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Article

The Juvenile Sex Offender: 
Criminal Careers and Life 
Events

Chantal van Den Berg1, Catrien Bijleveld2,  
and Jan Hendriks2

Abstract
In this article, we investigate whether the life events of marriage, parenthood, and 
employment were associated with general offending for a Dutch sample of 498 juvenile 
sex offenders (JSOs). In previous empirical studies, these life events were found to 
limit adult general offending in the population as well as high-risk samples. A hybrid 
random effects model is used to investigate within-individual changes of these life 
events in association with general offending. We also investigated whether the findings 
differed for child abusers, peer abusers, and group offenders, as they have distinct 
background profiles. We found that JSOs make limited transitions into the state 
of marriage, parenthood, and employment, showing overall stagnating participation 
rates. For the entire sample of JSOs, employment was found to be associated with a 
decrease in offending. Group offenders benefited most from employment. Marriage 
and parenthood were not associated with the general offending patterns, whereas for 
child abusers, parenthood was associated with an increase in offending. We conclude 
that policies aimed at guidance toward employment, or inclusion into conventional 
society, may be effective for JSOs.
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Numerous life-course studies have demonstrated that offending follows a typical pat-
tern across age. On average, a peak in offending occurs in adolescence, and a gradual 
decline sets in soon afterwards in early adulthood (Farrington, 1986; Piquero, 
Farrington, & Blumstein, 2003). This decline has been explained through life-chang-
ing events taking place in early adulthood, such as leaving the parental home, getting 
married, becoming a parent, and finding employment (Arnett, 2004). Assuming such 
adult roles generates embeddedness in conventional society, increasing responsibility 
for the self as well as others (Sampson & Laub, 1993). Delinquency then becomes less 
appealing as it jeopardizes the newly gained responsibilities and status in society (see 
also Hirschi, 1969). Thus, life events associated with the transition to adulthood can be 
regarded as a protective factor in adulthood, which can reduce offending. Several stud-
ies found empirical support for the function of these life events, both in population-
based and high-risk samples; the individuals in this sample are considered at high risk 
of re-offending due to adverse background characteristics (e.g., Blokland & 
Nieuwbeerta, 2005; Sampson & Laub, 1993; Savolainen, 2009; van der Geest, 2011). 
To date, no studies have examined how these life events affect the adult criminal career 
of individuals convicted for a sexual offense as juveniles.

A number of recent studies have investigated the adult criminal careers of (juve-
nile) sex offenders (e.g., Caldwell, 2002; Letourneau & Miner, 2005; Lussier & 
Blokland, 2014; Lussier, van den Berg, Bijleveld, & Hendriks, 2012; van den Berg, 
Bijleveld, & Hendriks, 2011; Zimring, Jennings, Piquero, & Hays, 2009; Zimring, 
Piquero, & Jennings, 2007). These studies mostly revealed that the criminal career 
patterns of juvenile sex offenders (JSOs) resemble those of other offenders, with little 
sexual recidivism and a gradual decline in offending after adolescence. Therefore, it 
seems reasonable to presume that the decrease found for general offending in JSOs’ 
adult criminal careers can be explained by the same protective factors as were found 
for population-based as well as high-risk samples.

Studying this assumption is important as sex offenders are put under increasingly 
strict surveillance and registration regimes (Boone, 2011; Lasher & McGrath, 2012; 
Tewksbury, 2005), despite the base rate for sexual re-offending being low. These crim-
inal justice responses ostracize (juvenile) sex offenders and generate difficulties for 
them in finding housing, employment, and possibly also a romantic partner (Tewksbury, 
2005). Therefore, policies intended to protect society may in fact be counter-produc-
tive if (juvenile) sex offenders are unable to benefit from experiencing certain life 
events. However, it is unknown whether such life events affect JSOs in the same way 
they affect offenders in population-based and high-risk samples. This study aims to 
expand our knowledge of the development of JSOs over the life course by examining 
three protective adult life events (marriage, parenthood, and employment) and the 
association with adult general offending.

Theoretical Background and Empirical Findings

For most offenders, the decline in offending sets in during the same period that adult 
“turning points” occur, such as work, marriage, and parenthood. Therefore, these 
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events have been hypothesized as a potential explanation for the reduction of, and 
desistance from, offending (Sampson & Laub, 1993). However, the underlying mech-
anisms for this hypothesized association differ per theory and life event.

Marriage

In line with the age-graded theory of social control, Sampson, Laub, and Wimer (2006) 
proposed several processes underlying the association between marriage and offend-
ing. First, in marriage, there is always the responsibility for a spouse. Second, this 
spouse heightens direct and indirect supervision and control. Third, daily routines are 
altered by marriage as spouses spend time together, causing less interaction with devi-
ant peers, and finally a cognitive transformation may occur that will change one’s 
identity into that of a spouse.

The current body of empirical literature does provide fairly convincing evidence 
for the association between marriage and general offending (e.g., Bersani, Laub, & 
Nieuwbeerta, 2009; Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2005; Laub & Sampson, 2003; Sampson 
et al., 2006; Warr, 1998). Using a rich official registration data set which controlled for 
individual characteristics as well as time-varying covariates, Zoutewelle-Terovan, van 
der Geest, Liefbroer, and Bijleveld (2014) found that marriage promoted desistance 
from serious offending. Horney, Osgood, and Haen Marshall (1995) also used a 
within-individual analysis to model the month-to-month changes in the life circum-
stances reported by previously incarcerated offenders and found that living with a 
spouse significantly reduced the likelihood of committing an offense. Using stratified 
marriage-age cohorts, Theobald and Farrington (2009) found that marriage before the 
age of 25 was associated with lower levels of self-reported offending. Only a small 
number of studies did not find any association of marriage on general offending (e.g., 
Giordano, Cernkovich, & Rudolph, 2002; Knight, Osborn, & West, 1977). This may 
be attributable to studies investigating more recent cohorts, where cohabitation has 
overtaken marriage as a dominant first relationship type in many Western countries. 
For example, Skardhamar and Lyngstad (2009) found no decline in official offending 
rates after marriage, yet they found that a gradual decline already sets in during the 
period prior to marriage. The authors suggest that the decline was due to the offenders 
being in stable relationships or cohabitating prior to marriage.

Parenthood

The mechanisms underlying the association between parenthood and offending are 
comparable with those assumed for marriage. Becoming a parent brings new respon-
sibilities (Sampson & Laub, 2003), changes daily routines, and limits time spent with 
deviant peer groups (Warr, 1998). Parenthood is also associated with cognitive trans-
formation, as the identity change associated with becoming a parent is often not com-
patible with the old identity that facilitated offending (Giordano et al., 2002).

The existing empirical research shows contradictory results for the association between 
parenthood and general offending. A number of studies have found that parenthood is 
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linked to increased general offending. Farrington and West (1995) suggested that becom-
ing a parent out of wedlock increases offending, and that any decrease would be attribut-
able to the presence of a partner. In line with this finding, Zoutewelle-Terovan et al. (2014) 
found that what they phrased the “full family package” (marriage and parenthood) had a 
strong negative influence on official registered offending, indicating that the association 
of parenthood and offending may be conditional on marriage. However, other studies 
found very limited evidence for the influence of parenthood on general offending desis-
tance (Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2005). Skardhamar and Lyngstad (2009) found that in 
the period prior to parenthood (or marriage), officially registered offending was already 
lower. Yet in the period following parenthood, an increase in offending for cohabiting and 
married men was found.

Employment

Many general criminological theories postulate that employment reduces offending 
(for an overview, see Uggen & Staff, 2001). The routine activities theory assumes that 
employment limits time and opportunities to offend (Cohen & Felson, 1979). 
Furthermore, Sutherland and Cressey (1978) hypothesized that employment reduces 
offending through social values learned from co-workers. In line with age-graded the-
ory of social control by Sampson and Laub (1993), some theories assume a more 
gradual influence of employment on crime by stating that the more time a person 
spends being employed, the more he or she identifies with a non-criminal lifestyle 
(Crutchfield & Pitchford, 1997; Maruna, 2001).

Again, the empirical evidence for the association between employment and general 
offending is mixed. Sampson and Laub (2003) found stable employment to be one of the 
most salient life events in reducing general offending. However, qualitative studies 
found no evidence for desistance or a reduction of offending due to stable employment 
(see Visher, Winterfield, & Coggeshall, 2005). Visher et al. (2005) conducted a meta-
analysis on the effect of employment programs aimed at reducing recidivism, and con-
cluded that employment did not reduce offending. Longitudinal studies generally found 
employment to reduce general offending (Savolainen, 2009; Thornberry & Christenson, 
1984; van der Geest, Bijleveld, & Blokland, 2011; Verbruggen, Blokland, & van der 
Geest, 2012). Some found the employment-offending association to be conditional on 
different factors, such as age (Paternoster, Bushway, Brame, & Apel, 2003; Uggen, 
2000), employment stability (Crutchfield & Pitchford, 1997), job quality (Apel, 
Paternoster, Bushway, & Brame, 2006; van der Geest et al., 2011), or offense type 
(Piquero, MacDonald, & Parker, 2002). A small number of studies found no relationship 
between self-reported offending and employment (Horney et al., 1995; MacKenzie & 
De Li, 2002). Skardhamar and Savolainen (2012) however concluded that employment 
is a consequence of natural desistance rather than a cause. This could possibly explain 
the mixed empirical evidence found for the employment–offending association.

To our knowledge, employment is the only life event for which desistance of sexual 
offending has been examined. Kruttschnitt, Uggen, and Shelton (2000) found that in a 
sample of male adult sex offenders, the only aspects associated with a reduction in 
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general recidivism rates were stable employment and sex offender treatment. Hanson 
and Harris (1998) found that the sex offenders with the highest re-offense risk were 
those who lacked stable employment. For JSOs, van den Berg, Bijleveld, Hendriks, 
and Mooi-Reci (2014) found a negative relationship between regular employment and 
general offending.

JSOs

For lack of empirical data on all three life events for JSOs, it can only be assumed that 
life events function in a similar way for JSOs as for other offenders. However, there 
are three reasons why such a generalization is unwarranted. First, it has been well 
documented in the literature that sex offenders suffer from more psychological and 
psychiatric disturbances than non-sex offenders (Smallbone, 2006). van Wijk, van 
Horn, Bullens, Bijleveld, and Doreleijers (2005) found JSOs to be significantly more 
neurotic and less extroverted compared with juvenile delinquents convicted for a non-
sexual offense. In addition, high levels of anxiety, depression, and personality prob-
lems have been reported in juvenile sexual offenders (Seto & Lalumière, 2010). 
Moreover, several studies have found that the social skills of JSOs are much less well 
developed than those of non-sex offenders (Seto & Lalumière, 2010; van Wijk et al., 
2005). Given that JSOs often have such “negative” traits, it is possible that these indi-
viduals experience problems finding a romantic partner and employment. Therefore, 
the participation of JSOs on the labor and marriage “market” may be limited due to 
these adverse background characteristics.

Second, despite evidence for a negative association between employment and 
offending, finding employment may also be difficult, because in many countries 
(including the Netherlands, where the current study was conducted), juvenile and adult 
sex offenders are by law excluded from numerous kinds of jobs (requiring a certificate 
of good conduct) in which they might spend unsupervised time with children or per-
sons dependent on their care. This rule comprises a very broad range of jobs such as 
taxi driver, bus driver, concierges in schools, caregiver jobs, and the like. Sex offend-
ers are therefore excluded from a wide pool of jobs, with fewer employment opportu-
nities than for other offenders.

Third, there are indications that sex offenders experience difficulties taking on 
adult roles, because of the stigma attached to sex offending. In spite of empirical evi-
dence to the contrary, policy makers, law-makers, and the general public believe that 
sex offending is a marker for sexual deviance and an ongoing high risk for sexual 
recidivism. Although it is unknown to what extent this stigma would complicate 
employment, it is likely that it would complicate relationship formation. For example, 
Beijers and Bijleveld (2012) conducted a vignette study in which they asked respon-
dents to rate the attractiveness of romantic partners of different types of offenders. 
Sexual offenders were consistently rated as significantly less attractive romantic part-
ners than perpetrators of (domestic) violence or theft.

There is reason to assume that the aforementioned three reasons apply more 
strongly for some sex offenders than for others. The prevalence of disorders has been 
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reported to be highest among juveniles who offended against children (Hendriks, 
2006; van Wijk, 1999; van Wijk et al., 2005). Laws that exclude sex offenders from 
certain kinds of jobs are most stringent for those who offended against a child (Boone, 
2011). In addition, some of those who offended sexually against children may have 
sexual feelings (even if not exclusively) for children, which may make it harder to 
maintain a (sexually) satisfactory relationship with an adult. Also, the stigma against 
sex offenders appears to pertain most strongly to those who sexually offended against 
a child. Because of the higher prevalence of “adverse” background characteristics in 
child abusers, it is possible that these offenders would benefit least from the life-
changing events of marriage, parenthood, and employment. In contrast, it is possible 
that the influence of adult roles may be most beneficial for those who committed the 
sexual abuse in a group. Juvenile (sexual) group offending is often contextually deter-
mined, whereby group processes, group pressure, and group normalization play a 
large role in the etiology of the offense (Bijleveld, Weerman, Looije, & Hendriks, 
2007). In addition, previous research has demonstrated that juveniles who committed 
the sexual offense with a group were least burdened in terms of internal problems 
(Bijleveld & Hendriks, 2003). Therefore, because of their greater susceptibility to 
group influences, it is possible that these offenders would benefit most from life 
events.

Current Focus

The present study examines the role of life events in desistance from offending using 
a large sample of JSOs. The sample was prospectively followed up well into adult-
hood. Complete union and family formation, offending, and employment data were 
obtained from official registries.

Research by van den Berg et al. (2014) suggested that employment is associated 
with a reduction of offending. However, their research only examined employment. In 
this study, we analyze three important live events—marriage, parenthood, and employ-
ment—combined. We use these three life events together, because in recent decades, 
the events are more frequently occurring at later ages (approximately mid-20s to early 
30s) and more close together (Shanahan, 2000). Possibly, the temporal togetherness of 
these life events indicates an association between the three life events. Thus, for a 
comprehensive view on the life course of a JSO, exploring the combination of all the 
three events is important.

First, the prevalence and frequency with which JSOs transition in and out of each 
life event will be examined. Second, the extent to which these life events are associ-
ated with general offending will be examined. This study aims to answer the following 
research questions:

Research Question 1: How do the marital, parental, employment, and criminal 
careers of JSOs develop (frequency, onset, prevalence, etc.) over time?
Research Question 2: To what extent are marital status, parenthood status, and 
employment status associated with offending in adulthood (age 18-28)?
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Research Question 3: Do the marital, parental, employment, and criminal careers 
and their association with offending in adulthood differ for the three types of JSOs 
(child abusers, peer abusers, group offenders)?

Method

Sample

The current sample consists of 498 male JSOs. All were convicted of at least one con-
tact sex offense (where there has been physical contact between perpetrator and vic-
tim), or had confessed to it. All perpetrators had an active role during the offense. 
Almost half of the sample had offended prior to the sampling offense: 15% had been 
convicted of a prior sex offense, and 25% had committed a property or violent offense 
prior to the sampling offense. The sampling offense was lechery assault in 25.5% of 
the cases, 24.4% of the JSOs were convicted for indecent or sexual assault and about 
half of the sample (50.1%) committed rape.

Age at the sampling offense, committed between 1988 and 2001, ranged from 10 to 
17 years, with an average of 14.4 years (SD = 1.8). Mean follow-up time was 14 years, 
at which sample members were between the ages of 18 and 40 years, with an average 
of 28.7 years (SD = 3.9). In response to the sampling offense, 37% (n = 182) were 
convicted to treatment in an inpatient judicial treatment institution for juveniles and 
approximately 20% (n = 107) were treated in an outpatient treatment facility. However, 
the majority of the sample (n = 209, 42%) were only screened at an outpatient treat-
ment facility and did not receive any treatment.

The sample will be classified into three groups (child abusers, peer abusers and, 
group offenders). The first group contains juveniles who have been convicted for 
abusing a pre-pubertal child who is at least 5 years younger (52% of the sample). 
Consistent with previous studies, we will refer to these offenders as “child abusers” 
(e.g., Gunby & Woodhams, 2010; Hendriks, 2006). The second group, referred to as 
“peer abusers” (Hendriks, 2006), are youths convicted for a sexual offense against a 
victim their own age or older (32% of the sample). The last group committed the sex-
ual offense with at least one co-offender (16% of the sample), and will be termed 
“group offenders” in line with Hendriks (2006).

Before the end of the observation period, 7 individuals had died and 14 had emi-
grated (according to the Dutch Municipal Personal Records Database [GBA]). No 
significant differences were found between the 21 censored individuals and other 
sample members with regard to demographic and study variables.

Measures

Personal information about the offenders, obtained from screening files by the different 
treatment facilities, was used to retrieve data from the different data sources used in this 
study. After all information was retrieved, the data were de-identified. Three data 
sources were consulted in this study. First, judicial documentation was used to construct 
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the dependent variable offending. Second, municipal registration data were used to 
construct the independent variables of marriage and parenthood. Third, centralized 
employment records were used to construct the independent variable employment.

Judicial documentation. The judicial documentation originates from the Judicial Docu-
mentation Centre in Almelo and contains information about all offenses registered for 
prosecution in the Netherlands, regardless of the verdict. This documentation holds 
information about the date of perpetration, offense committed, conviction date, and 
sentence. Conforming to research practice in the Netherlands, all offenses for which a 
person was acquitted or when prosecution dropped the case on so-called “technical 
grounds,” predominantly when the case is expected by the prosecutor to end in acquit-
tal (such as insufficient proof, a wrong suspect identified, etc.) were excluded from the 
data. Offenses were classified according to the standard classification system of Sta-
tistics Netherlands (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek [CBS], 2010). For our depen-
dent variable offending, a count of the number of offenses committed per age year for 
each individual is used. This variable contained the following offense categories (as 
defined by Statistics Netherlands): sexual offending (non-sexual), violent offending, 
property offending, and other offending (consisting mainly of drug offenses and 
offenses as described in the Dutch law on weapons and ammunition). The Dutch Min-
istry of Security and Justice granted permission for the use of these data.

Marriage and parenthood. Information on marriage and parenthood was collected from 
the GBA. This system contains information on each inhabitant of the Netherlands, 
registered with the different municipalities. Data on first marriage and on all registered 
children were obtained. The registration of parenthood may be incomplete because 
children are only registered under the name of the father if the father legally acknowl-
edges the child as his. A dichotomous variable for marriage (1 = married, 0 = not mar-
ried) per age year was constructed. For parenthood, a count or continuous variable for 
the number of children was used. The Dutch Ministry of the Interior and Kingdom 
Relations (BPR) granted permission for the use of these data.

Employment. Employment data were collected from the Ministry of Social Affairs and 
Employment (SUWINET) and the trade register of the Netherlands Chamber of Com-
merce (in Dutch: Kamer van Koophandel). The SUWINET database holds informa-
tion on all employment contracts with an employer and social benefits, whereas the 
trade register contains information about business ownership. The number of days 
employed was calculated from the start and the end date of a contract as registered in 
the database, as well as the registration and termination date of a business in the trade 
register. Permission for the use of these data was granted by SUWINET.

Sample members were considered to be employed if they had regular employment 
with an employer, was a business owner, was employed by a sheltered workshop for the 
(mentally) disabled, or employed by a temporary employment agency. For each age 
year of measurement, an individual was considered employed if he had been employed 
at least 90 days in that year (van den Berg et al., 2014; Verbruggen et al., 2012).
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Analytic Approach

To answer the first (descriptive) research question on the development of the criminal, 
marital, parenthood, and employment careers, frequency counts were used. To com-
pare the subgroups, simple t tests and ANOVA with post hoc tests were used.

Next, a within-individual regression model was used to answer the second research 
question, investigating the association between the independent variables of marriage, 
parenthood, and employment and the number of offenses per age year as the depen-
dent variable. A within-individual model controls for selection (Allison, 2005). This is 
necessary because it is possible that the same characteristics that select people into 
marriage, parenthood, and (un)employment also select them into crime. By examining 
within-individual change, the person in a sense is compared with himself over time, 
thereby controlling for all time-stable individual confounders. Our dependent variable, 
offending, is an overdispersed count variable. Therefore, the use of a regular fixed 
effects negative binomial model is problematic and will result in an overestimation of 
significant effects (see Allison & Waterman, 2002; Greene, 2005; Guimarães, 2008). 
For that reason, the usage of a hybrid random effects negative binomial model was 
necessary. This model is a random effects model with all the time-varying covariates 
expressed as deviations from the individual-specific means. Therefore, this is still a 
within-individual regression model (for more information, see Allison, 2005).

Two multivariate models were estimated. The first model examined the effect of 
marriage, parenthood, and employment on offending for the complete sample 
(Research Question 2). The second model examined the effect of marriage, parent-
hood, and employment on offending per sex offender type: child abuser, peer abuser, 
and group abuser (Research Question 3). For both models, control variables were 
included for age and incarceration.

Results

Descriptive Results

Offending. JSOs’ criminal activity peaked in adolescence, and overall, they committed 
more offenses in adolescence than in adulthood (see also van den Berg et al., 2011). 
After the sampling offense, the recidivism rate for sex offending was 12%. Of the new 
sex offenses, only 10% were committed in adulthood (i.e., after age 18). Thus, sex 
offending seems to decline with age for the current sample. The recidivism rate for 
violent offending was 32%. Over the complete follow-up period, about half of the 
sample has ever been incarcerated (235 persons, 47.2%).

The criminal careers in adulthood differed significantly between sex offender types 
(see Table 1). Child abusers committed significantly fewer offenses in adulthood than 
peer abusers (F = 5.89, p < .01). This group also committed fewer violent offenses  
(F = 7.73, p < .001) compared with peer abusers. The sex offending rate was on aver-
age 0.2 sexual offenses in adulthood, and showed no significant differences between 
the three offender groups. No sex offender type emerged as specialized in sex  



90 Sexual Abuse 29(1)

offending in the sense that they committed mainly sex offenses. All in all, child abus-
ers seemed to differ significantly from the peer abusers in their overall offending rate 
(almost 50% lower) as well as in violent and other offending rates. Moreover, child 
abusers differed significantly from group offenders in other offending (F = 6.87,  
p < .001).

Marriage and parenthood. In the sample, 14.1% (n = 70) of the JSOs were married at 
least once. On average, this group married at the age of 25.1 years (SD = 3.5), with the 
youngest being 19 years. In the follow-up period, 14 (20%) out of the 70 marriages 
ended in divorce. The average age at break-up was 27.4 years (SD = 3.6). Marital and 
parenthood development over time are displayed as the percentage of sample members 
who were married or a parent at a certain age (ages 18-28) in Figure 1. By age 28, 
12.1% of the sample was ever married. Compared with average Dutch males1 (CBS, 
2014a, 2014b, www.statline.nl), JSOs were married less frequently at age 28, whereas 
about 20% of the average Dutch males were married. Furthermore, the marital devel-
opment of JSOs seemed to be comparable with a Dutch sample of high-risk juveniles. 
Zoutewelle-Terovan, van der Geest, Liefbroer, and Bijleveld (2012) found for these 
high-risk youths that about 12% was married at age 28.

About 20.5% (n = 102) of the sample fathered at least one child. On average, the 
sample members had their first child at age 24 (SD = 2.8), with the youngest being 16. 
Sample members had approximately 1.7 children (SD = 0.7) with a maximum of four. 
Because Statistics Netherlands does not provide information on parenthood patterns 
over time for males, it can only be established that JSOs were on average younger 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics on Adulthood Offending per Offender Type.

Sample

 Offender type

 All Child abuser Peer abuser
Group 

offender
Group comparisons 

(F statistics)

n 498 259 160 79 —
Offending mean  

18-28 (SD)
2.3 (4.3) 1.7 (3.5) 3.1 (5.2) 2.6 (4.6) 5.89**

Violent offending  
18-28 (SD)

0.7 (1.6) 0.4 (1.4) 1.1 (2.0) 0.8 (1.5)   7.73***

Sex offending  
18-28 (SD)

0.2 (0.7) 0.2 (0.6) 0.2 (0.8) 0.1 (0.4) ns

Property offending  
18-28 (SD)

1.2 (3.3) 1.0 (2.7) 1.6 (4.1) 1.2 (3.0) ns

Other offending  
18-28 (SD)

0.2 (0.7) 0.1 (0.5) 0.3 (0.8) 0.4 (0.9) 6.87**

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.

www.statline.nl
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when becoming a parent than average Dutch males, who on average have their first 
child at the age of 27 (CBS, 2013, www.statline.nl).

Employment. For a description of the employment development over time, the percent-
age of sample members who were employed more than 90 days a year, are also plotted 
(ages 18-28) in Figure 1. Most of the JSOs were employed at some point during the 
follow-up period. Employment contracts spanned between 1 day and 15 years, and the 
average contract duration was 192 days. The sample members had approximately 11 
job contracts in their employment career. Compared with average Dutch males, dura-
tion of employment contracts was very short, because the average contract for Dutch 
males spans 1.7 years for ages 25 to 29 (Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and 
Development [OECD], 2012). As can be seen in Figure 1, the percentage of employed 
JSOs increased gradually from ages 18 to 25. After the age of 25, the employment rate 
appeared stabilized at about 60%. The individuals in the 40% unemployed were not 
always the same individuals: as contracts were short, there is much variation. The 
employment rate at age 20 was similar to that of average Dutch males, with JSOs 
being slightly more employed than low educated Dutch males (CBS, n.d., www.stat-
line.nl). However, with age, JSOs appeared to increasingly lag behind in their employ-
ment, as the increase in percentage employed stagnated. Compared with a Dutch 

Figure 1. Development of life events over time.
Note. Employment, parental, marital, and offending development from age 18 to 28. The sample includes 
N = 498 individuals. Left-axis displays percentages for employment, parenthood, and marriage. Right axis 
displays the average number of offenses per person.

www.statline.nl
www.statline.nl
www.statline.nl
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sample of high-risk youths followed up until age 32, the JSOs were somewhat more 
employed than the high-risk juveniles who appeared to have a stabilized employment 
rate of 50% (see van der Geest et al., 2011; Verbruggen et al., 2012).

Descriptive statistics per offender type. Using an ANOVA, the number of people married 
or a parent, and the mean age of marriage or birth of first child were compared between 
each of the offender types (Table 2). We also included the mean age per offender type 
to investigate whether the findings are due to age differences between offender types. 
However, because no significant differences in mean age were found between the 
groups, none of the findings can be attributed to established age differences between 
the offender types. Group offenders were married more often, yet their age of marriage 
was slightly higher than that for the other two offender groups. However, marriage 
patterns did not differ significantly, χ2(2) = 1.352, p = .509. Roughly the same conclu-
sion can be drawn for parenthood: group offenders fathered a child more often com-
pared with the other two offender types. About 24% of the group offenders had at least 
one child, compared with 19% for child abusers and 17% for peer abusers, but differ-
ences were not significant. The age at which their first child was born differed signifi-
cantly between the offender types. Child abusers on average had their first child at the 
age of 23, which was earlier than the peer abusers and group offenders who became a 
parent at, on average, age 25. In addition, the development over age and per offender 
type was plotted for marriage, parenthood, and employment.2 No significant differ-
ences were found between the offender types in marital and parenthood patterns per 

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of Marriage and Parenthood per Offender Type (Age 18-28).

Sample

 Offender type

 All
Child  
abuser

Peer  
abuser

Group 
offender

Group comparisons 
(F statistics)

n 498 259 (52%) 160 (32.1%) 79 (15.9%) —
M age at last data 

collection (SD)
28.7 (3.9) 28.7 (4.0) 28.5 (3.7) 27.9 (4.4) ns

n married (1st 
marriage)

70 (10.2%) 25 (9.7%) 16 (10%) 10 (12.7%) ns

M age marriage  
(1st marriage) 
(SD)

23.5 (2.3) 23.2 (2.4) 23.5 (1.8) 24.1 (2.9) ns

n parenthood (1st 
child)

95 (19.1%) 49 (18.9%) 27 (16.9%) 19 (24.1%) ns

M age parenthood 
(1st child) (SD)

24.3 (2.8) 23.6 (2.9) 25.0 (2.4) 25.1 (2.8) 3.386*

n employed (ever) 448 (89.8%) 232 (89.6%) 147 (91.9%) 69 (87.3%) ns

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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age year. For employment, significant differences were found from ages 18 to 20, 
whereby child abusers appeared to be employed more often than the peer abusers and 
group offenders. At higher ages, the offender types did not differ.

Multivariate Analysis of the Influence of Transitions on Offending

In Figure 1, the percentage of sample members who offended and the average number 
of offenses per sample member are added. For offending and offending participation 
(percentage of the sample criminally active in a certain age year), a gradual decrease 
with age was found. However, this decrease was not as gradual as the increase in 
sample members who married. About the same conclusion can be drawn concerning 
the relation between parenthood and offending. Up to age 24, there was a decreasing 
trend for the number of offenses per person and an increasing trend for employment. 
Therefore, the development over time appears mirrored: when employment increases, 
offending decreases and vice versa. This indicates a possible relationship between 
offending and employment.

Next, a multivariate regression analysis was conducted consisting of two models 
(Table 3). The first model revealed an association between the status of marriage, par-
enthood, and employment on offending from age 18 to 28. Employment was associ-
ated with a significant decline of 34.2%3 in offending. Marriage and parenthood were 
not significantly associated with offending. An additional model estimating the influ-
ence of the “full family package” of marriage and parenthood status combined (see 
Zoutewelle-Terovan et al., 2014) on offending was analyzed but yielded no significant 
relationship.

In the second model, we analyzed group-specific effects for the different offender 
types. Still no association between marriage and offending was found in any of the 
three offender groups. Child abusers offended significantly more frequently after they 
had become a parent. For the remaining offender types, no significant associations 
between parenthood and offending were found. Also, no significant differences were 
found between the offender groups with regard to parenthood (not shown in Table 3). 
However, there were significant differences for employment and offending patterns 
between the sex offender groups. When employed, the chance of offending was 
reduced by 37.7% for peer abusers and 61.1% for group offenders. Child abusers did 
not significantly benefit from employment.4 Group comparisons demonstrate that 
these results differ only between child abusers and the group offenders, χ2(2) = 3.88,  
p < .05.

Conclusion and Discussion

Using a large sample of JSOs who had been followed up well into adulthood, this study 
aimed to expand the existing knowledge of the life course of JSOs by examining how 
and to what extent conventional adult roles (i.e., marriage, parenthood, and employ-
ment) relate to offending in JSOs. Objective registered information on offending, offi-
cial employment, marriage, and parenthood was used. Our findings demonstrate that 
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JSOs fulfill adult roles less than average emerging adults do. This is similar to prior 
findings for samples of high-risk emerging adults. Although their entry on the labor 
market appeared normative at younger ages and in fact perhaps even somewhat ele-
vated given their generally low educational level, this quickly stagnated. From age 25 
onwards, a varying proportion of about 40% was unemployed, a rate much higher than 
that of average Dutch males and comparable with the rate of men who spent their youth 
in juvenile treatment institutions (van der Geest et al., 2011). Our findings also demon-
strate that JSOs often have short employment contracts, lasting on average no longer 
than 6 months.

JSOs’ employment careers were interspersed with periods of unemployment, and 
with age, their labor market participation decreased. However, the reason for this is 
unclear. The interspersed employment careers at the younger ages may be due to these 
men still being in school or acquiring diplomas. However, another possibility may be 
that these JSOs enter the labor market at a time when they are still too young to have 
educational qualifications. Moreover, with maturation, the legal minimum wages they 
are entitled to make them too expensive for employers, which may explain why their 

Table 3. Within-Individual Model for the Effect of Life Events on Offending.

Model 1 Model 2

 β SE % β SE %

Constant 0.975 0.821 — 0.920 0.779 —
Marriage 0.015 0.365 ns — — —
Parenthood 0.277 0.137 ns — — —
Employment −0.419 0.133** −34.2% — — —
Marriage × Child abuser — — — 1.126 0.666 ns
Marriage × Peer abuser — — — −0.485 0.478 ns
Marriage × Group 

offender
— — — 0.208 1.046 ns

Parenthood × Child 
abuser

— — — 0.514 0.209* 67.1%

Parenthood × Peer abuser — — — 0.171 0.202 ns
Parenthood × Group 

offender
— — — −0.062 0.381 ns

Employment × Child 
abuser

— — — −0.250 0.198 ns

Employment × Peer 
abuser

— — — −0.474 0.197* −37.7%

Employment × Group 
offender

— — — −0.943 0.381* −61.1%

n (No. of individuals) 493 493  
Observations 4,243 4,243  

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001.
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labor market participation is gradually reduced. Furthermore, perhaps the lack of 
social skills and other negative characteristics associated with this population cause 
frequent termination of job contracts, making workforce re-entry increasingly harder 
as they grow older. It may also be that the laws governing certificates of good conduct 
(which became stricter over the years that this sample was observed) make acquiring 
new jobs harder for this group. Finally, the influence of incarceration on employment 
may explain the decreased employment participation with maturation, as incarceration 
has been found to complicate re-entry in society. More research is needed to shed light 
on this. Even though it was expected that child abusers would fare worst on the labor 
market, no significant differences were found in participation rates compared with the 
other two groups. Therefore, it is unlikely that the adverse background characteristics, 
which child abusers were found to possess on average more than the other two groups, 
are responsible for the frequent job contract terminations and low labor market partici-
pation of this group.

For marriage, the same stagnating pattern was found, where, after a certain age, no 
new marriages were included. JSOs on average had children at younger ages than 
average Dutch males. Surprisingly, few differences were found between the sex 
offender types. Child abusers had children at significantly younger ages, an unex-
pected finding because they have adverse background characteristics that may cause 
difficulty in finding a partner. It is possible that child abusers marry younger and also 
have children earlier as a certain “overcompensating” or “overadaptation.” In other 
words, they possibly feel pressure to conform to conventional society, because of the 
stigma attached to sex offending.

Another possibility is that the offender wants to present a conventional image of 
being married and having children to gain the trust of others, which will make select-
ing victims and avoiding detection more likely as opposed to a person who is not mar-
ried and has no children (see Lussier, Bouchard, & Beauregard, 2011). The multivariate 
analyses showed that, of the three transitions that were investigated, only employment 
was associated with a reduction in offending. The relationship was large, given that the 
reduction was more than a third overall, ranging from a null effect in child abusers to 
more than 60% reduction for group offenders. Although differences were significant 
between group abusers and child abusers, as expected, it was found that group abusers 
benefit most from employment. One possibility for this finding is that the same char-
acteristics that selected them into group offending made them more receptive for the 
positive influences of a conventional work environment. Parenthood was significantly 
associated with an increase in the likelihood of general offending only in child abus-
ers. Because our previous analyses showed that child abusers were significantly 
younger than the other groups when transitioning to parenthood, this may also be an 
effect of an “off-time” transition. In other words, these offenders may become a parent 
before they are ready and experience adverse effects as a result (see Elder, 1998; 
Thornberry, 2005).

The key finding in this study is that despite the limited transitions that JSOs made 
to the labor market, with fractured employment careers, employment is associated 
with a reduction in offending. This suggests that current criminal justice responses and 
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treatment modalities that treat JSOs as a special group of offenders and place them 
“outside” of conventional society by restricting their access to a limited pool of jobs 
may not be evidence-based. Nevertheless, supporters of the current ever more restric-
tive laws and policies could argue that despite JSOs being restricted from certain jobs, 
the positive offending reduction effect of employment remains. Those who focus more 
on the empirical evidence might argue that society is doing itself a disfavor by exclud-
ing sex offenders from an increasing pool of jobs, as they would possibly offend even 
less if they had greater access to the labor market, making their own living and costing 
society less.

Another important finding is that JSOs appeared to be a heterogeneous group. 
Child abusers differed from the other two offender types as they do not benefit from 
marriage or employment but offended more when they became a parent. Further het-
erogeneity within this group of child abusers may be present. Although this group 
committed significantly fewer non-sexual offenses in adulthood than the other types of 
JSOs, their sex offending levels were similar to those of the other types. It might be 
that a particular group of child abusers exists within this group, such as pedophilia 
and/or paraphilia groups. Further research is needed to examine this group of child sex 
offenders to determine whether such heterogeneity exists and whether that would war-
rant specific policies or treatment modalities.

This study has important strengths as well as limitations. First, a prospective, rich 
data set was used consisting of long-term objective and detailed information on mar-
riage, parenthood, and criminal and employment careers. Second, advanced methods 
to control for selection bias were used. Several limitations are noteworthy. First, the 
lack of influence of marriage on offending may be attributable to the fact that the 
sample is “too young,” given that the average age of marriage for Dutch males in the 
year of data collection was 36.5 years and the vast majority of this sample were under 
the age of 30 (CBS, 2014c, www.statline.nl). In addition, as recent studies have sug-
gested, marriage may no longer be a suitable marker for involvement with a romantic 
partner as many young adults cohabit (in the Netherlands, cohabitating couples are 
entitled to the same full legal rights as married couples). Moreover, several empirical 
studies found marriage to influence offending if the marriage is of good quality, but in 
the current data, no such qualifications of the nature of the relationship are available. 
Second, the same goes for the quality of the employment and the relationship to a 
child. Third, the parenthood variable may also be considered inadequate: More men 
may have fathered children but not acknowledged them legally. In addition, it is 
unknown whether sample members actually lived with and took care of their children. 
Fourth, the employment variable captured only official employment registration, and 
no measures of irregular labor are included. Furthermore, it is unknown whether sex 
offenders were employed full-time or part-time, although it is likely that most con-
tracts would have been (almost) full-time, given that the employment records showed 
that very few applied for supplementary benefits that citizens are entitled to if their 
income is below a certain minimum. Fifth, information about education is not avail-
able; therefore, it is impossible to disentangle the effect of education from employ-
ment per se.

www.statline.nl
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This study was able to investigate only those life events that made it to official 
records, and as such were part of the official, registered side of the JSOs’ lives. More 
in-depth research is needed to establish the mechanisms responsible for the association 
between employment and offending for JSOs, and the non-effect of marriage and par-
enthood. For example, Ouimet and Le Blanc (1996) found that cohabitation or mar-
riage at younger age is associated with an increase in offending, whereas after age 21, 
cohabitation is associated with a reduction. Therefore, future analyses should look at 
age-specific effects in more depth. Last, future research should incorporate the quality 
and nature of employment in analyses, as effects may be contingent on the quality of 
the social bonds they generate.
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Notes

1. To better understand the marital patterns for JSOs, general population data were extracted 
from Statistics Netherlands (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek [CBS], 2014a, 2014b, 
www.statline.nl). The data were matched to a birth cohort comparable with that of the 
JSOs.

2. Details can be obtained from the author upon request.
3. To estimate the percentages, the following formula has been used: (eβ − 1) × 100 (Allison, 

2005).
4. The explanation as to why child abusers do not benefit from employment is possibly a 

technical one. This group is on average criminally the least active of the three offender 
types, especially during early adulthood (see Table 1). When very few offenses are com-
mitted in the period where most transitions take place, it is hard to detect an effect of these 
transitions.
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