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Chapter 2

Juvenile Sex Offenders: Long-Term

Criminal Careers and Background

Characteristics

This version of the chapter is a translation of the article published in Dutch: Berg,

C.J.W. van den, Bijleveld, C.C.J.H. & Hendriks, J. (2011). Jeugdige zedendelin-

quenten. Lange termijn criminele carriéres en achtergrondkenmerken [Juvenile sex

offenders. Long-term criminal careers and background characteristics]. Tijdschrift

voor Criminologie, 53, 227-243.

In which findings from: Lussier, P., Berg, C.J.W. van den, Bijleveld, C.C.J.H. &

Hendriks, J. (2012). A developmental taxonomy of juvenile sex offenders for the-

ory, research, and prevention: The adolescent-Limited and the high-rate slow desister.

Criminal Justice and Behavior, 39, 1559- 1581 were incorporated with permission of

the first author.



Abstract

Using semi-parametric group-based modeling this study explored the criminal careers of

498 juvenile sex offenders from age 12 up to age 28. The number, frequency and shape

of sexual offending trajectories and general offending trajectories were examined. The

study revealed two sexual offending trajectories and five general offending trajectories.

No strong evidence was found for the assumption that juvenile sex offenders follow a

chronic and specialized sexual criminal career. For the general offending trajectories it

was found that the offending frequency declined over time. Moreover, most offenders

were found to be in the (general) low frequency trajectories. The study compared the

findings to general developmental criminological theory and concluded that the criminal

career of juvenile sex offenders partly corresponded with the trajectories assumed for

general offenders. Implications for theory and research are discussed.

Keywords: juvenile sex offending, sexual recidivism, desistance, criminal career, pro-

tective and risk factors
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Chapter 2: Criminal Career and Background Characteristics

2.1 Introduction

Sex offenders are often considered as fundamentally different from other offenders.

They are believed to be chronic specialized sex offenders (i.e., offenders who do not

desist and are highly specialized in sexual offending). However, there are indications

that this assumption may not be true. The meta-analysis by Caldwell (2002) on juvenile

sexual re-offense risk, showed that the average percentage of sexual re-offending is just

12% over a follow-up period of 4.8 years. For a Dutch sample of institutionalized

juvenile sex offenders Hendriks and Bijleveld (2008) found the sexual recidivism rate

to be 11% after a follow-up period of on average 9 years. The general re-offending

frequency was 60% and 26% for non-sexual violent re-offending. Moreover, Zimring

et al. (2007) and Zimring et al. (2009) showed that the long-term chances of sexual

re-offending were equal for juvenile sex offenders and juvenile non-sex offenders. Thus,

there appears to be little evidence for the existence of the specialized and chronic

juvenile sex offender. In fact, criminal careers consist for a considerable part of non-

sexual offenses, as juvenile sex offenders are more likely to commit a non-sexual offense

if they do re-offend (see; Van Wijk et al., 2005; Hendriks, 2006; Miner, 2002). This

view can be designated as the discontinuity hypothesis, which assumes that for the vast

majority of juvenile sex offenders desistance from sexual offending is the norm (e.g.,

Lussier, Van den Berg, Bijleveld, & Hendriks, 2012; Miner, 2002; Zimring, 2004).

In previous studies no evidence emerged of a single profile for the juvenile sex

offender. Empirical findings even indicate a number of distinct subgroups of juvenile

sex offenders, classified according to offense- and victim characteristics (e.g., Bijleveld

& Hendriks, 2003; Hendriks, 2006; Hunter et al., 2003). The first two types of juvenile

sex offenders are solo offenders. This means they committed the offense alone with

no co-offender. A first solo type is that of the child abuser, who sexually abused a

prepubescent child (under the age of 12) of at least five years younger. Second, if

the sexually abused victim is a peer or older than the perpetrator, the juvenile sex

offender is categorized as a peer abuser. A third group commits sexual abuse with

at least one co-offender and are therefore called group offenders (Hendriks, 2006).

Specific personality characteristics are found for each of the groups. For instance,

group offenders are more often of an ethnic minority background than the solo offenders

(Bijleveld & Soudijn, 2008; Hendriks, 2006; VanWijk & Blokland, 2008). Also, they are
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found to have a lower IQ than child and peer abusers (Hendriks, 2006). Child abusers

are overall more often non-minorities, socially isolated and have more psychological

problems in comparison to peer abusers (Hendriks, 2006; Van Wijk, Blokland, Duits,

& Vermeiren, 2006). Moreover, differences also exist regarding the sexual offense.

Child abusers are younger at their first sexual offense, their victims are mainly male

and the perpetrator himself experienced sexual abuse more often (Hendriks, 2006). All

these characteristics are related to the etiology of the sexual abuse and possibly also

to sexual re-offending. Thus studying these characteristics together with the criminal

career is relevant in order to gain more insight in the heterogeneous group of juvenile sex

offenders. In this study we will investigate the offending trajectories (criminal career)

of juvenile sex offenders over time. We will assess whether the found trajectories

fit the hypothesized trajectories by Moffitt (1993) and Moffitt (2006). Furthermore,

trajectory-specific personality and background characteristics will be discussed.

2.2 Theoretical Background

From a developmental psychological perspective, juvenile sex offenders are, when com-

mitting the offense, in a turbulent and critical stage in the life course (adolescence)

in which they go through many changes on a biological and social level. Generally,

first sexual contacts are also experienced in this period. After adolescence a phase

of preparation for adulthood follows. Arnett (2004) named this period the emerging

adulthood and described it as a time of exploration with limited parental control, and

with the aim of establishing a unique personal identity. Between the ages of 18 up to

25 emerging adults increasingly take on adult roles, like being a partner, an employee

and a parent. Due to increasing responsibility generated by these adult roles delin-

quency will decline, as offending will jeopardize the new status and position in society

(Sampson & Laub, 1993).

For many offenders empirical evidence demonstrated the decline of criminal ac-

tivity in emerging adulthood (e.g., Blokland et al., 2005; van der Geest et al., 2009;

Sampson & Laub, 2003). Whether this also applies for juvenile sex offenders remains

unclear, as most empirical studies only used a short follow-up period that does not

comprise the entire (emerging) adulthood. On the one hand, when considering what is

known from previous research, it can be assumed that the decline in criminal activity
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Chapter 2: Criminal Career and Background Characteristics

found for samples of non-sexual juvenile offenders might also be found for juvenile sex

offenders, as sexual re-offending rates for juvenile sex offender are low and they are

more likely to commit other offenses. Therefore, juvenile sex offenders may be more

generalist offenders rather than specialized sexual perpetrators. On the other hand

it has also been well documented that there are sex offender-specific risk factors that

set them apart from non-sex offenders, like a higher prevalence of psychological and

psychiatric disturbances (Smallbone, 2006). Seto and Lalumière (2010) compared the

risk factors of juvenile sex offenders and juvenile non-sex offenders, and found that risk

factors associated with general re-offending explain sexual and non-sexual re-offending

in juvenile sex offenders. This indicates a certain comparability between juvenile sex

offenders and juvenile non-sex offenders with regard to risk factors associated with

recidivism.

2.2.1 Developmental Criminological Theories

Most sex offender-specific theories focus on explaining the etiology of sexual offending

for adult child abusers (e.g., R. A. Knight & Knight-Sims, 2003; Marshall & Barbaree,

1990; Finkelhor, 1984; Hall & Hirschman, 1992; Ward & Sorbello, 2003). Some theories

do have a developmental aspect, as these theories explain sexual offending through

childhood events. Still, these theories do not state any expectations about the further

criminal development after the sexual offense.

Therefore the use of a more general criminological theory is warranted. A fre-

quently used theory for studying the criminal career is the dual-taxonomy by Moffitt

(1993). This theory describes the development of offending trajectories from early

childhood well into adulthood. Moffitt (1993) assumes certain characteristics associ-

ated with the delinquent behavior and etiology of offending for the individuals within

the hypothesized trajectories . The original theory by Moffitt (1993) hypothesized two

distinct offender types that each follow different offending trajectories. The first is

the adolescence-limited offender (AL) and comprises most of the offender population

(95%). The second trajectory consists of the remaining 5% of the offender population,

who are designated as a life-course-persistent offender (LCP). As the name implies

the LCP-offenders start antisocial behavior at young ages, due to adverse background

characteristics (such as childhood aggression and conduct disorder) already present
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in childhood, and they continue this behavior across the life course (Moffitt, 1993).

This antisocial disposition is amplified by environmental circumstances, like abuse or

neglect by family members. LCP-offenders often grow up in disadvantaged families,

where parents lack necessary psychological and physical resources to cope with the

antisocial tendencies of the child (Moffitt, 1993). The adverse traits, environmental

and developmental processes combined cause the long-term deviant and delinquent

behavior of the LCP-offenders.

The AL-offenders display no antisocial tendencies in childhood. They start showing

deviant behavior in adolescence, under the influence of the so-called ‘maturity gap’.

This refers to the period where an adolescent reaches biological maturity, while his

social maturity is not yet accepted by society. At this point the AL-offender is easily

influenced by the few LCP-offenders that do not seem to suffer from the maturity gap.

The LCP-offenders’ delinquent behavior seems to enable them to achieve the desired

status of social maturity (Moffitt, 1993). AL-offenders will continue deviant behavior

until society accepts their social maturity.

In more recent work Moffitt (2006) added a third offender group, that of the low-

level chronic offenders (LC). The etiology of their deviant behavior is comparable to

that of the LCP-offenders. However, their criminal career consists of a lower offending

frequency. Moffitt (2006) explains this smaller number of offenses by the lack of social

contact with other deviant peers.

There is comprehensive empirical evidence for the typology by Moffitt (1993, 2006).

Within general population samples three groups are often distinguished: a group that

commits no offenses, a group that commits few offenses and a group that follows the

AL-trajectory (e.g., Chung, Hawkins, Gilchrist, & Nagin, 2002; Nagin, Farrington,

& Moffitt, 1995; Nagin & Land, 1993; Sampson & Laub, 2003). Typically, more

offending trajectories are found for samples of high-risk youths or high-risk offenders

(e.g., Blokland et al., 2005; Bushway, Thornberry, & Krohn, 2003; van der Geest et

al., 2009). Another consistent finding is that the frequency of offending in high-risk

groups declines with age (e.g., Sampson & Laub, 2003; Blokland et al., 2005; van der

Geest et al., 2009).

According to Moffitt (1993) sexual offending is predominantly a manifestation of

a LCP-criminal career. Moffitt, Caspi, Harrington, and Milne (2002) found evidence

for this hypothesis in the Dunedin study, where LCP-offenders (10% of the sample)
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Chapter 2: Criminal Career and Background Characteristics

were responsible for 62% of all sexual violence against women. Other studies found

mixed evidence for the assumption that sex offenders are mostly LCP-offenders, as the

etiology and criminal career of adult sexual offenders appeared heterogeneous, and the

influence of childhood risk factors decreased over the years (e.g., Seto & Barbaree, 1997;

Lalumière, Harris, Quinsey, & Rice, 2005; Cale, Lussier, & Proulx, 2009). According to

these findings only a few sex offender subtypes seemed to fit the relatively deterministic

taxonomy by Moffitt (1993).

2.3 Research Questions

In the current study we will address the following exploratory questions:

(i) How does the criminal career of juvenile sex offenders develop over time?

(ii) Are there multiple general and sexual offending trajectories for juvenile sex of-

fenders and do trajectory members differ with regard to offense and background

characteristics?

(iii) Does the taxonomy by Moffitt (1993, 2006) explain the trajectories found for the

current sample of juvenile sex offenders?

2.4 Methodology

2.4.1 Sample

The current sample consists of 498 male juvenile sex offenders. Between 1988 and

2001 the largest part of the sample (n = 316, 63.5%) was psychologically screened

at an outpatient treatment facility. Following the screening 107 (21.5%) juvenile sex

offenders received treatment at the outpatient treatment facility, 209 (42%) juveniles

did not receive any treatment. The remaining 182 sample members (36.5%) were

treated in a judicial treatment institution for juveniles between 1988 and 2004. At the

time of the sampling offense the ages of the sample members ranged from 10 to 17

years, with an average of 14.4 years (SD = 1.8). All juveniles were convicted or had

confessed to at least one contact sexual offense (i.e., an offense where there was physical
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contact between the victim and perpetrator âĂŞ according to the Dutch criminal code

articles 242 âĂŞ 249). As stated earlier juvenile sex offenders have been found to be a

heterogeneous group of offenders. In this study we will classify the sample according to

offense- and victim characteristics. We identify three groups within the sample: (solo)

child abusers (n = 259, 52%), (solo) peer abusers (n = 160, 32%) and group offenders

(n = 79, 16%).

In 2009 and 2010, follow-up information on the sample was obtained. Therefore,

the follow-up was on average 14 years. The ages of the sample members ranged from 18

up to 40 years, with an average of 28.7 years (SD = 3.9). Before the last observation

in 2010, seven individuals died and fourteen emigrated (according to the Dutch Mu-

nicipal Records Database [Gemeentelijke basisadministratie - GBA]). These 21 sample

members are treated as lost to follow-up, after the date of emigration or passing.

Permission for this study was granted by the Dutch Ministry of Security and Jus-

tice and the Dutch Data Protection Authority (DPA [College Bescherming Persoons-

gegevens - CBP]) of the Ministry of Interior and Kingdom Relations.

2.4.2 Variables

Treatment files

Using validated standardized measurement instruments a wide variety of therapists,

psychologists and psychiatrists had collected information on the sample members in

treatment files. These files contain information on psychological, developmental, back-

ground, environmental, treatment and judicial variables and are thus multidisciplinary.

Trained researchers extracted and coded the data from the treatment files for further

research. For information on the scoring instrument and inter-rater reliability see

Hendriks (2006). Table 2.1 shows the variables from the treatment files that were used

in the current study. Some of the variables had missing values (ranging from 1 missing

value up to 30% for self-image), these were filled-in by multiple imputation in SPSS.

This was done for: extroversion, conscience development, social contact with peers,

neuroticism, impulsiveness, IQ and self-image.
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Chapter 2: Criminal Career and Background Characteristics

Table 2.1.
Variables used in the current study from treatment files

Personality characteristics Extroversion, impulsiveness, intelligence (IQ),
neuroticism and thrill-seekinga.

Personal characteristics Ethnic background, conscience development, self-
image, birth complications, sexual abuse victim-
ization

Offending characteristics Type of sexual offender
Psychopathology Pervasive developmental disorder - not otherwise

specified (PDD-NOS), hyperactivity (ADHD),
conduct disorder, learning problems, enuresis
(bedwetting)

Environmental characteristics Family structure, alcohol or drug abuse by par-
ents, neglect, abuse, violence between parents,
psychopathology of the parents, unemployment of
the parents

Alcohol and drug use Did the minor (sample member) use drugs or drink
alcohol

Peer and school variables Educational level, skipping school, bullying, being
bullied, social contact with peers

a These variables have been measured using the Dutch Personality Questionnaire-Junior (Neder-
landse Persoonlijkheids Vragenlijst âĂŞ NPV(J)), Adolescent Temperament Questionnaire (Ado-
lescenten Temperament Lijst âĂŞ ATL), the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children-Revised
(WISC-NR) and Raven’s Progressive Matrices and Vocabulary Tests.

Judicial Documentation

Data on offending was obtained from the Judicial Documentation abstracts (JD) from

the Judicial Documentation Centre of the Dutch Ministry of Security and Justice. All

offenses registered for prosecution are listed in the JD, including information on date of

perpetration, type of offense, conviction date and sentence. JD abstracts are available

from age 12 up, since this is the assumed age of legal responsibility. Not all offenses

registered in the JD were used in the study, excluded were misdemeanors, offenses that

ended in acquittal or when prosecution was dropped on ‘technical grounds’, i.e., when

the prosecutor expected the case to end in acquittal. All other offenses were coded

using the standard classification system developed by Statistics Netherlands [Centraal

Bureau voor de Statistiek - CBS].
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2.4.3 Analytical Strategy

The analytical strategy for the current study is threefold. First, frequency counts were

used for the description of the sample members and their criminal careers. Second, the

semi-parametric group-based modeling method (Nagin, 2005) was employed to statisti-

cally extract distinct groups of juvenile sex offenders based on the dependent variable:

the criminal career (defined by the offending frequency per age year). The Bayesian

information criterion (BIC) was used to determine the number of groups. Since con-

victions are relatively rare events a zero-inflated Poisson model is used that allows for

spells of non-offending without changing the estimated distinct offending trajectories.

The model was controlled for time spent incarcerated, as it is less likely that sample

members can commit offenses while being incarcerated. For the third and final step we

will use the trajectory group memberships to assess whether specific group differences

exist regarding personal, personality and environmental characteristics. The choice of

characteristics for the analysis was in the first place theoretically driven. If a certain

characteristic was indicated in the theory by Moffitt (1993, 2006) as distinct for a LCP,

AL or LC-offending trajectory it was added in the analysis. The second criterion was

empirically driven. Using bivariate tests characteristics were added that showed signifi-

cant correlation with one or more trajectory groups. To establish which characteristics

corresponded with the trajectory groups an analysis technique had to be used that is

able to cope with variables of different measurement levels and an, in a way, ambiguous

variable of group membership, as it is based on estimated probabilities. Canonical

correlation analysis, called OVERALS in SPSS, is able to estimate what background

characteristics of different measurement levels are associated with a nominal variable

representing the offending trajectories (see; Gifi, 1990; van der Burg, de Leeuw, & Dijk-

sterhuis, 1994). The analysis estimates a two-dimensional solution, where respondents

are placed close to their characteristics. However, the solution is always a compromise.

A fit measure is given to indicate how well the data fits the solution. Nevertheless,

there are no clear guidelines on when a fit is acceptable. Generally, fit values under

0.5 are considered poor. The definitive acceptability of the solution is often based on

interpretability.
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2.5 Results

2.5.1 Characterstics

Most of the sample members were ethnic Dutch (72%). About a fifth of the sample

(26%) followed a criminal career consisting of only the sampling offense only. The re-

maining 74% committed at least one offense after the sampling offense; 12% committed

another sex offense and 32% committed a violent offense. The average intelligence in

the sample was low, 15% had an IQ below 85 and more than half of the sample had an

IQ between 85 and 100. 74% of the juvenile sex offenders in this study scored above

average or high on neuroticism. For impulsiveness we found that 57% of the sample

members scored low to average. Moreover, extroversion and thrill-seeking scores were

also on average low for the current sample. A substantial part of the juvenile sex offend-

ers was rated as having a deficient conscious development and a poor self-image. Four

out of five of the sample members had poor social contacts with peers. Furthermore,

half of the sample was found to have a disorder (mainly conduct disorder). About 40%

had experienced neglect: physical, psychological or both, and about a quarter of the

sample had been abused, of which about a third sexually.

2.5.2 Criminal Career

The second step was to explore the criminal career of the sample by estimating group-

based offending trajectories. First, we studied sexual offending trajectories, as the lit-

erature lead us to believe that juvenile sex offenders might be specialized and chronic

sex offenders. Second, the general offending trajectories were studied, following em-

pirical literature that found juvenile sex offenders to resemble general offenders (e.g.,

Caldwell, 2010).

Considering that empirical evidence points to heterogeneity within juvenile sex

offenders, we controlled for offender type (child abuser, peer abuser, group offender).

The fit of the model improved after adding these controls.

âĂČ
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Table 2.2.
Descriptives, juvenile and adult criminal career per sex offending trajectory

HRD SOAL
Group comparisons

(T-stats)
Descriptives group-based analysis

N 52 10.4% 446 89.6% -
Intercept 1.14856 -38.46862 -
Mean group probability .90 .90 -
Range group probability .50-1.00 .51-.99 -
Peak age 12 14 -
Mean age 29.8 4.2 28.5 3.8 -

Juvenile criminal career
(age 12-17)

Mean number of offenses 3.6 3.6 2.7 2.8 1.880
Mean number of sexual offenses 2.3 2.7 1.4 1.1 2.502∗

Mean number of violent offenses 0.3 0.8 0.4 1.1 -0.785
Mean number of property offenses 0.9 1.9 0.8 1.9 0.380
Mean number of other offenses 0.1 0.3 0.1 0.3 0.643

Adult criminal career (age 18-28)

Mean number of offenses 4.5 5.7 2.0 4.1 3.030∗∗

Mean number of sexual offenses 1.4 1.5 0.02 0.1 6.952∗∗∗

Mean number of violent offenses 1.3 2.4 0.6 1.5 1.766
Mean number of property offenses 1.6 3.2 1.2 3.3 0.820
Mean number of other offenses 0.2 0.6 0.2 0.7 -0.785

Note. Standard deviations and percentages are displayed in subscript.
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Figure 2.1. Sexual offending trajectories of juvenile sex offenders. The sample
includes N = 498 individuals and 17 time periods (t = 12, . . . , 28).

Sex offending trajectories

The group-based analysis of only sex offending found a two-groups trajectory solu-

tion as the best fitting model. The descriptive statistics of the two-group solution are

presented in table 2.2 and a graphical representation of the two sexual offending tra-

jectories can be seen in figure 2.1. In both trajectories the mean group probabilities

were very high at .90, indicating two distinct groups.

The first trajectory consists of 52 individuals, 10.4% of the entire sample of juvenile

sex offenders. The trajectory was labeled high-rate desisters (HRD) as they started

their sexual offending young, at age 12, and at a high offending frequency. After

the peak age the level of sexual offending slowly declined. The HRD-trajectory had an

average of 2.3 sexual offenses per person (SD = 2.7) during the juvenile sexual criminal

career (age 12 - 17 years). In adulthood sexual offending declined to 1.4 sexual offenses

per person (SD = 1.5). This is on both accounts significantly higher than the sexual
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offending rate in the second trajectory.

The second group, labeled the sex offending adolescence-limited (SOAL), consisted

of the remaining 446 juvenile sex offenders (89.6%). In this trajectory the offend-

ing peak was at a higher age than for the individuals in the HRD-trajectory: the

SOAL-offenders peaked in sexual offending at age 14, a steep decline on the sexual

offending frequency was set in soon thereafter. Moreover, desistance from sexual of-

fending seemed to have occurred by the end of adolescence (about age 19-20). Sexual

offenses were thus mainly committed in the juvenile criminal career, with a mean of

1.4 sexual offenses per person (SD = 1.1).

Both trajectories contained sexual recidivists, yet the HRD were at much higher

risk of continuing into adulthood. In this trajectory 60% re-offended, in the SOAL-

trajectory 35% committed another sexual offense. When inspecting the individuals who

continue sexual offending in adulthood 27 sample members were identified as possible

specialized sexual offenders. These individuals continued sexual offending in adulthood

and committed few other types of offenses over the life course (juvenile and adult

criminal career). Most of these individuals were in the HRD-sex offending trajectory.

This indicates that crime specialization is present for a very small proportion of the

juvenile sex offenders (5.4% of the entire sample).

Overall, the sex offending trajectories did not show a distinct chronic and specialized

group of juvenile sex offenders, as both trajectories showed a decline in sexual offending

over time. Therefore, the next step is to inspect whether juvenile sex offenders resemble

general offenders and the trajectories found in the theory by Moffitt (1993).

General offending trajectories

A five-group solution appeared to be the best model for describing the general offending

careers of juvenile sex offenders (see; figure 2.2). Specifications of the model are dis-

played in table 2.3. The mean group probabilities showed that the model was well able

to classify the sample members into the trajectories, as most were above .75 (except the

low chronic where the mean group probability was .74). It is possible that the trajecto-

ries could be influenced by the age of the sample member, therefore the mean age of the

sample members was inspected at the end of the observation. No significant differences

were found between the ages in the trajectory groups (F = 0.887(4), p = 0.471).
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Figure 2.2. Offending trajectories of juvenile sex offenders. The sample includes
N = 498 individuals and 17 time periods (t = 12, . . . , 28).

Based on the shape of the offending trajectories the following labels were given:

low chronic (LC), late bloomers (LB), adolescence-limited (AL), late starters (LS) and

early starters (ES). Four out of the five trajectories showed a decrease in offending after

the peak age. This indicates that contrary to assumptions of the dual taxonomy by

Moffitt (1993) no life-course-persistent trajectory was found for the current sample of

juvenile sex offenders. Clearly, the majority of the sample were classified as belonging

to the AL-trajectory (n = 245, 49.2%) . This is the only trajectory where desistance

seemed to set in after adolescence; after age 18 the average number of offenses in

this group was 0.1 (SD = 0.4) (see table 2.4). Therefore, there seemed to be some

comparison to the adolescence-limited pathway as described by Moffitt (1993). The

course of the LC-trajectory resembled the third offender group Moffitt (2006) added

to her theory. All in all, two of the five trajectories found for the current sample of

juvenile sex offenders resembled trajectories hypothesized by Moffitt (1993, 2006).
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Table 2.3.
Offending trajectories specifications

LC LB AL LS ES
N 80 34 245 115 24
Intercept 6.29630 -7.05019 -34.52903 -10.09998 2.68212
Mean group probability .74 .87 .78 .75 .87
Range group probability .36-.99 .48-.99 .38-.96 .38-.99 .41-.99
Peak age 12 22 15 18 12
Mean age 29.1 4.1 29.5 3.9 28.5 3.6 28.7 4.1 28.2 4.6

Note. Standard deviations are displayed in subscript.

When inspecting the types of offenses in the offending trajectories the resemblance

to the dual taxonomy becomes even less (Moffitt, 1993, 2006). According to Moffitt

(1993) offenders in the AL-trajectory will only commit minor non-violent offenses.

However, table 2.4 showed that in their juvenile offending career AL-offenders com-

mitted mainly sexual offenses, on average 1.4 (SD = 1.2) per person. With slightly

more than 1 offense per person the AL-trajectory can be seen as specialized in sexual

offending for the ages 12 up to 17. The offenses committed in the LC-trajectory did

resemble the pathway as described by Moffitt (2006). However, the peak at the end of

the criminal career is unexpected. From the ages 12 up to 17 LC-offenders were also

characterized by sexual offending (on average 1.6 offenses per person). However, in

adulthood the LC-criminal career consisted mainly of violent offenses (on average 0.5

per person) and property offenses (on average 0.6 per person), sexual offending was

sporadic (on average 0.2 offenses per person).

The remaining three trajectories did not show any resemblance with the trajectories

hypothesized by Moffitt (1993, 2006). The third low frequent offending group is that of

the late starters. The peak age in this group was age 18 and after that a steady decline

sets in. Again, the types of offenses in the juvenile criminal career were mainly sexual

offenses, on average 1.3 per person. In adulthood this shifted to property offending.

The LB and ES-trajectories were the two high frequency offending groups. They were

also the smallest groups, the LB-group consisted of 34 sample members and the ES-

group comprised 24 individuals. The shape of the LB-trajectory was especially bell-

curved, with a high peak at age 22. This juvenile criminal career was characterized

by mainly property offending, and this trend persevered in the adult criminal career
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where on average 9.1 property offenses per person were committed. The juvenile sex

offenders in this trajectory did have the highest number of sexual offenses in adulthood

with on average 0.6 offenses per person; in the other offending trajectories the sexual

offending rate did not exceed 0.2 sexual offenses per person. The composition of all

the different types of offenses in this trajectory and the high frequency with which

they were committed makes this the trajectory most comparable to the LCP-offender

by Moffitt (1993). Finally, the ES-trajectory had the most distinct shape: the start

of the criminal career was very early and comprised a high frequency of offenses (1.8

offenses per person at age 12 and 10.7 offenses per person from age 12 up to 17). The

individuals in the ES-trajectory also committed most sexual offenses in the juvenile

criminal career, with on average 2.8 offenses per person. Violent offending was also

frequent. In the adult criminal career sexual offending declines significantly and violent

and property offending were most frequent crimes.

All in all, the resemblance to the trajectories hypothesized by Moffitt (1993, 2006)

is limited in shape as well as composition of the offenses in the found trajectories for

the current sample of juvenile sex offenders.

âĂČ

âĂČ

2.5.3 Background Characteristics per Trajectory

To establish whether there are specific background characteristics associated with each

trajectory we used the exploratory analysis OVERALS with two sets of variables.

The first set of variables contained the offending trajectories (coded as one nominal

variable) and the second set contained all background characteristics as described in the

methodology. If characteristics were distinct for one of trajectories, these characteristics

were placed close to the specific trajectory.

Figure 2.3 shows the positioning of the background characteristics among the offend-

ing trajectories. The AL-trajectory was placed in the right-hand side of the OVERALS

solution, the LS-group was in the lower left of the figure, also left was the ES-trajectory,

the LB-group was placed high in the middle of the solution, while the LC-trajectory

was placed just above the middle. The trajectories showed a good distribution over the

solution. Nevertheless, the background characteristics associated with the trajectories
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Figure 2.3. OVERALS solution. The sample includes N = 498 individuals.

were all placed close to the center of the figure. This indicates that there were no

distinct trajectories with regard to the background characteristics. Most of the char-

acteristics were overlapping between the trajectories. When interpreting the figure it

is important to keep this in mind.

The individuals in the AL-trajectory, on the right-hand side of figure 2.3, were

characterized by the following aspects from the second set of variables: a child abuser,

ethnic Dutch, sexually abused by an acquaintance or relative, inadequate social con-

tact with peers, bullied, birth complications, sufficient conscience development and

psychopathological problems (pervasive developmental disorder, depression, anxiety).

Some of the AL-trajectory characteristics overlapped with the LS-trajectory: individ-

uals in both trajectories had low thrill-seeking impulses, enuresis, alcohol abuse and

parents with psychopathology. Therefore the profile of the individuals in the AL-

trajectory was a blend of environmental factors, social isolation, psychopathological

problems and sexual abuse.
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Compared to the AL-trajectory, the individuals in the LS-trajectory were more often

troubled by environmental factors, such as violence between parents, alcohol abuse by

family members, and unemployment of one parent or both. Furthermore, drug abuse,

low intelligence and low levels of neuroticism were more prominent in the LS-trajectory.

Of the three subtypes of juvenile sex offenders, peer abusers were placed close to the

LS-trajectory. In other words, peer abusers were likely to be in the LS-trajectory.

Most left in the solution, also in proximity to the peer abuser subtype, is the ES-

trajectory. The individuals in this trajectory possessed characteristics associated with

a high-risk profile for offending; they had experienced parental drug abuse, were from

a non-ethnic Dutch nationality, they had learning disabilities, and an insufficient con-

science development. This high-risk profile was possibly reflected in the high starting

rate for offending found in the ES-trajectory.

The last trajectory, the LB-trajectory, was placed above the middle in the solution.

This trajectory does not have a distinct profile of characteristics as only abuse by

a stranger was placed close to the LB-trajectory. Interestingly, the LC-trajectory is

placed closest to the LB-trajectory. This indicates that these trajectories resemble one

another. In figure 2.2 we indeed found the pattern of these trajectories to be similar,

while the offending rate differed significantly.

2.5.4 Theoretical Implications

Sexual offending is hypothesized to be part of the life-course-persistent criminal career

(Moffitt, 1993). Yet, upon inspecting the trajectories on sexual offending no persistent

specialized group of juvenile sex offenders was found. Thus, the dual-taxonomy does

not seem applicable to juvenile sex offenders.

For general offending trajectories this study showed that two out of the five tra-

jectories, resembled the offending patterns hypothesized by Moffitt (1993, 2006). The

pattern found for the AL-trajectory was similar to Moffitt’s adolescence-limited of-

fender group, yet the trajectory comprised serious offenses which were not hypothe-

sized by Moffitt (1993) to be present in an adolescence-limited offender group. The

OVERALS solution showed that the AL-trajectory was associated with severe adverse

background characteristics which did not resemble the characteristics Moffitt (1993)

hypothesized for individuals in the adolescence-limited offender group. Moreover, these
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adverse background characteristics were assumed to only be found in the life-course-

persistent offending group. This study showed that the juvenile sex offenders placed

in the AL-trajectory were characterized problematic behavior and adverse risk factors.

All in all, only the pattern of the AL-trajectory resembled Moffitt’s theory (1993).

The LC-trajectory followed a pattern similar to the offending group Moffitt added

in more recent work (Moffitt, 2006). The low-level chronic offenders follow a criminal

career with a low offending frequency due to lack of social contact with deviant peers

(Moffitt, 2006). This study found a similar continuous low offending frequency com-

prising serious offenses. However, the characteristics associated with the individuals in

the LC-trajectory were very mixed, as the trajectory was placed in the center of the

OVERALS solution. Thus, the LC-trajectory was found to only resemble the offending

pattern assumed by Moffitt (2006).

No life-course-persistent offender group was found for juvenile sex offenders, as the

offending rate for the remaining three trajectories, the LB-, LS-, and ES-trajectory,

declined over time.

2.6 Discussion

The current study investigated offending trajectories (criminal careers) of juvenile sex

offenders over time and compared the found trajectories to developmental criminolog-

ical theory.

First, sexual offending trajectories were inspected as the literature and the dual

taxonomy by Moffitt (1993) assumed sexual offenders to be a persistent and specialized

group of offenders. The two sex offending trajectories found for juvenile sex offenders

showed a gradual decline in sexual offending over time. This is in accordance with

the discontinuity hypothesis which assumes that desistance from sexual offending is

the norm in the vast majority of juvenile sex offenders (e.g., Hendriks, 2006; Lussier

et al., 2012; Miner, 2002; Zimring, 2004). The pattern of desistance differed between

the two trajectories. The individuals within the SOAL-trajectory were less likely to

become specialized in sexual offending, since they displayed a low frequency in sexual

offending, limited to adolescence. Desistance occurred around age 18 for the SOAL-

trajectory. For the juvenile sex offenders in the HRD-trajectory it is unclear when

they desist from sexual offending, however a strong reduction in the sexual offending
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frequency has been found. The individuals in the HRD-trajectory seemed most at

risk of specialization in sexual offending. Indeed, some individuals in this trajectory

continued sexual offending in adulthood, yet this is only a very small group. Overall,

the sexual offending trajectories did not show persistent and specialized offending.

Given that the sexual criminal careers were defined by a decline in sexual offending and

low recidivism rates in adulthood. This is in line with previous empirical studies looking

into recidivism by juvenile sex offenders that found that if a juvenile sex offenders re-

offends, it is most likely a non-sexual crime (e.g., Caldwell, 2002; Nisbet, Wilson, &

Smallbone, 2004).

Therefore, the second step in this study was to investigate the general criminal

career of juvenile sex offenders, and to compare their trajectories to the theory devel-

oped by Moffitt (1993, 2006). Five criminal careers were uncovered for the juvenile sex

offenders. The offending patterns of these five groups were distinct. However, upon

further inspection the individuals within the trajectories did not possess distinct char-

acteristics, as some characteristics overlapped between the trajectories. This finding

is interesting as it indicates that when merely looking at offending these five trajecto-

ries best explain the data, however if the characteristics of juvenile sex offenders are

used to classify them into subtypes a different division would occur. The typology by

Hendriks (2006) seemed to be well distributed in the solution indicating that these

three subtypes are reasonably distinct. This all leads us to believe that there is no

singular typology for juvenile sex offenders. It depends on the research question which

typology would be suitable. When studying the criminal career the five-group solution

would be best fitting for the current sample, yet when studying characteristics or con-

trolling for them in analyses, the typology by Hendriks (2006) would be more suitable.

More classifications could also be possible. What interested us in the current study is

not to divide juvenile sex offenders in subtypes based on their characteristics during

the sampling offense, but to uncover how their criminal careers develop over time and

how this development can be explained.

We found that two out of the five criminal careers of juvenile sex offenders resembled

the offending trajectories assumed in Moffitt’s dual taxonomy (1993).The majority of

the sample was placed in the AL-trajectory, where desistance after adolescence was

the norm. In fact, a quarter of the sample committed only one offense, the sampling

offense. Interestingly, the AL-trajectory was made up of mostly child abusers, the sub-
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type of sex offenders who are assumed and theorized to be persistent and specialized

sexual offenders. The pattern of the AL-trajectory is similar to the adolescence-limited

offender group hypothesized by Moffitt (1993), yet this is the only resemblance. Moffitt

(1993) described adolescence-limited offenders as juveniles who have no antisocial ten-

dencies in childhood, but start showing deviant behavior and committing minor crimes

in adolescence, under the influence of the maturity gap. The juvenile sex offenders in

the AL-trajectory were committing serious crimes, like sexual- and violent offenses.

Moreover, they possessed many risk factors associated with antisocial tendencies, like

neurological deficits due to birth complications, and psychopathology (mainly PDD-

NOS). Moreover, the AL-group were often the victim of sexual abuse by a relative or

acquaintance, and had limited social contact with peers, and low self-esteem. Limited

social skills are often found in juvenile sex offenders, therefore previous studies high-

lighted that inadequate social skills could possible explain sexual offending by juveniles

(Hendriks & Bijleveld, 2004b). In adolescence, several developmental tasks have to be

completed, like managing emotional intimacy and controlling aggressive impulses, the

characteristics found in the AL-trajectory make it much more difficult to fulfill these

developmental tasks (Ward, Polaschek, & Beech, 2006). If the developmental tasks

are not completed before the juvenile develops sexual urges under the influence of hor-

mones, the chances of sexual offending are increased. In other words, if the juvenile

sex offender experiences strong sexual urges, inadequate social skills will cause them

to be unsure of what to do about these feelings and how to behave in the presence of

a likely sexual partner, possibly resulting in a sexual offense (Ward et al., 2006). If

this finding is reconnected to Moffitt’s theory, the maturity gap can be reinterpreted

to a ‘socio-sexual gap’, a gap between social and emotional development and the pos-

sibility to give way to their developing sexual needs. Desistance from sexual offending

can only occur if the ‘socio-sexual gap’ closes due to the completion of developmen-

tal social tasks. This indicates the reaching of developmental maturity. This possible

explanation of the etiology of sexual offending seems to apply to the child abusers in

the AL-trajectory. Given that these individuals are characterized by inadequate social

skill and desistance from sexual and general offending after adolescence.

Peer abusers are also found in the AL-trajectory. Again, contrary to Moffitt’s

hypothesis these peer abusers also commit serious offenses and display antisocial and

violent behavior.
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Most group offenders were classified as LC-offenders: again their characteristics

did not correspond with the characteristics Moffitt (2006) assumed for her low-chronic

offending trajectory. Overall, group offenders were found to be extrovert and to have

adequate social contact with peers.

To conclude, the study found that only a small subgroup of the juvenile sex of-

fenders were persistent sexual offenders. While most juvenile sex offenders experienced

a strong decrease in sexual offending over time. However, the persistent offenders

did not only commit sexual crimes, other offenses were also often committed. Most

juvenile sex offenders followed a versatile criminal career where sexual offending was

often accompanied by property and violent offending. This corresponds with findings

by Cale et al. (2009) for adult sex offenders. The current study also showed that

persistent offenders in the high frequency offending trajectories were, contrary to the

empirical evidence, often not troubled by the hypothesized early antisocial tendencies.

Therefore, the criminal career pattern of juvenile sex offenders partly corresponds with

developmental criminological theory. However, the criminal career pattern is where the

resemblance ends: the offense types and the characteristics of the individuals in the

trajectories are quite different from propositions in Moffitt’s taxonomy (1993, 2006).

This study has strong points as well as limitations. The most significant limitation

is the use of officially registered data for the offending variable. Within criminology

it is well known that the offenses registered in official documentation are just a small

proportion of the actual offenses committed. For sexual offenses, the dark number is

assumed to be even higher, since a large number is never reported to the police because

the offender and victim are acquainted, or the victim feels too ashamed or guilty to

report the sexual offense to the police (Wittebrood, 2006; Sable et al., 2006). Thus,

the results may not be generalizable to all juvenile sex offenders in the Netherlands or

in other countries. To solve this problem, replication in other countries using different

samples is needed. The sample in the current study was psychologically screened or

treated at an outpatient or inpatient treatment facility, this indicates that they proba-

bly constitute a sample of serious offenders with complex psychopathology. Moreover,

the nature of the offenses is possibly also more serious. Therefore, the sample used in

this study can be seen as a serious or high-risk sample. This can influence the analysis,

for instance if a sample was used that committed fairly minor sexual offenses, it is

possible that fewer trajectories would be found since most offenders would be placed
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in the AL-trajectory. There has also been some critique on the semi-parametric group-

based modeling method (see; Skardhamar, 2010). However, we are fairly certain about

the robustness of our analysis, because the sample is large and several solutions with

different specifications were tested and these provided comparable trajectories.

A strong point of the study is the use of an even in international perspective, large

sample of juvenile sex offenders, studied over a relatively long follow-up period with

hardly any loss to follow-up. Moreover, the dataset consisted of information on a large

number of protective and risk factors associated with offending, all collected by a wide

variety of therapists, psychologists and psychiatrists using validated standardized mea-

surement instruments. Future research should, as stated earlier, replicate the current

study to gain more insight in generalizability. Furthermore, it is important to explore

the circumstances associated with desistance in juvenile sex offenders. For sexual of-

fenders in general, desistance remains an understudied subject, while a fair amount

of studies have been conducted on desistance in general offenders. For instance, it

was found that when general offenders assume adult roles, like stable employment,

marriage, and parenthood, a decline in offending sets in after adolescence that results

in desistance (e.g., Sampson & Laub, 1993). The question is whether these dynamic

mechanisms can also explain the offending decline for juvenile sex offenders.
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