Farrington study only looked at 
older children, what about the younger 
members?



Haapasalo 
& Tremblay 

(1994)

This finding has been replicated in other 
countries such as Finland (Viemero, 1996), 
where later criminality was associated with 
early aggression and high levels of violence 

in their favourite T.V. programmes.

The `stable` fighters differed significantly from 
the others, they came from more 

disadvantaged families. 

Over 1,000 children assessed for aggression 
from aged 3-adolescence:



Childhood 
and adult 
antisocial 
behaviour

The link between 
conduct disorder 

and criminality has 
been explored with 
the assumption that 

conduct disorder 
may be a predictor 
for adult antisocial 

disorder. 

Whilst the two 
disorders are not 

identical, there are 
considerable 

similarities (Farrington 
1996).

Using findings from 
the Cambridge 

study, predictors of 
ASPD are as 

depicted on the 
following slide.

In the main, the 
findings focused on 

fighting patterns, 
family adversity, 
parental control, 
punishment and 

regulations.  



Major predictors of ASPD at various 
ages.

Age group Predictors of ASPD

Aged 10 Poor parental supervision, low school 

attainment, poor child rearing, high 
neuroticism.

Aged 14 ASPD score at age 10, separation from parent 

at age 10, low non verbal IQ at age 10.

Aged 18 ASPD score at age 14, convicted parent at 

age 10, Father not involved at age 12, father 

unemployed at age 14.

Aged 32 ASPD score at age 18, convicted parent aged 
10, absence from school, hospitalisation at 

age 18.



Moral 
reasoning 
and 
offending.

◦ Theories of moral development (Piaget 1970, 
Kohlberg. 1984, Gillighan. 1982) show that 
delinquency is associated with lower moral 
reasoning.

◦ Whilst some have argued that girls operate on 
a lower level, Gregg, Gibbs & Basinger (1994) 
have shown that females consistently operate 
at a morally advanced age. 

◦ Palmer & Hollin (1998) reported that offenders 
are typically at Kohlberg`s pre conventional 
level, while their non delinquent counterparts 
were at the conventional level.

The scale to measure moral reasoning includes 
measures on five norms: contract & truth, 
affiliation, life, property & law, legal justice. 
Offenders were lower in all five norms.



Different crimes, different 
moral development?

◦ Why do different youths commit different crimes? 

◦ Can we map moral reasoning to specific crimes?

◦ Brugman & Aleva (2004) found slower moral 
reasoning for the value: `obeying the law`. 

◦ Is this evidence for internalising the action and not 
externalising the cognitions?

◦ A way forward is to understand how offenders view 
and conceptualise their behaviour morally, if we are 
to fully appreciate the complexity of young 
offending. 



CYCLES OF ABUSE



Cycles of 
abuse in 
young 

offending.

It is clear that there is a link between early 
experiences of abuse and later offending, but 
there are several meanings to the term `cycle of 
abuse`: The recurring theme-

Could the child who is abused grow up to 
become violent teen and adult?

Yes, the abused child growing up to become a 
parent abuser of their own children?

Problems answering these questions are 
associated with:

Self report retrospective questions, a lack of 
standard definition for abuse and also 
confounding factors present at the same time as 
the abuse, as we have seen.



An example:

Offenders 
mother abused 

as child

Offender 
physically 

abused as child

Maternal 
problems

Economic stress

Child protection 
service involved



Models to 
explain the 
cycle of 
abuse.

◦ The models are:

◦ 1. based on social learning theory.

◦ 2. based on attachment theory.

◦ 3. based on deficient social information 
processing.

◦ 4. based on post traumatic stress.

◦ 5. based on emotional regulation.

◦ Widom (1989) investigated county court 
records of children abused at age 11. she 
then looked at their adult criminal history. 
29% had criminal records, equating to a 1.7 
times greater risk of criminality than 
controls.

◦ What are your thoughts ?



Young sex offenders.
◦ Juvenile sex offenders have been largely ignored.

◦ Langstrom (1999) suggests the figure is relatively low, some 
10% of total sex offences in general.

◦ His findings relate to Sweden, figures for the U.S. and U.K. are 
somewhat higher. Based on U.K. statistics the figure may be 
as high as 30%.

◦ British Survey results suggest that youngsters under 18 years 
commit at least one third of sex crimes against children.

◦ Are the characteristics predicting delinquency the same as 
those predicting sexual crimes? 

◦ Young sexual offenders usually have an average of 7 victims 
before being brought to the attention of the police, one 
quarter of 12 year olds had a previous record of sexually 
abusive acts and predictors identified were: 

◦ Early onset sexually abusive behaviour, multiple victims and 
poor social skills.



Youthful sex 
offenders.

◦ Violent crime is most commonly a youthful 
offence, which drops sharply beyond middle 
age. Anger is often associated with rape in 
many offenders. Therefore, should rape be 
viewed as a crime or violence or lust? 

◦ Worling (1995) examined adolescent sex 
offender on a range of measures. Those 
offending against an older woman as 
opposed to peers, had experienced greater 
levels of physical punishment, sexual abuse 
from men led to abuse towards children, 
sexual abuse by women led to sexual abuse 
of older women.

◦ Haapasalo & Kankkonen (1997) compared 
self reported experiences of childhood 
abuse in sex offenders compared to violent 
offenders. Sex offenders claimed to have 
experienced far more psychological abuse 
than violent offenders, such as:

◦ `father/mother threatened to hurt me`, 
`mother/father belittled me`, `mother/father 
made me do shameful things`.



Youthful 
offenders 
continued…

◦ Up to half of child sexual abuse is 
conducted by those under age 21. in a 
meta analysis, Graves et al (1996) classed 
offenders into 3 categories:

◦ Paedophilic: first offence between 6-12 
years, usually female.

◦ Sexual Assault: first offence age 13-15, 
victims vary, both older and younger.

◦ Mixed Offence: a variety of sexual assault, 
exhibitionism, voyeurism, young children 
and frotteurism. 

◦ They generally are of lower social class, 
with pathological family structures, 
parents physically neglected/abused as 
children and a patriarchal problem of 
substance abuse.



BULLYING



Research frequently suggests that bullying is associated with no  violent 
delinquency for both victims and perpetrators (Sigfusdottir et al., 2010).

In their research they noted that the effects of bullying for the victim and the 
perpetrator were mediated by anger, but an additional direct pathway between 
victimisation and delinquency in the absence of anger is also present.

This supports Agnew`s social-psychological general strain theory, acknowledging 
the importance of the role of emotions. 

The underlying idea is that people treated badly behave badly….

The diagram on the next slide illustrates Agnew`s Strain theory applied to bullying.



Agnew`s strain theory and 
bullying.

Adverse life 

experiences (e.g. 

bullying/ 

upbringing 

common to 

bullies)

Strain (Agness`s) 

term for adverse life 

experience

Consequence - 

negative emotional 

states

Bullying & 

victimisation lead to 

delinquency

These states 

increase the risk of 

delinquent /ASB



LACK OF 
PARENTAL 
CONTROL



What about birth order?

Many studies have found 
that first born children are 
less likely to be delinquent 
than later born children.

It is impossible for parents 
to treat all siblings the same 
in terms of time, supervision 

and experience (Begue 
and Roche, 2005).

They found that first borns 
were more supervised that 

later born offspring and 
they reported less minor 
and serious delinquency 
that later born children.

Thus there was moderate 
support for the effects of 
parental supervision on 
later criminal activity. 



Criminal 
careers:

Whilst childhood 
criminality is 

important, not all 
offenders reveal 

criminal behaviour 
early in life.

The Berlin Crime 
Study (Dahle, 1999) 

consisted a detailed 
history and follow up 
of 25 years through 
prison, health and 

legal records.

Property offences 
and fraud 

represented 60% of 
cases, robbery and 

GBH, 10% each; 
however 

sexual/murder crimes 
were rare.

17% of the cohort 
died, mainly 

between 30-45 years, 
therefore a specific 
cluster analysis was 

conducted, 
revealing five types 
of criminal career:



Adolescence limited 
offenders: offending 

peaks by early twenties, 
linked to peer groups. 

Any later offending 
linked to drugs or trivial 

offences.

Limited serious offenders: 
begin in adolescence 

but escalates in twenties, 
drops off by thirties. 

Crimes are serious and 
associated with bio-

psycho-social factors.

Late starting offenders: 
crime specialisation e.g. 
fraud or burglary, based 
on a rational decision to 

commit crime.

Persistent serious 
offenders: a life devoted 
to crime, with high rates 

of recidivism, serious 
violent crime. Associated 

with accumulated risk 
factors and being a 

social loner.

Occasional offenders: 
low level of delinquency, 

limited to specialist 
crimes, risk factors 

absent, BUT experienced 
critical life events prior to 

offending.

1in 6 

1 in 

9

1 in 8 Almost 

half

1 in 

7



Farrington (2010)
◦ Offending is most prevalent aged 15-19 years.

◦ However the peak of offending is around 9-14 years.

◦ The distance to offending peaks at age 20-29 years.

◦ Early offenders have highest and longest rate of offences.

◦ Offenders are versatile as opposed to specialist.

◦ Criminal offences are part of antisocial disorders 
developmentally.

◦ Young offenders operate in groups, adults on their own.

◦ There are different motives dependent on age. Younger 
crimes are for excitement, revenge and utilitarian 
purposes; older are mainly utilitarian.

◦ The type of crime is characteristic of their age. Shoplifting 
in younger, burglary in older individuals.



Concluding 
comments

◦ Clearly, any account of developmental 
criminality needs to be able to address 
the varying factors that may contribute 
to criminal behaviour (Howitt, 2015). 

◦ From the plethora of studies devoted to 
explaining lifespan criminology, the 
following conclusions may be drawn:

◦ Origins of childhood criminology are 
diverse.

◦ Different risk factors are associate with 
different  patterns of offending.

◦ Early problem behaviour should not be 
neglected for two reasons:

◦ It may be predictive of later problem 
behaviour, and

◦ If so, simple interventions may lead to 
a reduction in future delinquent 
behaviour.
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