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Chapter 1 

 

General Introduction 

 

1.1 Introduction 

Crime runs in families; fathers, mothers, children, and siblings are not only similar in 

character traits and appearance, but tend to resemble each other in their criminal behaviour 

as well (e.g., Beaver, 2013; Farrington, Jolliffe, Loeber, Stouthamer-Loeber & Kalb, 2001; 

Rowe & Farrington, 1997; Van de Rakt, Nieuwbeerta & Apel, 2009). This has been 

established for offending in general, but also for specific types of offending. For example, 

research showed that there is familial clustering in violent offending (Frisell, Lichtenstein & 

Längstrom, 2011; Van de Weijer, Bijleveld & Blokland, 2014), as well as in sexual offending. 

These types of offences have been shown to be transmitted among brothers, but also in 

father-son dyads (Långström, Babchishin, Fazel, Lichtenstein & Frisell, 2015; Van de Weijer, 

Besemer, Bijleveld & Blokland, 2015). 

 

Offending is not the only phenomenon that concentrates in families and is transmitted 

intergenerationally. Some of the characteristics that concentrate in families are patterns of 

family formation and dissolution. For example, it has been shown that children of divorced 

parents are more likely to divorce themselves (Burt, Barnes, McGue & Iacono, 2008; McGue 

& Lykken, 1992). Furthermore, children of mothers who started childbearing early (i.e., 

before age 20) are at elevated risk of becoming parents at young ages themselves (Jaffee, 

Caspi, Moffitt, Belsky & Silva, 2001; Pogarsky, Thornberry & Lizotte, 2006).  

 

Divorce and young parenthood are also associated with offending. Children of divorced 

parents and teenage parents are at elevated risk of engaging in criminal behaviour (Burt et 

al., 2008; Jaffee et al., 2001; Nagin, Pogarsky & Farrington, 1997; Pogarsky, Lizotte & 

Thornberry, 2003). Such associations between life course transitions and offending have 

been established not only intergenerationally but also at the individual level. Transitions 

such as marriage and divorce are associated with respectively lower and higher rates of 

offending (e.g., Sampson & Laub, 1990; Bersani, Laub & Nieuwbeerta, 2009; Sampson & 

Laub, 1993; Van Schellen, 2012). Therefore, criminal offending and family-related transitions 

do not only concentrate in families, they also appear to be interrelated in various ways, 

across generations and within individuals. This interrelatedness is the focus of this 

dissertation. 

 

Relationships between family-related transitions and criminal offending as well as between 

family criminality and offending have been investigated previously, some more extensively 

than others. However, previous studies are limited in a number of ways. First, studies on the 
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association between offending of family members and own offending are generally limited 

in the way family ties were investigated. While the intergenerational transmission of 

offending from parents to children has been studied extensively, far fewer studies have 

examined family criminality in a broader sense, such as by taking into account effects of 

having criminal siblings or grandparents. Investigating only the influence of paternal 

criminality entails investigating only part of the constellation in which children learn 

behaviour and internalise norms and values. In addition to the father, the mother, siblings, 

and grandparents often function as role models and they can transmit criminal values and 

norms. Therefore, those familial ties have to be investigated as well. For understanding the 

mechanisms underlying clustering in offending, it is necessary to investigate the extent to 

which inclusion in the models of these family members’ criminality adds to the prediction of 

offending over and above paternal criminality. 

 

Second, while many of the associations between family-related transitions and offending 

operate simultaneously, these associations have generally been studied separately. In the 

example of the association between parental teenage childbearing and offspring offending, 

most studies have examined maternal early parenthood only. There are, however, several 

factors that may influence or mediate that association, such as parental offending or 

parental divorce because young parents are more likely to be offenders themselves and to 

divorce. By studying only one of these related aspects, we run the risk of picking up an effect 

that is in reality a marker for the underlying cause. Formulated differently, if one would find 

an effect of young parenthood on offspring offending, it could actually be confounded by 

parental divorce, parental offending, or even offending by grandparents. Third, many studies 

have investigated family influences on criminal careers and found significant associations, 

but few studies have investigated possible mechanisms behind these associations. For 

example, there is consensus on the positive relationship between divorce and offending in 

criminological research as well as the negative association for marriage and offending (e.g. 

Bersani et al., 2009; Van Schellen, 2012), but it is still unclear which mechanisms are 

responsible for this relationship. 

 

This dissertation addresses a number of limitations of existing studies. First, the influence of 

other family members’ offending such as maternal, grandparental and sibling offending, is 

taken into account next to the impact of paternal offending. Second, this dissertation 

addresses multiple, simultaneous relationships between family-related factors and 

offending. Thus, we will investigate the impact of early parenthood where we 

simultaneously control for any influences of divorce, parental offending and other 

confounders. Third, this dissertation will attempt to unravel causal mechanisms for the 

observed associations between a number of family-related transitions and offending, 

particularly marriage and divorce.  
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1.1 Definitions 

Throughout this dissertation, intergenerational is used to refer to associations between 

parents and their children and grandparents and their grandchildren. The term 

intragenerational is used to refer to associations ‘between siblings’. Family-related 

transitions refer to life-course transitions and events that are related to family formation or 

dissolution, such as marriage, divorce and childbearing. Offending is operationalised as 

registered criminal offending, by counting the number of criminal convictions and policy 

dismissals (see the Methods section for a more detailed description). 

 

1.2 Research topics 

In this introduction, a number of family influences on crime will be discussed, leading to the 

research questions for the studies in this dissertation. Because the focus of this dissertation 

is family influences on criminal offending, we will first discuss transmission of offending 

between family members. Next we will discuss influences of family-related transitions on 

offending, exploring the relationship between parental teenage childbearing and offspring 

offending. Third, we will address the relationship between marriage and offending. Finally, 

the association between offending and the inverse family-related transition of divorce will 

be examined. 

 

1.2.1 Familial transmission of offending 

Many studies have focused on the transmission of criminal offending from one generation to 

the next, from parents to their children (see Figure 1.1). These studies on the 

intergenerational transmission of offending have overwhelmingly shown that parental 

criminality is a risk factor for offspring offending (e.g., Farrington et al., 2001; Rowe & 

Farrington, 1997; Van de Rakt et al., 2009; Van de Weijer et al., 2015). More specifically, 

studies have suggested that both men and women are more likely to commit criminal 

offences when their father or mother has offended (Pogarsky et al., 2003; Van de Rakt et al., 

2009). In the literature, a number of key explanations are distinguished for this finding. 

 

A first explanation is derived from social learning theory, which states that people learn 

through observing others’ behaviour and attitudes and later imitate that kind of behaviour 

(Bandura, 1977). In criminology, Burgess and Akers (1966) integrated these principles of 

social learning theory with Sutherland’s differential association theory in order to explain 

criminal behaviour. A part of this theory states that criminal behaviour is learned through 

social interaction, in which the criminal behaviour of other persons may reinforce criminal 

behaviour in someone exposed to that behaviour. According to this theory, parents are 

named as one of the major sources of such reinforcements. Therefore, children may learn 

criminal behaviour by being exposed to criminal parents. For example, when children 

witness their parents using physical violence as a means to resolve a conflict, they might 

later show that kind of behaviour themselves when they are in similar conflicts. 
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A second explanation focuses on intergenerational continuity in exposure to familial or 

environmental risk factors for criminal behaviour. When both parents and children in 

disadvantaged families are exposed to risk factors for criminal offending such as poverty, 

limited educational opportunities, stigmatisation, and living in a deprived neighbourhood, an 

association in criminal offending between parents and children may be the result of 

similarities in exposure to those risk factors (West & Farrington, 1977). More specifically, 

according to the intergenerational extensions of interactional theory as defined by 

Thornberry (2005), risk factors may be transmitted from parents to their children. For 

example, childhood exposure to risk factors such as family adversity and ineffective 

parenting may lead to adolescent antisocial behaviour in (future) parents, which may cause 

disorderly transitions, stressors, and ineffective parenting, which in turn may cause 

antisocial behaviour in the next generation, thus explaining intergenerational continuity in 

offending. 

 

In addition to these two sociological explanations, another key explanation for similarities 

between parents and children can be found in biology. As family members share more genes 

than random individuals, this can explain why family members are more alike and also 

behave in similar ways, and therefore why offending clusters in families. Particular genes, or 

a particular combination of genes, may be associated with behavioural traits that are related 

to an increased risk of offending. Shared genes according to this explanation lead to 

similarities between parental and offspring offending (Beaver, 2013). 

 

Lastly, there are two explanations for the association between parental and offspring 

convictions that involve reactions from society. One of them implies that certain families are 

more 'in the picture' with law enforcement agencies once one or more family members have 

been registered as a suspect; this can lead to a higher chance for other family members to 

be arrested and subsequently convicted. Due to this official police and/or court bias, family 

members may seem more alike in criminal behaviour when using official data than they are 

in reality. In line with this mechanism, Besemer et al. (2013) found that having a convicted 

parent predicted an increased risk of conviction for the children, even while controlling for 

self-reported offending. This finding suggests that interpreting intergenerational 

transmission of convictions as intergenerational transmission of offending may in fact 

overestimate the relationship between parental and offspring offending. The association 

between parental offending and offspring offending may be explained through a second 

mechanism, namely by the judicial response. A study on English and Dutch samples found an 

association between parental imprisonment and sons’ offending in the English sample only, 

after controlling for number of parental convictions and other childhood risk factors 

(Besemer, Van der Geest, Murray, Bijleveld & Farrington, 2011). This finding suggests that 
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while parental offending or convictions may be risk factors for offending, the subsequent 

societal response (e.g., incarceration) in part adds to that relationship. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.1 Intergenerational transmission of offending from parents to their offspring. 

 

All in all, the above-mentioned studies have convincingly shown that there is 

intergenerational continuity in offending. However, associations in criminal offending 

between family members are not necessarily limited to parents and their children. Next to 

intergenerational transmission of offending, there can also be intragenerational transmission 

such as when siblings influence each other. The studies that have investigated sibling 

similarity in offending generally found that there is indeed similarity (e.g., Beaver, 2013; 

Fagan & Najman, 2003; Rowe & Farrington, 1997; Van de Rakt et al, 2009). Thus, the next 

question is, what generates this similarity? It could be due to intergenerational transmission 

of offending from parents to multiple siblings: siblings resemble each other as they are 

exposed to, or share genes with, the same parents. In that case, the effect would be indirect, 

or spurious: once the offending parent is accounted for, the effect would disappear. Some 

studies found that a sibling effect remained independent of parental offending, indicating 

that sibling similarity in offending is not solely attributable to intergenerational transmission 

of offending (Rowe & Farrington, 1997; Van de Rakt et al., 2009). Next to parental and sibling 

offending, important family influences in children's lives may be grandparents. Children may 

go on weekends to stay over, and sometimes, particularly when families are large, may even 

receive more undivided attention from the grandparent than from the parent. Grandparents 

are therefore another possible link in the chain of intergenerational transmission, affecting 

the children indirectly through the parents, but possibly also directly as they are to varying 

degrees present in the lives of their grandchildren and may even play an important role in 

their upbringing and the transmission of norms, values and roles. Not much is known about 

intergenerational continuity of offending across three generations from past studies. Some 

studies found only partial or no evidence for such continuity. For example, Van de Weijer et 

al. (2014) found no additional effect of grandparental violent offending after controlling for 

paternal violent offending. Other studies did find evidence for continuity in criminal 

behaviour across three generations, such as research about continuities in antisocial 

behaviour (Smith & Farrington, 2004) and violent offending (Putkonen, Ryynänen, Eronen & 

Tiihonen, 2007). Thus, it appears that grandchildren of offending grandparents may be, over 

and above any influence from their parents, at increased risk of offending themselves. 

Criminal offending 

Criminal offending 

Parents 

Children 
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Therefore, not only sibling offending, but also grandparental offending may be a relevant 

factor in explaining offending of children in families.  

 

By including parental, grandparental and sibling offending in one model in order to predict 

offending, we study the extent to which grandparental and sibling offending add to 

explaining individual offending, over and above parental offending. This is illustrated in 

Figure 1.2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.2 (Grand)parental offending and sibling offending predicting criminal offending. 

 

1.2.2 Early parenthood and offspring offending 

Past studies have shown that teenage childbearing is associated with a number of adverse 

outcomes for offspring, such as poor school results, a low personal income, poor wellbeing, 

and problem behaviour (Jaffee et al., 2001; Lipman, Georgiades & Boyle, 2011; Shaw, Lawlor 

& Najman, 2006). Teenage childbearing by parents appears to be relevant as well for 

offspring offending. A limited number of studies investigated the relationship between early 

motherhood and offending and showed that children of mothers who started childbearing 

early were at elevated risk of offending (e.g., Jaffee et al., 2001; Nagin et al., 1997; Pogarsky 

et al., 2003). The association between early fatherhood and offspring offending was 

generally left unstudied (for an exception, see Thornberry, Pogarsky & Lizotte, 2008).  

 

A number of mechanisms may explain the relationship between teenage parenthood and 

offspring offending as described in the literature. A first mechanism is that consequences of 

teenage childbearing account for the risk of offspring offending. For example, teenage 

pregnancy and childbearing can disrupt a young woman's transition into adulthood. This 

may lead to poorer parenting skills, which in turn may cause negative outcomes for children. 

This explanation postulates that early parenthood itself generates the risk for offspring 

offending. A second explanation posits that the association is spurious and that parents who 

start childbearing early, already “carry” certain risk factors for offending. Bearing in mind 

that children of criminal parents are at risk of offending themselves, this could imply that the 

association between teenage childbearing and offspring offending is in fact predominantly 

Criminal offending 

Criminal offending 

Parents 

Children Criminal offending Siblings 

 Criminal offending Grandparents 
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the result of intergenerational transmission of offending. The association between early 

parenthood and offspring offending would then be spurious; whether the parent has 

children at a young age or not, the children would be at elevated risk of offending anyway. 

One way to find out whether this is in fact the case is to include parental offending as well as 

early parenthood as predictors for offspring offending in a model. This model is shown in 

Figure 1.3. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.3 The influence of teenage childbearing and criminal offending on offspring 

offending. 

 

1.2.3 Marriage and offending 

Life-course transitions are related to criminal behaviour. One of the best-known associations 

in that regard is the relationship between marriage and criminal offending (see Figure 1.4). 

Marriage has generally been regarded as a protective factor against offending. Studies on 

the relationship between marriage and offending generally find that, for men, marriage is 

associated with a decrease in offending, or even complete desistance from offending (e.g., 

Bersani et al., 2009; Horney, Osgood & Marshall, 1995; King, Massoglia & MacMillan, 2007). 

Explanations for this association can be roughly divided in three categories. First, there are 

those explanations that postulate that the marital status itself reduces the likelihood of 

offending. Second, there are explanations that imply reverse causation; and third, there are 

explanations implying that both marriage and a reduction in offending are caused by a third 

factor. 

 

The first type of explanation stipulates a causal effect of marriage on offending and may 

focus on the deterrent effect of having a non-criminal spouse who disapproves of offending. 

Support for this explanation can be found in studies that showed that the stability and 

quality of marital relationships predicted desistance or that the association between 

marriage and desistance was smaller if a criminal spouse was involved (Capaldi, Kim & Owen, 

2008; Laub, Nagin & Sampson, 1998). Another explanation for a possible effect of marriage 

is that married individuals spend more time with their spouses and therefore less with 

Criminal offending Teenage childbearing 

Criminal offending 

Parents 

Children 
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(possibly delinquent) peers (Warr, 1998). The notion that marriage is followed by a reduction 

in offending is in line with Sampson and Laub’s (1990) concept of life-course transitions, such 

as employment, marriage and parenthood, affecting criminal behaviour. Sampson and 

Laub’s (1993) 'age-graded theory of informal social control' posits that social control from 

social bonds, generated by life-course transitions such as marriage and employment, can 

lead to a reduction in offending or even complete desistance. In the case of marriage, this 

would mean that social control from the spouse would deter individuals from committing 

offences, which is in line with findings from previously mentioned literature (Capaldi et al., 

2008; Laub et al., 1998). However, those studies did not include direct measurements of 

social control, nor did many studies look at the timing of offending and marriage, which 

could give additional clues as to the causal mechanisms. 

 

The second and third groups of explanations point to a spurious relationship or reversed 

causality. The latter suggests that non-offenders have a higher chance of getting married, 

therefore explaining the negative association between marriage and offending. A spurious 

relationship has been postulated in the sense that the transition to marriage is in fact the 

outcome of a transition from an irresponsible adolescent into a responsible adult, a role into 

which offending does not fit and marriage does (e.g., Giordano, Cernkovich & Rudolph, 

2002; Maruna, 2001). This is the case when, for example, a young man starts spending less 

time with delinquent peers, gets a decent job and starts thinking about a serious 

relationship. In doing so, the risk of offending decreases and the likelihood of marrying 

increases. Here it is the transition to a new role that drives the association and not marriage 

itself. Although there is some support for this explanation (e.g., Giordano et al., 2002), a 

number of studies have controlled for these kinds of spurious effects and nevertheless found 

marriage to be associated with an additional reduction in offending (Horney et al., 1995; 

Theobald & Farrington, 2009). 

 

Finally, studies on Norwegian data have found that marriage is, for recent cohorts, in fact 

preceded by a drop in offending, of which the authors argue is probably the effect of 

cohabitation (Lyngstad & Skardhamar, 2001; Monsbakken, Lyngstad & Skardhamar, 2012). If 

this is the case, marriage effects may well be (partly) cohabitation effects in reality. In fact, 

when marriage is preceded by a decrease in offending, this could also point to reverse 

causation. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.4 The influence of marriage on criminal offending within individuals (or vice versa). 

 

Criminal offending Marriage 
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1.2.4 Divorce and offending 

When marriage and offending are negatively associated at the individual level, it can be 

expected that divorce, the dissolution of the marital status, is inversely and therefore 

positively associated with offending (see Figure 1.5). Indeed, those few studies that have 

investigated the association between divorce and offending, found that divorce is associated 

with an increase in offending mirroring the marriage effect (Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2005; 

Sampson & Laub, 1993; Theobald & Farrington, 2013; Van Schellen, 2012;). Following the 

logic of the earlier discussed age-graded theory of informal social control, divorce marks the 

end of spousal social control, which could explain an increase in offending after divorce. 

Moreover, divorce is generally accompanied by negative emotions and by both psychological 

and financial stress, which could also be triggers for criminal offending (Bruce & Kim, 1992; 

Menaghan & Lieberman, 1986; Smock, Manning & Gupta, 1999). Conversely, divorce does 

not necessarily have to be the cause of offending but may be its outcome, or a third factor 

may cause both offending and divorce. Support for this can be found in the fact that drug 

and alcohol abuse, financial problems and unemployment are often named as causes for 

divorce (Amato & Preveti, 2003; Cleek & Pearson, 1985), and that these factors are 

themselves related to criminal offending (e.g., Broidy & Agnew, 1997; Mesters, Bijleveld & 

Huschek, 2013; Van der Laan, Essers, Huijbregts & Spaans, 1998; Zhang, Wieczorek & Welte, 

1997). Investigating the extent to which an increase in offending is preceded or followed by 

divorce can provide support for either of the mechanisms. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.5 The influence of divorce on criminal offending within individuals (or vice versa). 

 

1.3 Crime and the family 
This dissertation investigates how family-related transitions such as marriage, divorce and 

parenthood are related to criminal offending, as well the extent to which family criminality is 

related to offending. Throughout this thesis, criminal offending will therefore be the central 

measure of interest, or dependent variable, that we aim to explain. We investigate a number 

of the mechanisms in Figure 1.6. In this Figure, we see mechanisms that postulate direct 

intergenerational transmission from parent to child or grandparent to child (A), mechanisms 

that postulate sibling transmission (E) and mechanisms that postulate effects of family-

related transitions on offending within individuals (C), such as associations between marital 

status and offending. In addition, an association between a family-related transition on the 

parent level and offending on the child level has been depicted: the association between 

teenage parenthood and offspring offending (D). Additional mechanisms can be envisaged 

and likely operate as well. For example, parental divorce can be related to offspring 

Criminal offending Divorce 
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offending in an indirect manner as well; parents then transmit their risk for divorce to their 

child and it is the child’s own divorce that then increase their offending risk (B+C). To 

complicate matters further, some of the associations may be reciprocal. While divorce may 

increase the risk for offending, offending itself may increase the risk for divorce. Such 

indirect and reciprocal associations will not be studied in this thesis, as indicated by a dashed 

arrow in Figure 1.6. 

 

Grandparents  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Siblings 

 

Figure 1.6 Representation of interrelations between demographics and criminal offending 

* The dotted arrows represent relations that are not the focus of this dissertation. 

 

1.4 Research questions 
The overarching research question for this dissertation is: 

To what extent do family-related transitions and family offending explain criminal offending? 

 

In order to answer the main research question, four sub-studies are performed on the above 

described research topics. In the following section, we give the matching four research 

questions, followed by short descriptions of the designs of the studies. 

 

To what extent is criminal offending of siblings associated with individual offending?  

In Chapter 2, the influence of criminal family members will be studied (see Figure 1.2). 

Previous studies have generally studied the influence of criminal siblings and parents 

separately. This study will investigate these influences simultaneously in order to unravel 

their respective impacts. The main focus of this substudy is, however, the influence of sibling 

offending, not of parental and grandparental offending. It will therefore also be investigated 

the extent to which parental and grandparental offending account for effects of sibling 

Criminal offending family-related transitions 

Criminal offending 

Parents 

Children family-related transitions 

D 

B A 

C 

C 

Criminal offending 

Criminal offending 

A 

E 
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offending, as sibling similarity in offending may be the result of exposure to the same 

offending parents and grandparents. The role of gender and age differences in this 

relationship will next be investigated. The latter will be studied in order to find out the 

extent to which sibling similarities in offending are stronger for siblings close in age, as 

siblings who are closer in age likely interact more.   

 

To what extent does teenage parenthood predict offspring offending? 

In Chapter 3, the relationship between teenage parenthood and offspring offending will be 

investigated. In contrast to most studies on this subject, not only effects of early 

motherhood, but also effects of early fatherhood on offspring offending will be studied. In 

addition, our study will investigate the extent to which family criminality accounts for the 

relationship between teenage parenthood and offspring offending (see Figure 1.3). 

Furthermore, we will investigate the extent to which effects of early parenthood can be 

explained by other confounders such as divorce and family size, or the young age of parents 

at birth of a focal child (vs. first child).  

 

To what extent is marriage associated with a reduction in offending? 

In Chapter 4, the relationship between marriage and offending for men will be examined, as 

shown in Figure 1.4. Next to examining the extent to which there is such a relationship, this 

study aims to determine the extent to which one particular mechanism, namely that of 

spousal social control, may explain this relationship. This will be investigated by comparing 

two marriage cohorts (1938-1970 and 1971-2006). Cultural mores and legal regulations 

pertaining to marriage and divorce have changed significantly over the years in the 

Netherlands, with a midpoint around 1970. Possible differences in results between these 

marriage cohorts may aid to understand the extent to which spousal social control plays a 

role in explaining the association between marriage and offending.  

 

To what extent is divorce associated with an increase in offending risk and how can this be 

explained? 

In Chapter 5, the relationship between divorce and offending for individuals will be studied, 

as shown in Figure 1.7. In principle, three possible explanations for this relationship can be 

distinguished: divorce causing offending, offending causing divorce (i.e., reverse causation) 

or a third factor (e.g., financial hardship or strain) causing both (i.e., spurious relationship). In 

order to find support for either of these possibilities, the timing of change in offending 

around divorce will be scrutinised. Furthermore, some of the possible explanations assume 

specific types of offending to be triggered by divorce. For example, financial hardship caused 

by divorce would likely lead to property offending. Therefore, the relationship between 

divorce and offending will be studied for various types of crime. Next to this, a number of 

moderating factors of the relationship will be studied, such as gender, spousal offending and 

having young children.  
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1.5 Method 

 

1.5.1 The Transfive study data 

To answer the research questions for this dissertation, a number of analyses will be 

performed using the Dutch Transfive study dataset, which contains official data on five 

consecutive generations. The starting point of the dataset is 198 boys who were placed in a 

Catholic reform school in the years 1911-1914 (Bijleveld, Wijkman & Stuifbergen, 2007). An 

old registration book containing data about these boys was available for analyses. These 

boys were the first to enter this reform school. They were placed there because of concern 

about their own behaviour (e.g., problem behaviour and/or delinquency), their parents’ 

behaviour (e.g., delinquency, alcohol abuse, neglect) or living situation (e.g., poverty, 

deceased parents). Table 1.1 shows the most prominent reasons of placement of the 198 

boys. Some of the reasons or concerns mentioned would be seen as problematic nowadays, 

such as shortcomings in the religious upbringing or the fact that reading novels "made a 

boy’s head spin" (Bijleveld et al., 2007). Many of these factors are found in studies on recent 

cohorts of institutionalised populations as well (currently, juvenile justice institution; Van der 

Geest, Blokland & Bijleveld, 2009). Not all boys showed problematic behaviour at the time 

they entered the reform school, at least not according to the registration book. However, at 

the aggregate level, these 198 boys can be viewed as a high risk-sample in terms of criminal 

offending (Bijleveld et al., 2007).  

 

Table 1.1 The most prominent reasons why the 198 boys were placed in the reform school 

(source: Bijleveld et al., 2007). 

Mentioned reasons Prevalence* 

Deceased parent(s) 29% 

Alcohol abuse by parent(s) 26% 

Low morality / social status parent(s) 24% 

Delinquent parent(s) 22% 

Behavioural problems of siblings 11% 

Neglect 10% 

Divorced parents 8% 

Behavioural problems of the child 6% 

Extreme poverty 4% 

*The actual prevalence of these risk factors is likely higher than these percentages as risk factors 

were only included if they were mentioned as reasons for placement in the reform school. 

 

1.5.2 Sample 

In order to investigate the intergenerational transmission of offending, as well as for other 

purposes, a multigenerational data collection has taken place. The parents and all 
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descendants of the 198 boys were traced in Dutch genealogical and municipal records, with 

a retrieval rate of 100 percent, and included as sample members. Sample members who 

emigrated were considered as lost to follow-up and their descendants were not traced 

further (Bijleveld et al., 2007). All legal partners (from marriages or registered partnerships) 

were also traced and included in the dataset. Registered co-parents who were not legal 

partners were also traced and included. Figure 1.8 shows the sample design. 

 

 
Figure 1.7 Schematic representation of the structure of the dataset (marriage partners are 

excluded in this image but included in the analyses) (Bijleveld, Wijkman & Stuifbergen, 2007) 

 

As can be seen in Figure 1.7, Generation 2 (G2) are the 198 boys placed in the reform school 

and Generation 1 (G1) are their parents. The G2 boys were, on average, born in 1899. They 

had 621 children (G3) who were, on average, born in 1932. At the point of data collection in 

2007, these had 1315 G4 descendants. G4 sample members were, on average, born in 1960. 

G5 comprised 1982 sample members in 2007. They were, on average, born in 1986. In this 

dissertation, only sample members of generations 3 to 5 are included, for a number of 

reasons. First, there is comparable and (almost) complete coverage of judicial 

documentation (criminal records) for G3, G4, and G5. Second, in most cases, no criminal 

records are available for G2 or for G1. Third, the G2 boys were institutionalised, often until 

just before adulthood, and remained under supervision until reaching age 21. Most of the 

198 boys, therefore, grew up in non-typical ways and they often entered parenthood and 

their working lives relatively late. The G3 descendants in total had 588 marital partners, G4 

had 1,215 marital partners and G5 had 297 marital partners. The low number for G5 is due 

to the relatively young age of many sample members, resulting in few marriages at the point 

of data collection, and the fact that marriage is increasingly less common in the Netherlands. 

The sample members, especially of the earlier generations, are predominantly ethnic Dutch 
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and often grew up in Catholic families that were part of the lower socio-economic strata of 

the Netherlands. They are therefore not representative for the Dutch population. 

Table 1.2 shows which subsamples are included in each chapter. For chapters 2 and 3, men 

and women from G5 are included as sample members. Variables on the G3 and G4 level are 

included as predictors, in order to respectively investigate intra- and intergenerational 

associations in offending, as well as the association between teenage parenthood and 

offspring offending. Chapter 4 investigates the association between marriage and offending 

for married G3, G4, and G5 men. Chapter 5 investigates the association between divorce and 

offending for divorced individuals from G3, G4, and G5. G1 and G2 sample members were 

not included in any of the analyses in this dissertation. First, these generations were 

followed retrospectively, while the later generations were followed prospectively. Second, 

the G2 were placed under supervision until their 21th birthday, which will have affected 

their possible pathways into marriage and parenthood, as well as their criminal behaviour. 

Third, judicial documentation from the Dutch Criminal Records Documentation Service was 

only available for G3 and onwards. 

 

Table 1.2 A representation of the studied samples in each chapter. 

 G3 men G3 women G4 men G4 women G5 men G5 women 

Chapter 2 x x x x Y Y 

Chapter 3 x x x x Y Y 

Chapter 4 Y  Y  Y  

Chapter 5 Y Y Y Y Y Y 

x: Variables of subsample only included as predictors 
Y: Offending of subsample included as dependent variable 

 

1.5.3 Measurements 

Data of municipal records with information about gender, birth dates, dates of death, dates 

of marriage, any dates of divorce, and offspring were obtained for all sample members. Also, 

the computerised, paper and microfilm archives of the Dutch Criminal Records 

Documentation Service (judicial documentation) were searched for each sample member. 

The paper and microfilm archives are complete, except for some data from one region for a 

number of years that were destroyed accidentally, which is estimated to pertain to no more 

than three per cent of individuals in G3 and G4. The electronic records give complete 

coverage. In constructing the criminal records, we disregarded cases that resulted in an 

acquittal or so-called technical ‘dismissals’, a dismissal of the case by the public prosecutor, 

in general because there is insufficient evidence and the case is expected to result in 

acquittal. Given that also only a fraction of all crimes is reported to the police, our offending 

measures constitute the lower limit of the sample’s true offending (Bijleveld & Wijkman, 

2009). Data were retrieved in December of 2007. 
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1.6 Marriage, family formation and offending in the Netherlands during the 20th century 

As mentioned earlier, this sample used in this dissertation is from the Netherlands and the 

collected data span a large number of years (±1920-2006 for this study). Therefore, the 

context in which sample members lived, particularly with regard to marriage, family 

formation, marital dissolution, and offending are briefly described, starting with the latter 

subject.  

 

1.6.1 Offending: convictions 

Dutch registered crime rates have not been stable over the period under investigation, but 

fluctuated greatly during the 20th century. Figure 1.8 shows the total number of police-

recorded offences in each year from 1949 onwards. As can be seen in the figure, the number 

of registered crimes gradually increased from about 10 per 1,000 population in 1949 to 

about 20 per 1,000 in 1970, after which a more rapid increase followed, up to over 75 

registered crimes per 1,000 in the middle 1980s. Between 1990 and 2006 the ratio 

fluctuated between 75 and 90 per 1,000. The sharp rise in registered crimes in the 1960s and 

1970s reverberates in the research sample (Mesters et al., 2013). One may expect that G3 

sample members had a lower chance of getting registered as an offender when they were 

between ages 18 and 30 compared to sample members from the G4 and G5 cohorts. 

Therefore, being registered as an offender may have been more deviant or stigmatising for 

G3. The fluctuating crime rates also imply that more crime was registered in the years when 

G3 individuals, on average, entered their forties and fifties and while G4 individuals were 

growing up. It is important to consider this when comparing individuals of these generations 

with their earlier or later selves and when comparing these generations with each other.  

 

 
Figure 1.8 Total police-registered crime (per 1,000 population) in the Netherlands per year in 

the period 1949-2006. 

Source: Central Bureau of Statistics, Netherlands, 2015 
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 1.6.2 Marriage and divorce 

Much like the crime rates, the percentages of people getting married or divorced changed 

greatly in the Netherlands during the 20th century. Furthermore, as the cultural significance 

of marriage and divorce changed, so did marriage laws and the legal position of divorced 

individuals. In birth cohorts from the early 20th century, marriage was almost universal, with 

only seven percent of men in the birth cohort 1925-1929 remaining unmarried (Van Poppel, 

1992). In cohorts born after 1945, this started to shift, with the decline in the percentage 

marrying accelerating in cohorts born after 1955 (see also Figure 1.9). In birth cohort 1960-

1964, 22 percent of men were estimated to remain unmarried at age 50. This shift is 

accompanied by a second shift, namely that family formation no longer necessarily entailed 

marriage. Since the 1960s, low marriage rates and rising ages at marriage go together with a 

rise in unmarried cohabitation rates, as well as an increase in singles (Van Poppel, 1992). 

 
Figure 1.9 The number of marriages conducted per 1,000 non-married men in the years 

1900-2006. 

Source: Central Bureau of Statistics Netherlands, 2015 

 

Over the years, cultural and emotional significance of marriage has also changed. Before the 

1960s, marriage was not only considered for romantic reasons, but often also for practical 

reasons. For example, premarital conceptions provided a strong incentive to marry quickly, 

in order to legitimise the birth (Van Poppel, 1992). Furthermore, as social security benefits 

were less prevalent before the 1960s, the decision to enter or stay in a marriage had 

financial reasons more often than in later years, especially for nonworking women. As 

marriage became less normative and divorce became more accessible and less stigmatised, 

cohabitation and divorce became more prevalent among the Dutch population. 
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Figure 1.10 The number of divorces per 1,000 married couples in ever year 

Source: Central Bureau of Statistics, Netherlands, 2015 

 

As can be seen in Figure 1.10, the yearly rate of divorces (per 1,000 married couples) was 

already increasing in the first 30 years of the 20th century. After a short period of 

stabilisation in the 1930s, there was a short peak in divorce after the Second World War, 

followed by a period of stabilisation in the late 1950s and early 1960s. The number of 

divorces rapidly increased from 3.0 per 1,000 marriages in 1969 up to 9.9 in 1984, after 

which the number fluctuated between 8 and 10.5, leading up to a divorce rate of 9.5 in 2006 

(Central Bureau of Statistics Netherlands, 2015). The sharp increase in the 1970s can be 

explained from both sociological and legal perspectives. Divorce was highly stigmatised up 

into the 1960s, but became more and more socially acceptable in the 1970s (Douma, 1975). 

Additionally, and reflecting cultural changes, new legislation in 1971 made it easier to obtain 

a divorce (Van Den Akker, 1984). Furthermore, divorced non-working women with children 

were given legal entitlement to the minimum of financial support provided by the state a 

few years after the General Social Security Act came in place in 1965 (Van den Akker, 1984). 

Along with increased educational attainments of women, this meant that leaving a bad 

marriage was made easier and less costly for women around that time. The above-

mentioned changes in the prevalence and meaning of marriage and divorce in the 

Netherlands over time make that G3 individuals generally grew up in a period with high 

marriage rates and low divorce rates. For this generation, divorce often meant 

stigmatisation, as well as financial hardship, particularly for women with children. G4 grew 

up in a period with abundant societal shifts. When G4 individuals reached adulthood, 

marriage was already much less self-evident. Divorce rates had risen sharply with the option 

of divorce becoming easier, more accepted and less stigmatised. The trend of fewer 

marriages, more cohabitation and more divorce continued as G5 individuals grew up. 
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1.6.3 Age of childbearing 

By the early 21st century, Dutch women, on average, started childbearing at a relatively high 

age (29.4 years in 2011), compared to countries such as the United Kingdom (28.1 in 2012) 

and the United States (25.6 in 2012; Central Intelligence Agency USA, 2012). However, the 

age at first birth has not always been this high. Figure 1.11 shows that in the 1950s, the 

average age of mothers at first childbirth was around 26. In the 1960s, the average age 

declined to just above 24 in 1970, after which the average age started to increase again to 

27 in 1987 and up to above 29 from the late 1990s onwards. 

 

 

 
Figure 1.11 Average age mothers at first childbirth in the Netherlands between 1950-2006 

Source: Central Bureau of Statistics, Netherlands, 2015 

 

Unsurprisingly, the historic trend of teenage childbirths has followed an opposite direction. 

The number of live births per 1,000 girls between 15 and 19 rose from around 13 in the early 

1950s to 22 in 1970, after which the number declined to only 5 in 2006 (Central Bureau of 

Statistics Netherlands, 2013). In comparison, over 20 per 1,000 girls from the United 

Kingdom in that age category delivered a child in 2006 (Eurostat, 2014).  

 

These developments imply that for G3 and older G4 women, starting childbearing around 

age 26 was average for their population. For younger G4 and older G5 women, starting 

childbearing around age 28 or 29 was average for their population. Teenage motherhood 

was most prevalent around 1970, which for our dataset would refer to the G3’s later born 

and G4’s earlier born mothers. Teenage motherhood was quite rare among younger G4 and 

G5 women. 
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1.7 Outline of this dissertation 

The remainder of this dissertation is organised as follows. In chapter two, we discuss the 

association between sibling offending and offending risk and the role of gender and age 

differences in this association, as well as the extent to which family offending accounts for 

this association. In chapter three, the association between teenage parenthood and 

offspring offending is investigated, as well as the extent to which family offending accounts 

for this relationship. Furthermore, the roles of possible confounders such as parental divorce 

and the number of children in the family are investigated. In chapter four, the association 

between marriage and offending in men is investigated. Specifically, we investigate the 

extent to which one particular mechanism, that of spousal social control, may explain this 

association. In chapter five, the association between divorce and offending is investigated 

for divorced men and women. In particular, the timing of changes in offending around the 

time of divorce is examined. In chapter six, the main findings in this dissertation are 

presented and discussed. 
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Chapter 2 

 

'All in the family?’ 

The relationship between sibling offending and offending risk. 

 

Abstract1 

The purpose of this study is to investigate the influence of criminality of family members on 

individual offending. The main focus is on investigating the extent to which criminal 

offending by siblings is associated with individual offending, as well as the extent to which 

parental and grandparental offending account for this relationship. Using official conviction 

data on three generations of Dutch individuals who are at elevated risk of offending, 

multilevel logistic regression analyses were performed. The analyses showed that sibling 

offending increased the risk of individual offending. Parental and grandparental offending 

only partially accounted for this association. However, parental offending and offending by 

grandfathers increased the risk of individual offending as well. Notably, individuals were 

especially at risk of offending when a sibling of a similar age offended. Furthermore, the 

analyses showed that offending by brothers increased the risk of offending for both men and 

women. Offending by sisters did not significantly increase the risk of offending, although this 

may be attributed to a lack of statistical power. Implications of these results for life-course 

criminology are discussed. 

  

2.1 Introduction 

International research has demonstrated that crime concentrates in families (e.g., 

Farrington, Jolliffe, Loeber, Stouthamer-Loeber & Kalb, 2001; Beaver, 2013; Van de Weijer, 

Bijleveld & Blokland, 2014). The criminological literature on the intergenerational 

transmission of criminal offending has grown rapidly in the past 20 years and has shown that 

children of offenders are at increased risk of offending themselves (Besemer & Farrington, 

2012; Thornberry, Freeman-Gallant, Lizotte, Krohn & Smith, 2003; Van de Rakt, Nieuwbeerta 

& De Graaf, 2008; Rowe & Farrington, 1997; Junger, Greene, Schipper, Hesper & Estourgie, 

2013; Bijleveld & Wijkman, 2009; Van de Weijer et al., 2014). However, family influences on 

criminal offending are not limited to the parents. For example, grandparents can be 

important influences, especially when they maintain close contacts with their grandchildren, 

or assist in raising them. Siblings may be particularly important influences as they are usually 

close in age and therefore often exposed to similar environmental influences. Furthermore, 

children learn from each other, often while playing, and sometimes act as surrogate parents. 

As a result, siblings can considerably influence each other when it comes to criminal 

behaviour.  

                                                           
1
 This Chapter was submitted as: Beijers, J.E.H., Bijleveld, C.C.J.H., Van de Weijer, S.G.A., & Liefbroer, A.C. 2016 

(submitted). “All in the family?” The relationship between sibling offending and offending risk.  
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Few studies have investigated sibling similarity in offending, aside from a large number of 

twin studies that often focus on genetic risk factors and less on sibling influences in general 

(e.g., Vaske, Wright, Boisvert & Beaver, 2011). As our study focuses on sibling similarity in 

offending rather than on genetic versus environmental risk factors, only studies with the 

same focus are discussed (e.g., Beaver, 2013; Van de Rakt, Nieuwbeerta & Apel, 2009; Fagan 

& Najman, 2003; Farrington et al., 2001; Rowe & Farrington, 1997). These studies generally 

showed a moderate to strong similarity in the number of offences committed by siblings. 

However, a number of issues were rarely addressed. First, it is questionable what remains of 

the influence of siblings after accounting for the influence of parents and grandparents. 

Sibling similarity in offending may be caused by influences on the parental or grandparental 

level as siblings belong to the same family, are often raised by the same parents, and are 

usually exposed to the same grandparents. Second, previous studies did not examine the 

extent to which the age difference between siblings matters. Siblings close in age may spend 

more time together and mutually influence each other. It can therefore be expected that 

they are more similar when it comes to offending than siblings with larger age differences. 

The third issue relates to the role of gender. Although a number of studies have investigated 

sibling similarity in offending for same and mixed gender siblings (e.g., Rowe & Farrington, 

1997; Beaver, 2013), few focused on the specific role of gender. As male offenders are 

traditionally known to be responsible for the large majority of offences (e.g., Kruttschnitt, 

1996), having an offending sister can be viewed as being more deviant than having an 

offending brother. Therefore, it is interesting to examine whether having an offending sister 

is a bigger risk factor for criminal offending than having an offending brother. 

 

These considerations lead to the following research questions: 

 

1. To what extent is criminal offending by siblings associated with individual offending? 

2. To what extent does the criminality of parents account for that relationship? 

3.  To what extent does the criminality of grandparents account for that relationship? 

4. To what extent do age differences between siblings and the gender of siblings 

moderate that relationship? 

 

2.2 Literature review and theory 

A number of studies have investigated sibling similarity in offending. For example, in an 

Australian study with 374 sibling pairs, Fagan and Najman (2003) found a moderately strong 

correlation between siblings’ reported delinquency, even when controlling for familial 

factors such as family income, parental arrest and intimate partner violence. Using data from 

the American National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, Beaver (2013) found that 

the self-reported arrest of a sibling highly increased the odds of an individual also being 

arrested. These odds were slightly higher for same-gender siblings. Farrington et al. (2001) 
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investigated the relationship between family members who had been arrested and 

delinquency in a sample of 932 boys from the Pittsburgh Youth Study. It was found that 

having an arrested sibling, parent, aunt, uncle, and grandfather all increased the risk of 

delinquency of boys. These studies therefore suggest that sibling offending is a clear risk 

factor for criminal behaviour. However, as mentioned above, many studies found that 

parental offending is also a risk factor for offending (e.g., Farrington et al., 2001; Rowe & 

Farrington, 1997; Van de Rakt et al., 2009). This may explain sibling similarity in offending, as 

parental offending is a risk factor for all offspring. There have been a number of studies that 

simultaneously investigated both intergenerational and intragenerational transmission of 

offending within families. For example, Rowe and Farrington (1997) analysed a sample of 

344 families with at least two children from of the Cambridge Study in Delinquent 

Development to examine the familial transmission of criminal convictions. This study found 

moderately strong correlations between parental and offspring convictions, as well as 

between convictions of siblings. Correlations between same-gender siblings were stronger 

than between mixed-gender siblings. A study on the Dutch Criminal Career and Life-course 

Study data investigated the extent to which variation in criminal convictions can be 

explained by the criminality of siblings (Van de Rakt et al., 2009). This study also investigated 

if parental criminality accounted for that relationship. The authors found a moderately 

strong correlation between the criminal conviction histories of siblings, stronger than the 

correlations between parents and their children. Furthermore, parental convictions only 

modestly accounted for the association between the criminal convictions of siblings. In 

conclusion, the above mentioned studies suggest that sibling offending is an important 

factor in predicting an individual’s offending behaviour, even when parental offending is 

accounted for. 

 

Two types of arguments have been proposed that may explain sibling similarity in offending. 

The first assumes a direct influence of siblings on each other in the form of social learning or 

co-offending. Social learning theory suggests that people learn through observing behaviours 

and attitudes from others and later model their behaviour to an extent to the observed 

behaviour (Bandura, 1977). In the case of siblings, a child may observe criminal behaviour by 

his or her sibling(s), learn from it, and eventually show criminal behaviour him- or herself. 

This does not necessarily need to be a one-sided influence. Siblings, especially those that are 

close in age, might take turns in setting the examples for each other as there is less of a fixed 

teacher-student situation compared to that between parents and children.  Next to this, 

there may be co-offending as siblings might commit crimes together, explaining similarity in 

offending behaviour. 

 

The second argument is that the relationship between siblings’ offending is in part spurious. 

Sibling similarity in offending might be (partially) explained by parental factors for various 

reasons. For example, parents may pass on genes that are associated with an increased risk 
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in offending to their children, explaining sibling similarity in offending. Although a lot is still 

unknown about how genes are related to criminal offending, research has shown that 

genetic similarities can account for a considerable part of similarities in offending between 

family members (Beaver, 2013; Moffitt, 2005). As with parents and children, siblings (except 

monozygotic twins) on average share 50 percent of their segregating genes. Because genetic 

influences account for a considerable proportion of variance in offending, siblings may be 

more similar to each other in offending behaviour than non-related persons (Beaver, 2013; 

Farrington et al., 2001). Another explanation could lie in the interaction between parents 

and their children. For example, criminal parents are more likely to be engaged in poor 

parenting styles or poor parental supervision, which in turn increases the risk of offending in 

all of their children (Farrington et al., 2001; West & Farrington, 1977). Parental influences 

are not the only influences that may be shared by siblings and could explain sibling similarity 

in offending. Siblings are often also under the same environmental influences, such as of 

poverty or living in a deprived neighbourhood, which can be risk factors for offending 

(Farrington et al., 2001). In addition, siblings may share social relations outside the family, 

such as friends. When two siblings share delinquent friends, each are exposed to potential 

risks that are associated with these relationships. 

 

Indirect support for the idea of direct influences of siblings comes from before-mentioned 

studies that found a strong correlation between the criminal history of siblings, while 

parental criminality or other family characteristics only moderately accounted for that 

relationship (Van de Rakt et al., 2009; Rowe & Farrington, 1997; Fagan & Najman, 2003; 

Lauritsen, 1993). Other studies also provided more direct evidence. An American sibling 

study found that sibling resemblance in delinquency was greater when sibling pairs reported 

warmer mutual friendships or greater contact with mutual friends, while factors such as 

social class and parental rearing styles did not explain the effects of delinquent siblings 

(Rowe & Gulley, 1992). Another American study found similarity in both sisters’ and 

brothers’ delinquent behaviour (Slomkowski, Rende, Conger, Simons & Conger, 2001). 

Delinquency by an older sibling appeared to influence subsequent delinquency by a younger 

sibling for both brothers and sisters. More importantly, hostile interactions between siblings 

explained a substantial part of sibling similarity in delinquency. For brothers, high levels of 

warmth-support within the relationship also attributed to explaining sibling delinquency, in 

accordance with Rowe and Gulley’s findings. In addition, research has also found evidence 

that co-offending can partially explain sibling similarity in offending (Reiss & Farrington, 

1991). 

 

In contrast, some studies also found that the deviance of shared friends partially accounts 

for sibling similarity in delinquency, suggesting an indirect relationship between sibling 

offending and one’s own offending (Haynie & McHugh, 2003; Rowe & Gulley, 1992). 

Furthermore, Beaver (2013) investigated the familial concentration and transmission of 
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crime and claimed that genetic similarities in families likely account for a large part of sibling 

similarities in arrests in his study. Finally, some of the earlier mentioned studies that found 

evidence for direct sibling effects also found that parental factors in part account for sibling 

similarity in offending (Van de Rakt et al., 2009; Rowe & Farrington, 1997; Fagan & Najman, 

2003). 

 

2.3 Hypotheses 

Based on the discussed theories and studies, we will test four hypotheses. As literature on 

sibling similarities in offending in an overwhelming majority finds support for such 

similarities, the first hypothesis is: 

 

H1: Criminal offending by sibling(s) is related to individual criminal offending. 

 

Our literature review discussed evidence for a relationship between sibling offending and 

individual offending. There are studies and explanations for this relationship that point to 

either direct effects or a spurious relationship, such as parental offending explaining 

offending of all offspring. Studies provided evidence for the intergenerational transmission 

of offending, and parental offending explained a part of sibling similarities in offending in 

several studies. It is largely left unstudied the extent to which grandparental offending may 

account for sibling similarities in offending, although a study on violent crime in families 

found that interpersonal violence among grandparents was associated with violent crime in 

grandchildren (Frisell, Lichtenstein & Langström, 2011). Grandparental offending may be 

accounting for a part of sibling similarities in offending in the same way as parental 

offending has been found to do. Therefore, the second hypothesis is: 

 

H2: Parental and grandparental offending partially accounts for sibling similarities in 

offending. 

 

One of the aims of this study is to investigate the role of gender in the relationship between 

sibling offending and individual offending. As supported by previous studies, siblings of the 

same gender may on average have more similar interests (Maccoby, 1990) and engage in 

more similar activities (Maccoby, 1990; Beaver, 2013; Rowe & Farrington, 1997) and 

therefore possibly having a stronger influence on each other. This leads to the following 

hypothesis: 

 

H3a: Having an offending sibling of the same sex is a greater risk factor for individual 

offending than having an offending sibling of the opposite sex. 

 

Previous research on the role of gender in sibling similarity in offending has mainly focused 

on same-sex sibling pairs and comparing them with mixed-sex sibling pairs. The extent to 
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which having a brother or sister who offended is a greater risk factor for individual offending 

remains unanswered (for an exception see Beaver, 2013). Because female offending is more 

rare and therefore more deviant, we expect this to be a greater risk factor compared to male 

offending, which is more common. This leads to the following hypothesis:  

 

H3b: Having an offending sister is a greater risk factor for individual offending than having an 

offending brother. 

 

Finally, this study investigates the extent to which age differences between siblings matter in 

the association between sibling offending and individual offending. To our knowledge, this 

issue has not been addressed by previous studies. Siblings who are closer in age pass 

through childhood phases at a similar time and may spend more time together than siblings 

who differ more in age. Therefore, these siblings may be more influential on each other, 

engage more in co-offending or be more similarly exposed to risk factors. This leads to the 

fourth hypothesis: 

 

H4: Individuals with an offending sibling close in age are at elevated risk of offending, while 

individuals with only an offending sibling not close in age are not. 

 

2.4 Method 

Sample 

This study uses data from the Transfive dataset, which contains registered information about 

five generations of Dutch citizens. The starting point of the dataset is 198 adolescent males 

who were placed in a reform school in the Netherlands between 1911 and 1914. On average, 

they had been born in 1899. The boys were placed in the reform school because of concern 

about their character and behaviour (including delinquency) or because their parents were 

unable to take proper care of them according to guardian organisations. Therefore, they 

constituted a high-risk sample. Next to their parents, all descendants from this generation 

onwards were traced in Dutch genealogical and municipal records. Sample members who 

emigrated were considered lost to follow-up. Registered marital partners were added to the 

dataset. Figure 2.1 summarises the sample design. As can be seen in the figure, Generation 1 

(G1) is the boys’ parents, Generation 2 (G2) is the 198 boys, Generations 3 (G3), 4 (G4) and 5 

(G5) are descendants of those boys. The total N was 6,403, including all marital partners. For 

more on the original dataset, see Bijleveld and Wijkman (2009). 
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Figure 2.1 Schematic representation of the structure of the dataset. 

 

Transfive study data were retrieved in 2007. Data of municipal records, containing 

information about birth dates, marriage dates, family structure, and other variables were 

included for all sample subjects. For each sample member, the computerised paper and 

microfilm archives of the Dutch Criminal Records Documentation Service (‘judicial 

documentation’) were searched. The paper and microfilm archives are complete except for 

data from one region for a number of years that were destroyed accidentally, which means 

that some judicial data may be missing for an estimated three percent of individuals in G3 

and G4. The electronic records give complete coverage. Not counted were cases that 

resulted in an acquittal or so-called technical ‘dismissals’ (a dismissal of the case by the 

public prosecutor, because there is insufficient evidence and the case is expected to result in 

acquittal). As only a portion of the actual crimes is reported to the police, our offending 

measures constitute the lower limit of the sample’s true offending. 

 

In this study, G5 descendants of the G2 boys were selected. They were only included if they 

had reached the age of 18 before the point of data collection (2007). Furthermore, 

stepchildren and children with half-siblings were excluded from the analyses because they 

differ from full siblings in the degree that they share environments and genes. These criteria 

resulted in a sample of 924 individuals (47% of all G5). For this study’s main analyses, the 

inclusion of all 924 individuals leads to dependency issues. Individual characteristics would 

be included as both dependent and independent variables as individuals would be sample 

members and siblings of other sample members at the same time. To tackle these problems, 

we performed this study’s main analyses 100 times, each time randomly selecting one child 
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per family (496 out of a total N of 924). The mean outcomes of the 100 simulations were 

calculated and reported in the results section. 

 

Variables 

For each sample member, the number of offences committed was calculated. The 

distribution of the number of offences was highly right skewed, with mostly zero offences 

(see Figure 2.2). Therefore, the variable was dichotomised with the two options being having 

offended or not. The same was done for the offending of siblings, parents and grandparents. 

Grandparental offending data was only included for the G3 grandparents as we have no data 

on the parents of partners of G4 individuals. This is due to the structure of the dataset: G2 

descendants and their marital partners were traced, not the parents of these marital 

partners. 

 

 

 
Figure 2.2 The number of registered offences (x-axis) vs. the percentage of sample members 

(y-axis). 

 

The variable indicating siblings’ offending was constructed as a categorical variable, with the 

first category as the reference category: (0) “No sibling offended” (1) “No siblings” (2) 

“Siblings too young to be included in analyses” (3) “At least one sibling offended”. Siblings 

were only included as offenders (3) or non-offenders (0) if they were above the age of 17 at 

the time of data collection.  If at least one of the siblings was above age 17, the category was 

0 or 3, regardless of any siblings below age 18. The reason for including individuals without 

siblings in the analysis is to be able to both investigate the extent to which having offending 

siblings is a risk factor compared to having no siblings, as well as investigating the extent to 

which having non-offending siblings is a protective factor, again compared to having no 

siblings. Parental and grandparental offending was measured as a dichotomous variable 
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indicating whether at least one of the parents or grandparents had offended or not. In 

addition, the age of the sample member at the time of data collection was also included in 

the models as older sample members have more exposure time. Another control variable 

was the gender of the sample member as men are more likely to offend than women.  

 

Logistic regression analyses were performed in order to test whether offending by a sibling 

influenced own offending, while controlling for other factors such as age, gender, and 

parental and grandparental offending. Parental and grandparental offending is included in 

order to investigate whether they partially account for sibling similarity in offending. A two-

level logistic regression model was estimated because sample subjects were nested within 

grandparents. A three-level analysis with an additional parent level was unnecessary as only 

one child per family was included, resulting in no variance at the parent level. As described 

above, the analyses were performed by running 100 simulations, each time randomly 

selecting one child per family as sample members. In four additional analyses, offending risk 

for men and women was estimated both for having offending brothers or offending sisters. 

Having at least one offending brother or sister was compared to no offending brothers or 

sisters. For each analysis, one male or female child per family was randomly selected as 

sample member. Individuals without siblings of at least 18 years old were left out of these 

analyses. In order to investigate the role of age difference, two logistic regression analyses 

were performed: one with individuals with sibling(s) who differ less than 4.7 years in age and 

another with individuals with sibling(s) who differ more than 4.7 years in age. The cut-off of 

4.7 years was chosen because this is the average age difference between siblings in the 

sample. In each analysis, no more than one child per family was randomly included. 

Individuals who had sibling(s) in both categories (i.e., more and less than 4.7 years 

younger/older) were included in both analyses.  

 

2.5 Results 

Table 2.1 shows the descriptive statistics of the dependent and independent variables for 

the total sample of 924 individuals. As can be seen in the table, a minority of 27 percent of 

the sample committed at least one offence on average in the first 27 years of his or her life. 

Similarly, 27 percent of the sample members had at least one sibling who offended. 

However, most sample members (57%) did not have offending siblings, while the remainder 

had no siblings (10%) or only siblings under age 18 (7%).  About half of the fathers and 

grandfathers had committed at least one offence up until the time of data collection, 

compared to 17 percent of the mothers and 24 percent of the grandmothers. These 

percentages are higher than in the general population, which confirms the high-risk 

character of the sample.  
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Table 2.1 Descriptive statistics on the research group. 

 Total sample (N=924) 
  

Mean age in 2007 27.3 (S.D. 6.98) 
Offended 1+ times 27% 
Siblings  
Mean nr. of siblings 1.1 (S.D. 0.75) 
Non-offending siblings 57% 
No siblings 10% 

Siblings under age 18 7% 

1+ siblings offended 27% 
Parents  
Mother offended 17% 
Father offended 53% 
Grandparents  
Grandmother offended 24% 
Grandfather offended 49% 

 

Table 2.2 shows that 35 percent of the individuals with at least one offending sibling had 

ever offended compared to 24 percent of the individuals with non-offending sibling(s), 31 

percent of individuals without siblings, and 26 percent of individuals with young siblings.  

 

Table 2.2 Numbers and percentages of non-offenders and offenders, distinguished between 

sibling categories. 

 Non-
offender 

Offender Total 

Non-offending 
sibling(s) 

399 (76%) 123 (24%) 522 (100%) 

No siblings 64 (69%) 29 (31%) 93 (100%) 
Sibling(s) too young 46 (74%) 16 (26%) 62 (100%) 
1+ offending sibling 161 (65%) 86 (35%) 247 (100%) 

 

The results of the main multi-level logistic regression models are presented in table 2.3. As 

can be seen in Model 1, both having no siblings (OR=1.85, S.E.=0.31) and having siblings who 

offended (OR=2.02, S.E.=0.30) significantly increased the risk of offending as compared to 

having non-offending siblings. As having siblings who offended increased the risk of 

offending, this confirms Hypothesis 1. Model 2 includes the parental and grandparental 

offending variables, showing significant effects for all predictors, except grandmother 

offending. Model 3 includes sibling offending, as well as parental and grandparental 

offending. Model 3 shows, compared to Model 1, a reduced effect size of sibling offending, 

supporting Hypothesis 2. However, Model 3 also shows next to the significance of these 

variables the significance of sibling offending (OR=1.73, S.E.=0.30). Having a criminal mother 

increased the risk of offending (OR=2.18, S.E.=0.30) more than having a criminal father 
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(OR=1.57, S.E.=0.24) or having a criminal sibling. Table 2.3 also shows that being older is 

associated with a higher risk of having offended (OR=1.42, S.E.=0.15) and that male sample 

members are at increased risk of offending, compared to female sample members (OR=7.32, 

S.E.=0.27). One of the most striking results shown in Table 2.3 is the increased risk of 

offending for individuals without siblings (OR=1.67, S.E.=0.31) and individuals with only 

siblings under age 18 (OR=2.16, S.E.=0.42), compared to individuals with non-offending 

siblings. It seems that it is not so much sibling offending that increased the offending risk of 

individuals, but having no siblings who offended that decreased the risk of offending.  

 

Table 2.3 Multilevel logistic regression analyses with effects on offending. 

 Model 1 (N=496) Model 2 (N=496) Model 3 (N=496) 
 Exp(b) S.E. Exp(b) S.E. Exp(b) S.E. 

Age 1.42* 0.15 1.37* 0.14 1.42** 0.15 
Age*age 0.99* 0.00 0.99* 0.00 0.99 0.00 
Man vs. Woman 6.67** 0.28 6.70** 0.27 7.32** 0.27 
Non-offending sibling (ref.) (Ref.)    (Ref.)  

  No siblings 1.85* 0.31   1.67* 0.31 

  Siblings under age 18 2.00 0.42   2.16* 0.42 

  1+ siblings offended (vs. 0) 2.02** 0.30   1.73* 0.30 
Mother offended   2.31** 0.29 2.18** 0.30 
Father offended   1.58* 0.24 1.57* 0.24 
Grandmother offended   1.14 0.27 1.12 0.28 
Grandfather offended   1.61* 0.23 1.57* 0.24 
* p<.05 one-sided; ** p<.01 one-sided. Note: Results in the model are the mean results of 100 

simulations. The N is each simulation’s sample, while selecting out of a total N of 924. The standard 

errors, based on an N of 496, are therefore high estimates.  

 

In order to investigate Hypothesis 3a, the effects of having offending brother(s) and having 

offending sisters are estimated separately. This is done for both male and female individuals 

separately, in order to also investigate Hypothesis 3b. Table 2.4 shows that the risk of having 

offended is elevated for both men and women when brother(s) have offended. In contrast 

to Hypothesis 3a, having a brother who offended is not a greater risk factor for men than for 

women. Having a sister who offended did not significantly elevate offending risk for men and 

women, although effect sizes are considerable, especially for women. This lack of 

significance could be caused by low levels of statistical power, as a result of a low prevalence 

of registered offending among women.  
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Table 2.4 Four logistic regression analyses with effects on offending by gender. 

  Men  Women 
 N Exp(b) S.E. N Exp(b) S.E. 

1+ brothers offended (vs. 0) 114 2.29* 0.40 200 2.44* 0.49 

1+ sisters offended (vs. 0) 200 2.06 0.45 80 3.22 0.80 
* p<.05 one-sided; ** p<.01 one-sided. Note: All models control for age and age²  

 

In order to investigate Hypothesis 4, the role of age difference between siblings was 

investigated. The first row of Table 2.5 shows that only having a criminal sibling close in age 

(<4.7 years age difference) significantly increased the risk of offending (OR=2.20, S.E.=0.25). 

The second row of Table 5 shows the offending risk for the sum of offences committed by 

siblings divided by all measured years above age 12.2 These two additional analyses are 

performed in order to account for possible issues with age differences between siblings 

being related to exposure time as older siblings were followed longer and had more time to 

be included in registered crime data. These additional analyses did not change the 

conclusion with respect to age differences.  

 

Table 2.5 Logistic regression analyses with effects on offending by age difference with 

siblings.* 

 < 4.7 years  > 4.7 years 
 N Exp(b) S.E. N Exp(b) S.E. 

1+ siblings offended (vs. 0) 358 2.20** 0.25 115 1.19 0.43 
Sum of offences by siblings / years 358 4.50** 0.55 115 1.73 0.78 
* p<.05 one-sided; ** p<.01 one-sided. Note: All models control for age and age² 

 

2.6 Discussion 

The main goal of this study was to examine the effect of sibling offending on individuals’ 

offending. The results showed that sibling offending, over and above parental and 

grandparental offending, elevated the risk of offending for individuals, supporting 

Hypothesis 1. Thus, this study not only points to intergenerational transmission, but also to 

intragenerational transmission of offending between siblings.  

 

This study confirms results of earlier studies that identified a relationship between parental 

and offspring offending. In addition, and this has not been shown before, having a 

grandfather who offended was also associated with an increased risk of offending; this effect 

existed over and above the risk incurred from having criminal parents. Although these 

effects were strong, especially for mothers, they only modestly accounted for sibling effects 

on offending. Previous studies could not rule out alternative explanations, such as that 

similarity in sibling offending is attributable to the sharing of deviant parents, or a shared 

                                                           
2
 Children under the age of 12 cannot be prosecuted in the Netherlands. Therefore, there is only registered 

offending data available of individuals aged 12 and older. 
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deviant family 'culture'. In our study, the fact that the risk increase from sibling offending 

remains significant after including parental and grandparental offending suggests that this is 

not the case. 

 

A first important finding and contribution to the literature is that in this study only siblings 

who were close in age resembled each other in their criminal proclivity. This would lead us 

to suppose that mechanisms implying social learning, co-offending, or peer influences may 

be crucial. While siblings of similar and dissimilar ages all share the same parents and (on 

average) 50 percent of the segregating genes, siblings close in age may interact more and 

more often share peers. We found only very few instances of co-offending. All in all, 

explanations focusing on social learning or deviant peers seem likely candidates to explain 

our findings.  

 

A second and striking finding is that individuals without siblings showed a higher risk of 

offending than individuals with non-offending siblings. That elevated risk was comparable to 

the risk of having offending sibling(s). An explanation for this finding may be that sibling 

offending does not constitute a risk factor per se, but that having non-offending siblings is a 

protective factor. This may be particularly relevant in a high-risk sample, where offending is 

quite common. Another explanation may be that families with one child are more often 

families that experienced divorce (because divorce prevented another child from being 

born), which is a known correlate not only of parental offending (e.g., Blokland & 

Nieuwbeerta, 2005; Van Schellen, 2012) but also of offspring offending (e.g., Fergusson, 

Horwood & Lynskey, 1992). Indeed, divorce seems to be related to having no siblings as 27 

percent of the individuals without siblings have divorced parents, compared to only 12 

percent of the individuals with non-offending siblings and 21 percent of the individuals with 

offending siblings. However, this does not explain the significant effect of having siblings 

under age 18. Earlier studies focused on investigating brother-brother and sister-sister 

similarities. This study adds to the literature by separately investigating the risk of having 

offending sister(s) and brother(s) for both men and women. Having offending brothers 

increased the risk of offending for both men and women. The results for having offending 

sisters were not significant, likely due to a lack of power as they were large in size for both 

men and women siblings. We found no support for our same-gender hypothesis, namely 

that having an offending sibling of the same gender constitutes a greater risk for offending 

than having an offending sibling of the other gender. Any differences were small and non-

significant.  

 

Offending mothers generated the largest increase in offending risk. An explanation for this 

finding could be that female offending is uncommon and thus a marker of family deviance. 

Another explanation is that women are more often housewives, assume the role of caregiver 

more often and are therefore possibly more of an influence on family members, especially 



  45 

for these cohorts in the twentieth century. However, female offending in the family did not 

necessarily produce greater risks of offending, as most differences with male offending were 

not significant, but this is possibly a power issue as well. 

 

In this study, we were able to measure offending over an extensive period in time, without 

methodological differences. The data were collected from official records and were 

therefore not subject to memory and social desirability distortions. The high-risk nature of 

the sample made it possible to find effects that otherwise might have stayed undetected. On 

the other hand, the design of the sample implies that it is not representative for the total 

Dutch population, so further research is needed to find out if the results hold for the total 

population or other samples than used in this study. Especially the findings that point to 

non-offending of siblings being a protective factor rather than offending of siblings being a 

risk factor, should perhaps be seen against this light. Furthermore, due to the official nature 

of the data, only a limited number of variables were available for inclusion in the analyses. 

More information about the social environment, and in particular the relationship with 

siblings, parents and peers could help further explain sibling similarity in offending. Finally, 

using registered crime data leads to an underestimation of the actual number of crimes 

committed. It is to be expected that certain individuals run a higher risk of getting caught. 

This could especially be problematic if specific families are more intensely monitored by the 

police and therefore all family members run a higher risk of being caught than others 

(Besemer, Farrington & Bijleveld, 2013).   

 

In conclusion, this study showed that siblings have a tendency to be similar in their offending 

behaviour, particularly when close in age. Although the exploratory nature of this study 

requires caution in drawing conclusions or formulating policy implications and more 

research is needed to identify the exact mechanisms at play, some attention points can be 

formulated. Backed up by earlier studies, this study highlights that focusing only on children 

of criminal parents is not enough. Our study shows how almost each and every subsequent 

offending family member adds risk for children to offend as well: grandfathers, fathers, 

mothers and siblings. Sibling criminality appears to be a risk factor in its own right.  “Like 

father, like son” appears to be an overly simplistic idiom to explain the dynamics of family 

offending; "Like mother, like son" may already be an improvement, but perhaps "All in the 

family" would actually capture what happens most accurately.  
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Chapter 3 

 

Teenage parenthood and offspring offending 

 

Abstract3 

We investigated the relationship between early parenthood and offspring offending by using 

official data on three generations of Dutch individuals who are at elevated risk of offending, 

multilevel logistic regression analyses were performed. The results showed that Children of 

mothers who started childbearing as a teenager were at elevated risk of offending 

(OR=2.020, p<.01), as were children of young fathers (OR=2.162, p<.01). Although having a 

convicted mother, father or grandfather further increased the risk of offspring offending, 

controlling for such family offending only slightly mitigated early parenthood effects. This 

paper not only supports earlier studies in the finding that starting childbearing early as a 

mother increases the risk of offspring offending, it also finds that children of young fathers 

are at elevated risk of offending, suggesting research and support should not only focus on 

young mothers, but on young fathers as well. Although incorporating more extensive 

measures of family offending than earlier studies, they still only partially account for the 

relationship between early parenthood and offspring offending. A limitation to this study is 

the unavailability of some relevant measures, such as the quality of the relationship between 

parents and the financial means of families. 

 

3.1 Introduction 

Familial factors play a large role in the etiology of crime. Family poverty, family violence, 

harsh and inconsistent discipline, parental offending and divorce have all been found to be 

risk factors for offspring offending (Burt, Barnes, McGue & Iacono, 2008; Emery, Waldron, 

Kitzmann & Aaron, 1999; Farrington, 2011). Seemingly innocuous factors, such as early 

parenthood, may also increase the risk for children’s delinquency: research has consistently 

shown that children of teenage parents are at increased risk to become delinquent (e.g., 

Beijers, Bijleveld & Thornberry, 2012; Pogarsky, Lizotte & Thornberry, 2003). 

 

Elder (1998) showed that regular life course transitions or events, such as marriage or 

parenthood, may have negative effects, depending on the timing of these events. Hagestad 

and Neugarten (1985) specified the concept of “social timing”, which refers to the cultural 

expectations and norms with respect to such transitions: first marriage at around age 30 is 

consistent with current social norms in western Europe, teenage parenthood is not. Such off-

time transitions may have ramifications in various domains. Burton (1996), for example, 

showed that the care-taking roles of mothers, grandmothers and great-grandmothers 

                                                           
3
 This Chapter was submitted as: Beijers, J.E.H., Bijleveld, C.C.J.H., Thornberry, T.P., & Van de Weijer, S.G.A. 

2016 (submitted). Teenage parenthood and offspring offending. 
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depend on the social timing of these roles: families, in which transition to motherhood 

occurred either early or late according to prevailing social norms, divided the care-taking 

roles less well than families in which the transitions had taken place along prevailing cultural 

expectations. It appears that particularly transitions made too early may have negative 

consequences. Beijers et al. (2012) found no adverse consequences of unusually late 

parenthood on offspring offending, suggesting that it is not the fact that parenthood is off-

time that generates the increased risk of offending, but rather that parenthood occurs too 

early.  

 

Early timing of parenthood may implicate that psychological factors play a role in the sense 

that young parents lack psychological maturity and the selflessness to raise their children 

adequately and responsibly. Biological factors may play a similar role in the sense that the 

parent’s brain is not fully developed. However, studies show that early parenthood adversely 

affects all children in a family, not just the first child who was born when the parents were 

young (Jaffee, Caspi, Moffitt, Belsky & Silva, 2001; Nagin, Pogarsky & Farrington, 1997; Nagin 

& Tremblay, 2001; Pogarsky, Lizotte & Thornberry, 2003). This suggests that the early 

parenthood effect is more than immaturity at the time of childbearing.  

 

It has been well established that parental offending increases the risk of offspring offending 

(e.g., Rowe & Farrington, 1997; Van de Rakt, Nieuwbeerta & De Graaf, 2008). As parental 

offending and early childbearing are related (Serbin, Peters, McAffer & Schwartzman, 1991), 

it is possible that the association between early childbearing and offspring offending is in 

fact partly the consequence of parental offending. A few studies have investigated this and 

indeed found that parental offending partly explained the relation between early 

childbearing and offspring delinquency (Jaffee et al., 2001; Nagin et al., 1997). Our study also 

includes parental offending as explaining variable, but unlike those earlier studies, includes 

parental offending before and after child birth. By doing this, a distinction can be made 

between parental criminality as a trait and possible exposure to parental criminal behaviour. 

In our study we also include grandparental offending, to have a more complete set of 

controls for family offending to be able to see if the early birth effect holds up. In addition, 

including these family offending variables will contribute to the literature on 

intergenerational transmission of offending. 

 

There are also some indicators for other mechanisms processes distinguished in earlier 

literature. There is evidence that diminished resources, both financial (poverty) and non-

financial (decreased attention and supervision), to some extent mediate the relationship 

between early parenthood and offspring offending (Nagin et al., 1997). Another mediator is 

poor parenting, possibly a result of early parenthood and explaining offspring offending, 

although not necessarily. Next to this, other factors that are associated with teenage 

parenthood may account for the relationship with offspring offending. For example, teenage 
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parents may have a less stable relationship, more often resulting in divorce, which in turn 

could lead to adverse outcomes for offspring, such as an increased risk of offending. We will 

examine whether or not these mechanisms help to explain the early first birth effect, if it still 

exists after extensive controlling for family offending. 

 

Most studies on early parenthood have been conducted in Anglo-Saxon countries. However, 

the effects of precocious transitions may depend on cultural norms and the extent to which 

such transitions induce social problems such as poverty. In the Netherlands, the country 

where the current study took place, a relatively generous welfare system has been in 

operation since the early 1970s. Contraceptives are widely available, and were for a long 

time free under health insurance. Moreover, since the 1970s abortion is available, although 

not in all periods legal. In fact, the number of teenage mothers declined substantially since 

the 1970s. In 1970 25 of 1,000 girls between ages 16 and 19 became mothers, since 1980 

this number stayed below 10 and even dropped to less than 5 in 2011 (Central Bureau of 

Statistics Netherlands, 2013). Early pregnancy in recent times may therefore be more a 

choice made when the prospective parent feels he or she is ready for it, than an unexpected 

and irreversible turn in the life course as it was in earlier times. On the other hand, as 

teenage pregnancies are fairly rare events, being a teenage mother may in the Netherlands 

also be regarded as more deviant, and may thus generate more stigmatisation. 

 

This study adds to the literature by investigating the association between teenage 

fatherhood and offspring offending, which has rarely been done in past studies (Nagin et al., 

2001; Thornberry, Pogarsky & Lizotte, 2008). Another way in which this study adds to the 

literature is by including extensive measures of family offending as control variables, in 

particular by including grandparental offending variables. Last, our study adds to the 

literature by performing this study in a western European country, with a good welfare 

support system and where teenage parenthood is relatively rare. 

 

3.2 Prior research 

Early motherhood 

Numerous studies conducted over the past 15 years have shown that early motherhood 

increases the risk for delinquency in children. Using data from the American Rochester Youth 

Development Study, Pogarsky et al. (2003) found that all children of mothers who had their 

first child while being younger than 21, committed offences more often than children of 

mothers who had their first child while being 21 or older. The risk of offending was even 

higher for children of mothers who started childbearing before age 19. The early birth effect 

was stronger in Caucasian than in African American families. Pogarsky et al. (2006) found 

that sons of young mothers ran a higher risk of drug abuse, gang membership, 

unemployment and young parenthood. Daughters were only at risk of young parenthood. A 

study among 1,037 boys from Montréal (Canada) showed that early motherhood, low 
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educational level of the mother, and broken families had an impact on the extent to which 

offspring exhibited physical aggression, next to individual characteristics (Nagin & Tremblay, 

2001). A British study, using data from the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development, 

also showed that children whose mother had their first child at an early age are at increased 

risk for criminal behaviour (Nagin et al., 1997). A study in New Zealand, carried out on data 

from the Dunedin Multidisciplinary Health and Development Study, showed that children of 

teenage mothers have increased risks for various problems in adolescence, amongst which is 

violent offending (Jaffee et al., 2001). Young motherhood has also been shown to be related 

with other negative outcomes for their children, such as poorer school results, a lower 

personal income, poorer wellbeing, and problem behaviour (Jaffee et al., 2001; Lipman, 

Georgiades & Boyle, 2011; Shaw, Lawlor & Najman, 2006). Thus, the findings on the negative 

effects of early motherhood on offspring have been replicated over various countries. All the 

above mentioned studies reported negative impacts on all children of mothers who started 

childbearing early. 

 
Early fatherhood 

Only a few studies have investigated the effects of early fatherhood. Nagin et al. (2001) 

found that teenage fatherhood does not affect children’s risk of aggressive behaviour. 

Thornberry et al. (2008) identified a significant negative effect of early fatherhood on 

offspring offending. The significance of this effect however disappeared when the age of the 

mother at birth was included, suggesting that any effect of early fatherhood may have been 

the impact of early motherhood, picked up in analyses as mothers and fathers in general do 

not differ much in age. 

 

3.3 Theories on early parenthood and offspring offending 

In the literature, four explanations are discussed for the negative impact of early parenthood 

on offspring deviant behaviour (e.g., Jaffee et al., 2001; Nagin et al., 1997). Three indirect 

explanations focus on resources, parenting and family instability. A fourth explanation states 

that the association between early parenthood and negative outcomes is spurious as both 

are generated by the same underlying factors. We will discuss each of these.  

 

Limited resources 

A first explanation for the association between early parenthood and offspring offending 

centres on the limited resources, financial and non-financial (e.g., attention or supervision), 

that families of young mothers often have. Earlier studies showed that teenage mothers and 

their families on average have a lower social-economic position (Grogger & Bronars, 1993; 

Hotz, McElroy & Sanders, 1997), although there is also evidence that the poor economic 

outcomes cannot be attributed to the decision of starting childbearing early (Hotz et al., 

2006). Early parenthood also often disrupts the schooling career of the parents (Grogger & 

Bronars, 1993; Kane, Morgan, Harris & Guilkey, 2013). This in turn leads to reduced labour 
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market participation, lower family income, and thus fewer financial resources per child 

(Grogger & Bronars, 1993; Hofferth, 1987). In addition, as early parents more often have 

larger families (Hoffman, Foster & Furstenberg, 1993), financial and non-financial resources 

have to be divided between more children, which leads to fewer resources per child. Also, 

families of young mothers are disproportionally often single-parent families (Corcorcan, 

1998), that in general have fewer resources. Research from the United Kingdom shows that 

these limited resources partly explain the impact of early parenthood on delinquency, via 

indicators such as family size and family income per child (Nagin et al., 1997). Various other 

studies have found support, in varying degrees, for this explanation (Jaffee et al., 2001; 

Nagin & Tremblay, 2001; Pogarsky et al., 2003). 

 

Family instability 

A second factor that may explain the association between early parenthood and offspring 

offending is family instability. Early parents’ relationships tend to be less stable and to end 

sooner in divorce (Bumpass & Sweet, 1972; Booth & Edwards, 1985). Instability in caretakers 

is in turn associated with increased risks for delinquency in children (Capaldi & Patterson, 

1991; Thornberry et al., 1999). Pogarsky et al. (2003) as well as Jaffee et al. (2001) report 

significant effects of such instability in caretaking arrangements, reducing the effect of early 

motherhood on offspring delinquency. 

 

Parenting 

A third explanation centres on the parenting styles of early parents. Studies have shown that 

teenage mothers often have inadequate parenting skills (Brooks-Gunn & Furstenberg, 1986; 

Miller & Moore, 1990). Nagin et al. (1997) distinguish adolescence-limited inadequate 

parenting from chronic inadequate parenting: the first is found because young mothers are 

immature when they have their first child, and therefore do not yet have the skills to raise 

their children adequately. This kind of inadequate parenting skills is however transitory and 

should disappear as the mother transits into adulthood. No support has been found for such 

a temporary deficiency explaining offspring offending: previous studies have shown negative 

effects on the first as well as on all subsequent children of teenage mothers (Jaffee et al., 

2001; Nagin et al., 1997; Nagin & Tremblay, 2001; Pogarsky et al., 2003). Chronic inadequate 

parenting may however be induced by early parenthood. The early pregnancy prevents the 

mother from developing adequate parenting skills: she needs to divide her attention 

between her child and her own needs, such as the need for education and the need to 

develop her own interpersonal skills. Studies that took along indicators for inadequate 

parenting have shown that this indeed partly explains the negative effects of early 

parenthood (Jaffee et al., 2001; Nagin et al., 1997; Pogarsky et al., 2003).  
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Family offending 

Lastly, it has been argued that the relationship between early parenthood and offspring 

offending may in fact be spurious. Early parenthood may be the consequence of traits such 

as impulsivity or low self-control, which are also viewed as causes of crime (Gottfredson & 

Hirschi, 1990). These traits increase the risk in individuals for both early parenthood as well 

as offending. As parental offending increases the risk of offspring offending (e.g., Bijleveld & 

Wijkman, 2009; Farrington et al., 2001), it is actually the offending by these young parents 

which increases the risk for offending in their offspring, rather than early parenthood. Jaffee 

et al. (2001) and Nagin et al. (1997) have shown that the impact of early parenthood can 

indeed be partly explained by parental offending. However, given that offending has been 

reported to increase after the birth of children for young fathers (De Goede, Blokland & 

Nieuwbeerta, 2011), it is hard to assess whether parental offending by young parents is a 

marker for their low self-control or a consequence of the stress of becoming a young parent. 

As both early parenthood and offending are 'transmitted' across generations, they may be 

the expression of a familial culture or a set of norms that favours both offending and early 

parenthood. In the Pittsburgh Youth Study, it was found that having a grandfather who had 

offended increased the risk of a boy’s delinquency (Farrington et al., 2001). Moreover, 

Bijleveld and Huschek (2011) showed that one of the most pronounced effects of having a 

criminal parent for women was an increased risk to become an early mother. As it is not 

uncommon for grandparents to assist in the upbringing of their children's children, such 

grandparental characteristics may partly explain both the risk for early parenthood as well as 

for offspring offending.  

  

3.4 Research questions 

This study investigates the relationship between early parenthood and offspring offending. 

In particular, the four above-mentioned explanations for this relationship are investigated. 

Family size is included as an indicator for the limited resources mechanism, as parents with 

more children have to divide their attention and financial resources between more children. 

The role of divorce is examined as an indicator for family stability. The young age of parents 

at birth of the focal child is included in order to investigate the extent to which inadequate 

parenting while being a teenager may explain the teenage parenthood effect. Influences of 

grandparental and parental offending are examined in order to investigate the extent to 

which family offending accounts for the teenage parenthood effect. By doing so, we will 

attempt to answer the following research questions:  
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- To what extent does early parenthood predict offspring offending? 

- Are these effects explained by confounders, such as: 

a. the young age of parent(s) at birth of the focal child; 

b. family offending; 

c. divorce; 

d. family size? 

 

3.5 Methods 

Data 

We analysed data on parenthood and offending from the Dutch Transfive dataset, that 

covers multiple generations (Bijleveld & Wijkman, 2009). The starting point of the dataset is 

198 boys, who were placed in a reform school in the Netherlands between 1911 and 1914. 

On average, they were born in 1899. They were put in a reform school out of concern about 

their character and behaviour (including some minor offences) or because their parents 

were not capable of taking proper care of them according to guardian organisations. 

Therefore, they constituted a high-risk sample in the early 20th century. For these men, their 

parents and all of their descendants, as well as for all legal partners, full demographic 

information is available. The oldest generation, the parents of the original 198 boys, is 

referred to as G1, i.e., the first generation. The reform school men are referred to as G2, and 

the following generations are referred to as G3, G4 and G5. From G3 onwards, complete 

information on registered criminal offences is available. Not only the G2 men, but also their 

descendants constitute a high-risk sample: they are at increased risk for offending as 

compared to a random comparison group of Dutch citizens of similar ages (Bijleveld, 

Wijkman & Stuifbergen, 2007). For each of the original 198 G2 men, full information on all 

their progeny is available. For each of his children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren, 

there is full demographic and offending information on all predecessors in the family tree 

including any partners who married into the family. The dataset contains information until 

the point of data collection in 2007. We have no information on parents of individuals who 

married into the family. See Figure 3.1 for the structure of this dataset.  
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Figure 3.1 Schematic representation of the structure of the dataset. 

 

Sample 

In this study we used data on three generations. We included variables from the G3 level 

onwards, since we have complete criminal records information of G3, G4 and G5. Also, the 

G2 men are atypical as all of them were under supervision until age 21, so that they had little 

chance to become a young parent. Hence, we did not include any data on G1 and G2. 

Furthermore, step-children are left out of the analysis. They constituted 3 percent of the 

1,987 G5 individuals. As the age of criminal responsibility in the Netherlands is 12, only the 

1,122 G5 individuals that reached the age of 18 by 2007 (or before death or emigration) 

were included in the analysis in order to have a long enough measurement period. Of the 

1,122 individuals, 11 percent had unmarried parents at the time of birth. Of the children of 

teenage parents, 18 percent had unmarried parents at the time of birth. More than one 

third of these parents married in the year after childbirth. 
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Variables 

This dataset contains demographic and offending variables. For each sample member, 

parents as well as children, we know from municipal administration the family structure, 

date of birth and if applicable, date of death, date of marriage and date of divorce.  

 

Complete criminal records of each sample member are available. Registrations were counted 

as offences if they resulted in a conviction. Acquittals and so-called ‘technical dismissals’ 

(e.g., dismissal of a case by the prosecutor because of insufficient evidence) were not 

counted. Cases that never received a disposition or that had a policy dismissal (e.g., dismissal 

of a minor case, because of the low priority) were counted as offences. Offences were timed 

to the date of committing the offence. If no commission date was known it was estimated as 

one year before the conviction date, or if that was missing as well, as July 1st of the year of 

registration (Bijleveld & Wijkman, 2009). As we study convictions, not self-reported 

offending, our offending measures constitute the lower limit of the sample’s true offending 

level. Except for the age of children and the number of children, the variables are 

dichotomous. 

 

Offspring offending. As the dependent variable, offspring offending is defined as having 

offended once or more versus not having offended from age 12 onwards. The variable is 

dichotomous, as the number of offences is highly right-skewed. 

 

Offspring age. To control for variations in exposure time (i.e., the older, the higher the 

chance of ever having offended), age and age squared are included as control variables. The 

ages of sample members average 28 and range from 18 to 55.  

 

Mother's and father's age at first birth. For both parents we calculated their age at birth of 

the first child. Teenage mothers and fathers are defined by being younger than 20 years old. 

 

Parental offending. These variables are measured as having a mother or father who 

offended at least once. In order not to confuse causal order, in additional analyses two 

variables were constructed for parental offending: one that measures whether a parent 

offended during the youth of the child (i.e., between ages 0-18) and one which measures 

whether the parent offended before the birth of the child. The former indicates whether the 

child can have been exposed to the parental criminality, the second captures criminality as a 

trait. 

 

Grandparental criminality. These variables are measured as having a grandmother or 

grandfather who offended at least once. The variables are included to capture family 

criminality. Given the structure of the dataset, there is information on only one set of 

grandparents.  
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Parental divorce. Parental divorce before the child's 18th birthday is included as an indicator 

for family instability. 

 

Number of children. Family size, or number of children in the family, is included as an 

indicator for less social and financial resources per child. 

 

Analytic methods 

The effect of early parenthood on offspring delinquency will be investigated by performing a 

multilevel logistic regression analysis. The multilevel model is necessary, because the 

assumption of independence among observations is violated since G5 are clustered within 

G4, who are again clustered within G3. Logistic regression analysis is performed as the 

dependent variable is dichotomous. 

 

As we want to investigate the effect of early parenthood on offspring offending, the latter is 

the dependent variable. The variable distinguishes between children who offended at least 

once and children who did not. As predictors we include teenage motherhood and teenage 

fatherhood, number of children in the family, maternal offending, paternal offending, 

grandmother’s offending, grandfather’s offending, and parental divorce before the child was 

18. In a second analysis, the parents’ crime variables are split up into offending before the 

focal child is born and offending when the focal child is between the ages of 0 and 18. This 

distinction serves to investigate what role is played by exposure to family criminality rather 

than different mechanisms.  

 

3.6 Results 

The dataset contains information on a total of 1,122 G5 individuals, with a mean age of 28 at 

the time of measurement in 2007. Of the 1,122 individuals, 29 percent had committed at 

least one offence at the time of data collection (males 44%, females 13%). Table 3.1 shows 

the means and percentages of the included variables per family. Of the mothers, 17 percent 

had their first child before the age of 20. Far fewer fathers had their first child before the age 

of 20, namely 5 percent. More grandmothers than mothers had committed one or more 

offences at the time of data collection (26% vs. 19%), although fathers had offended slightly 

more than grandfathers (53% vs. 50%). 
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Table 3.1 Descriptives of dependent and independent variables (per G4 family) (N=601). 

Mother 19- (at first birth) 17%  
Father 19- (at first birth) 5%  
Mother offending 19%  
Father offending 53%  
Grandmother offending 26%  
Grandfather offending 50%  
Divorced parents (before child is 18) 29%  
Average number children in family 2.18 S.D.: 0.881 

 

Table 3.2 shows 42 percent of the children of young mothers had offended compared to 

only 26 per cent of the women who became mothers at a later age, indicating indeed a 

higher risk of offending for children of younger mothers. Children of young fathers were also 

more likely to offend (48%) compared to children of men who became fathers at a later age 

(27%). 

 

Table 3.2 Numbers (percentages) of children of young versus older mothers or fathers who 

have committed at least one offence versus none. 

  Age parent at first birth   

 Below 20 20 or above  

  Mother Father Mother Father Total 

Did not offend 128 (58%) 35 (52%) 669 (74%) 753 (73%) 797 (71%) 
Did offend 93 (42%) 32 (48%) 232 (26%) 285 (27%) 325 (29%) 

Total 221 (100%) 67 (100%) 901 (100%) 1,038 (100%) 1,122 (100%) 

 

Early parenthood and parental delinquency 

The multilevel logistic regression analysis in Table 3.3 shows that children of teen mothers 

had an elevated risk to offend (OR= 2.020, S.E.=0.176, see table 3.3). Children of young 

fathers were also at increased risk of offending (OR=2.162, S.E.=0.281). Young fatherhood 

significantly added to the risk of offspring offending in models 3, 4 and 5, showing a similar 

effect size as for young motherhood in Model 3 and an even higher one in Models 4 and 5. In 

model 4 parental and grandparental offending were added, to control for family offending. 

Early motherhood was still significant as a predictor, although smaller in effect size. Early 

fatherhood also still contributed to predicting offspring offending, having an only slightly 

smaller effect size. Offending of both parents and the grandfather all added to the risk of 

offending. In Model 5 parental divorce and family size were added, to control for other 

familial factors that might increase the risk of offspring delinquency. Given the other factors, 

these variables both did not significantly contribute to the model. 
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Table 3.3 Multilevel logistic regression analysis, predicting offspring offending. 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
 Exp (B) S.E. Exp (B) S.E. Exp (B) S.E. 

Age 1.210** 0.077 1.229** 0.077 1.211** 0.077 
Age² 0.997** 0.001 0.997** 0.001 0.997** 0.001 
Mother 19- (at first birth) 2.020** 0.176   1.734** 0.184 
Father 19- (at first birth)   2.162** 0.281 1.775* 0.289 
Mother offending       
Father offending       
Grandmother offending       
Grandfather offending       
Divorced parents (before 
child is 18) 

      

Number of children in 
family 

      

 Model 4 Model 5  
 Exp (B) S.E. Exp (B) S.E.   

Age 1.266** 0.080 1.254** 0.080   
Age² 0.996** 0.001 0.996** 0.001   
Mother 19- (at first birth) 1.419* 0.190 1.401* 0.193   
Father 19- (at first birth) 1.701* 0.291 1.697* 0.293   
Mother offending 1.992** 0.181 1.905** 0.185   
Father offending 1.548** 0.151 1.539** 0.152   
Grandmother offending 1.019 0.163 1.022 0.164   
Grandfather offending 1.381* 0.145 1.378* 0.145   
Divorced parents (before 
child is 18) 

  1.200 0.161 
 

  

Number of children in 
family 

  0.936 0.075   

** p<.01 (one-sided) 
*   p<.05 (one-sided) 

 

The analyses in Table 3.3 were repeated with other age limits for the early parenthood 

variables. Compared to children of parents who started childbearing before age 20, children 

of mothers and fathers who began childbearing before age 18 were even at higher risk of 

offending. In comparison, children of parents who began childbearing before age 22 were at 

lower risk of offending. 

 

An additional analysis was performed to examine whether the early birth effect is present 

for both the first child and later born children (not shown in Table 3.3). That analysis showed 

the elevated risk did not only apply to children that were born when their mother or father 

was below the age of 20. The elevated risk was even greater for later born children of young 

mothers (OR=2.164, S.E.=0.237) and fathers (OR=2.609, S.E.=0.357). 

 



  61 

In Table 3.4, the effects of parental offending before the birth of the focal child and during 

the youth of the focal child were separately added in Models 1 and 2. In Model 1, pre-

childbirth offending by the father added risk to offending, slightly reducing the teenage birth 

effects. Pre-childbirth offending by the mother did not significantly increase the risk of 

offending, although that was probably due to a lack of statistical power. In Model 2, 

offending by the mother and father, during the youth of the focal child, both increased the 

risk of offending. In particular, offending by the mother increased the risk of offspring 

offending, also reducing the teenage motherhood effect. Model 3 showed both parental 

offending measures, as well as all other included variables. Father's offending before birth 

and parental offending after birth increased the odds of offspring offending, all reducing the 

early birth effect, but not into insignificance. As with the earlier analysis, grandfather 

offending here added to the risk of offspring offending. 

 

Table 3.4 Multilevel logistic regression analysis, predicting offspring offending. 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
 Exp (B) S.E. Exp (B) S.E. Exp (B) S.E. 

Age 1.246** 0.079 1.256** 0.079 1.260** 0.080 
Age² 0.997** 0.001 0.996** 0.001 0.996** 0.001 
Mother 19- (at first 
birth) 

1.553** 0.186 1.441* 0.188 1.410* 0.193 

Father 19- (at first birth) 1.665* 0.289 1.659* 0.292 1.654* 0.295 
Mother offending before 
birth child 

1.472 0.278   1.340 0.290 

Father offending before 
birth child 
Mother offending (child 
0-18) 

1.681** 
 

0.148 
 

 
 
2.103** 

 
 
0.212 

1.373* 
 
1.804** 

0.159 
 
0.225 

Father offending (child 
0-18) 

  1.502** 0.151 1.372* 0.163 

Grandmother offending     1.001 0.165 
Grandfather offending     1.345* 0.146 
Divorced parents (before 
child is 18) 

    1.138 0.165 
 

Number of children in 
family 

    0.925 0.075 

** p<.01 (one-sided) 
*   p<.05 (one-sided) 
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3.7 Discussion 

This study aimed at determining to what degree early parenthood predicts offspring 

offending, over and above family offending. In this Dutch study, with official data on three 

generations, we showed that, as for other studies in countries like the United Kingdom, the 

United States and New Zealand, early childbearing of mothers increased the risk of her 

offspring offending. 

 

As in earlier studies, this study shows the effect of early first birth on offspring offending 

does not only apply to the first born, but extends to any later born brothers and sisters. This 

implies that the increased risk of offending of these children is not caused by being raised by 

young parents, as parents who started childbearing as teenagers were often 20 years or 

older when subsequent children were born, who also ran a higher risk of offending. The 

early first birth is also not a proxy for parental criminality. While the effect is reduced slightly 

when such confounders are added to the model, it remains significant. Thus, over and above 

family offending, divorce and family size, having a mother who started childbearing at a 

young age does not bode well for her children's criminal careers.  

 

In our sample, teenage fatherhood was also a significant risk factor for offspring offending, 

even when controlling for teenage motherhood. The magnitudes of these effects are about 

the same. The teenage fatherhood effect also remained with the control variables included. 

As in numerous other studies,  parental offending is an important risk factor for offspring 

offending. Parental offending after the child has been born (and so when it may have been 

exposed to such behaviour) is particularly important, while for the fathers delinquency 

impacts children's offending risk as well. 

 

Our dataset enables us to investigate the impact of grandparental offending, something only 

a few prior studies were able to examine. Our study showed that over and above the effects 

of a set of adverse life circumstances, such as parental criminality, exposure to parental 

offending, divorce and large family size, deviance of grandfathers impacts this risk. This 

finding is all the more interesting as grandparents have previously mostly been found to 

mitigate adverse life circumstances of their grandchildren (Chan & Boliver, 2013). This study 

showed that the grandfathers from these high-risk families in fact further aggravate the risk 

for negative outcomes in their progeny. Similarly interesting is that, even with numerous risk 

factors added to the equation, an effect of early childbearing on offspring offending remains 

significant. 

 

Previous studies have found that large family size is a risk factor for children's criminality, 

possible because of the financial strain these generally have. Nagin et al. (1997) found a 

significant effect of family size, which decreased the early birth effect. We found no effect of 

family size on the risk of offspring offending, however. As the subjects’ families were on 
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average larger in Nagin et al.'s study, it is possible the families in our study were simply not 

big enough to become a risk factor. It is also possible that given the relatively generous 

welfare system in the Netherlands, the negative financial effects of a large family size were 

buffered by welfare and additional benefits.  

 

The final mechanism we investigated we labelled unstable family situations, in our study 

indicated by parental divorce. Early parenthood increases the risk of parental divorce, which 

in turn might partially explain the relationship between early parenthood and offspring 

offending, as unstable family situations and divorces are related to adverse outcomes for 

children. Although earlier studies found some support for this mechanism, surprisingly, in 

our model, parental divorce - once the other explanatory variables were entered - did not 

contribute to predicting offspring offending. We found that parental divorce did not mitigate 

some of the risk increase of teenage parenthood. 

  

This study has strong and weak points. A first strong point is the use of a relatively large 

dataset, containing a sufficient number of families with younger and older parents. Next, the 

dataset contains information about persons from high-risk families, making it possible to 

detect effects which otherwise would have stayed undetected due to a low prevalence of 

offending. As only official data is included, we have objective data on offending that do not 

suffer from memory or telescoping effects. Lastly, our study was able to investigate not only 

delinquency in the offspring of younger and older parents, but also offending well into 

adulthood. 

 

There are also limitations to this study. As stated earlier, the limited number of measures 

makes it impossible to test all possible mechanisms. For example, we did not have variables 

measuring the quality of the relationship between parents, quality of parenting and financial 

means of families, all of which could be important in offering explanations or ruling them 

out. Also, we only have official information (i.e. children legally acknowledged) about family 

composition and cannot rule out that the actual caretakers of the children are not the 

official parents, or that unregistered romantic partners of mothers functioned as (step-) 

fathers to her children. A last complication is that the sample is not representative for the 

Dutch population as a whole. The studied group mainly consists of ethnic Dutch families at 

increased risk of offending. It is possible that the observed associations are weaker for the 

whole population, as people not at high-risk for offending will likely have, on average, fewer 

problems and more resources, so that potential risks of early parenthood may be easier to 

buffer. 

 

Thornberry et al. (2008) concluded that, apart from factors like poverty and personal 

characteristics, a significant part of the relationship between early parenthood and offspring 

offending remains unexplained. That conclusion has not changed after this study. More 
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research is therefore highly recommended, and teenage fathers should form part of such 

future studies. Our study shows it is still important to support teenage parents as their 

children are at greater risk of offending, which may affect their wellbeing in other domains 

as well. 
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Chapter 4 

 

‘Man’s best possession’: 

Period effects in the association between marriage and offending 

 

Abstract
4
 

We assess the extent to which the associations between marriage and offending differ for 

high-risk men marrying in two distinct periods: 1930–70 and 1971–2006. Between these two 

periods, power relations between the sexes, laws governing marriage and in general the role 

and expectations attached to marriage differed. Based on these differences, we argue that – 

following two explanations for the ‘marriage effect’, i.e. the control and the social capital 

explanation – a different effect of marriage is expected for the two marriage cohorts. Our 

results confirm these expectations and thus provide support for both explanations. 

 

4.1 Introduction 

Quite a number of studies have established that offenders who marry tend to decrease their 

offending. Much of the evidence is based on studies carried out in Anglo-Saxon countries 

focusing on recent cohorts of males (Savolainen, 2009; Van der Geest, Liefbroer & Bijleveld, 

2012; Zoutewelle-Terovan). It is less clear whether the supposed effect of marriage on 

offending also holds for males in other countries and in other periods, because cultural 

settings, legal implications and the characteristics of marriage and family formation vary 

between countries and over time. 

 

This study investigates this ‘marriage effect’ for Dutch men in different periods (marriage 

cohorts 1938–1970 and 1971–2006) over which marriage evolved in terms of its role, the 

expectations attached to it, and the power relations between spouses. This evolving role of 

the institution of marriage makes it possible to shed light on the mechanisms through 

which marriage is supposed to exert an effect. In this study we will firstly investigate 

whether marriage had a dampening effect on men’s offending levels, disaggregating 

between two different periods. Next, we will assess which factors associated with different 

mechanisms that explain the protective effect of marriage can account for that effect. 

 

This study adds to the literature in four ways. First, we extend the study of the marriage to 

a non-Anglo-Saxon country. Secondly, we extend the study of the marriage effect on 

offending to different historical periods so that, through the use of historical changes in 

marital relations, we will be able to investigate whether such aspects can explain the 

                                                           
4
 An earlier version of this Chapter was published as: 

Beijers, J.E.H., Bijleveld, C.C.J.H., & Van Poppel, F.W.A. (2012). ‘Man’s best possession’: Period effects in the 
association between marriage and offending. European Journal of Criminology, 9(4), 425-441.  
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protective effect of marriage. Thirdly, in doing so, we will use objective data on offending 

and marriage, collected prospectively for a large sample at high risk of offending and thus 

well suited to shed light on the research issues at hand. Fourthly, we will employ fixed-

effects models to be able to assess the causal relations between marriage and offending. 

 

4.2 Theories on the relationship between marriage and offending 

Four possible mechanisms have been put forward in the literature through which marriage 

could be generating a reduction in offending in married males. First, marriage could reduce 

offending through the control exerted by the spouse. In general, female romantic partners 

are likely to disapprove of offending in their male partner. Through control over their 

husband’s whereabouts and doings, wives restrain, it is argued, their partner from 

offending. The wives’ disapproval is in a sense the driving force in this explanation. Support 

for this explanation has been found in qualitative studies (Sampson & Laub, 1990), as well 

in studies that found that it is the stability and the quality of the relationship that predicted 

desistance (Laub, Nagin & Sampson, 1998), and in studies that found that the reducing 

effect of marriage was much smaller when spouses themselves were delinquent (Capaldi, 

Kim & Owen, 2008). A second mechanism is that of social capital. The idea here is that, 

because men are likely to marry a non-delinquent partner, marriage increases males’ social 

capital (Laub & Sampson, 2003). Delinquency might put that social capital, its network and 

support, at stake. The third explanation is that married men spend more time with their 

wife, more time earning a family income and thus less time with (delinquent) peers (Warr, 

1998). Fourthly, the transition into marriage could forge an identity shift, from an 

irresponsible adolescent into a responsible adult, into which delinquency does not fit 

(Giordano, Cernkovich & Rudolph, 2002; Lebel, Burnett, Maruna & Bushway, 2008; Maruna, 

2001). 

 

Although numerous studies point to a reduction in offending for married men, it is difficult 

to identify the mechanism behind this finding because marriages do not occur randomly. In 

fact, within criminology, Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) ‘general theory of crime’ states 

that any association between life-course transitions and offending is spurious. Whether the 

life-course transition is entry into a romantic relationship, marriage or employment, it is the 

same personal characteristics that select persons into desistance as well as into normative 

transitions. Thus, it is the men with good interpersonal skills, with higher IQs and with more 

self-control who are attractive marriage partners, employable and able to move away from 

adolescence-limited offending paths. However, evidence from recent studies shows that, 

although there definitely is selection, there appears to be a ‘protective’ effect of marriage 

and other life-course transitions on offending, over and above these stable personal traits. 

Horney et al. (1995) showed, using a within-individual analysis for a sample of felons who 

had filled in life-history calendars, that individuals reported less offending during periods 

when they were married than during periods when they were not. Theobald and Farrington 
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(2009) used propensity score models to deal with the selection effect and showed that, for 

the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development, males getting married was associated with 

a reduction in convictions for those who married at relatively young ages. Sampson et al. 

(2006) used inverse probability of treatment weighting to deal with the selection effect and 

found that, among the Gluecks’ men (Glueck & Glueck, 1950), being married was associated 

with a 35 percent reduction in the odds of offending. King et al. (2007), studying a 

representative sample of men, showed that marriage suppresses self-reported offending for 

males, with those at the highest propensity benefiting most. For an overview, see Rhule-

Louie and McMahon (2007). 

 

A number of studies have shown that marriage does not generate a sudden level-change in 

offending. Laub et al. (1998), also using the Gluecks’ data, showed that, although desistance 

from offending is facilitated by the development of quality marital bonds, this influence is 

not instant but gradual and cumulative: the effects of a good marriage thus take time to 

emerge. Giordano et al. (2002), studying a more recent sample, in fact reasoned that a 

theory of cognitive transformations may be necessary to explain males’ desistance from 

offending, underscoring the gradual nature of this process. McGloin et al. (2011) identified 

what they termed a ‘courtship’ effect, defined as a decrease in offending in the years 

preceding and immediately after the marriage took place. They argue that this courtship 

effect is owing to constraints on social routines during this period and that social capital 

effects are likely to accumulate during marriage. 

 

Studies on recent cohorts not from the USA have shown that cohabitation (on which 

generally less or no information is available) may obfuscate the picture. A series of studies 

using Norwegian population-wise register data (Lyngstad & Skarðhamar, 2011; Monsbakken, 

Lyngstad & Skarðhamar, 2012; Skarðhamar & Lyngstad, 2009) have shown that marriage is in 

fact preceded by a sharp drop in offending (and followed by an increase afterwards), the 

first of which is stipulated to be the effect of cohabitation. But, given that population 

register data do not include information on cohabitation, this explanation must remain 

tentative. 

 

In fact, Bersani et al. (2009) showed for a sample of offenders that period effects are present 

in the influence of marriage on offending, with more recent cohorts (born 1946– 55 or 

1956–65) experiencing more beneficial effects. To explain this, the authors argue that more 

recent marriages are likely to be marriages of choice and thus of better quality, preceded by 

cohabitation, with parenthood out of wedlock being less deviant, and a better economic 

climate with more opportunities and less stressors. Godfrey et al. (2007) showed how, in the 

late 19th century in England, marriage actually increased the risk of offending for lower-class 

men: because they often sought employment in environments where extensive alcohol use 

was the norm, these men tended to end up in brawls and fights and thus in fact increased 
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their offending while being married. Thus, although a (‘good’) marriage effect appears from 

the literature, its effects differ in magnitude or direction for more distant as well as for very 

recent cohorts owing to period effects of different kinds. 

 

This study employed historical changes in the functioning of marriage to explain the 

marriage effect on offending. Our central tenet is that, in both the first and the second 

mechanism described above, it is crucial that the disapproving wife is effectively able to 

wield control, either by influencing her husband’s behaviour or by imposing a penalty if he 

does not conform to her expectations. In the social capital explanation, it was posited that 

husbands who offend will cease or reduce their offending because they are afraid of losing 

the social capital that the marriage entails. This supposes that there must be a realistic 

possibility of actually losing the social capital of the marriage, or, in other words, that the 

wife is able to withdraw that support, for instance by ending the marriage. In the control 

mechanism, although more implicitly so, the reasoning is essentially the same. Here the 

spouse exerts control over her husband, and that control induces him to offend less. But 

here too, if the wife has no power to control, there is no reason for the offending husband 

to reduce or stop his behaviour. 

 

We tested these two mechanisms by investigating the association between marriage and 

married men’s offending behaviour over periods in which power relations between 

husbands and wives, and possibilities for women to leave unsatisfactory marital unions, 

differed significantly. If it is indeed the case that marriage reduces offending in men 

through the control that wives exert or through the possibility that women have of denying 

their husband the social capital that these men do not want to lose, we would expect 

differential effects of marriage on offending in periods in which the control and power that 

wives had differed. Our data did not permit investigation of the third and fourth 

mechanisms. 

 

If the first and second mechanisms are true and universal, this means that, in periods in 

which women had much less formal power as marriage partners, when marriage was less 

about romance and togetherness and more a contract, and when it was legally or 

practically impossible for wives to divorce, marriage reduced offending far less than in 

periods when wives could leave a husband because they disapproved of his behaviour. 

 

Our research question is fourfold: (1) To what extent were married men in earlier and later 

cohorts less likely to offend than unmarried males from the same cohort? (2) To what 

extent did offending frequency change in earlier and later cohorts from before to after 

marriage? (3) To what extent did marriage effects differ for men from earlier and later 

cohorts? (4) To what extent can any differences between earlier and later cohorts in the 

effect of marriage on offending be ascribed to the characteristics of those marriages? 
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4.3 Marriage in historical perspective 

Before 1930 in the Netherlands, marriage was almost universal, with only 7 percent of men 

remaining unmarried. This percentage subsequently decreased: in the 1960–4 cohort only 

78 percent had ever contracted a marriage before the age of 50 (Van Poppel, 1992). 

Marrying ages declined until the 1941–1950 cohort to 24.7 for men, and then reversed so 

that in the 1961–1970 cohort the median age at marriage was higher than it had ever been 

in the 20th century (30.1 years) (Liefbroer & Dykstra, 2000: 235). Large age differences, to 

the advantage of men, caused a lack of synchrony in the lifecycles of spouses, and 

strengthened the husband’s authority and thereby his ability to demand submission from his 

bride (Atkinson & Glass, 1985; Bozon, 1991; Wheeler & Gunter, 1987). Age differences 

between spouses have also decreased for more recent cohorts. 

 

From around the late 1960s, cohabitation and out-of-wedlock childbearing became much 

more common and were less likely to be perceived as deviant. Premarital conception before 

the middle of the 1960s provided a strong incentive to marry in order to legitimise the birth. 

Researchers argue that these ‘shotgun’ or ‘forced’ marriages were less stable than marriages 

in which the couple spends a longer time in partner search (Furstenberg, 1976; Teachman & 

Polonko, 1990). Between 15 and 20 percent of all marriages contracted in the Netherlands in 

the 1937–1970 period could be categorised as ‘shotgun marriages’ (Central Bureau of 

Statistics Netherlands, 1975), but after 1970 a strong decrease set in (Van Huis, 2009). 

Nowadays, more than 40 percent of all children are born of unmarried women (Central 

Bureau of Statistics Netherlands, 2011). 

 

In the Netherlands, divorce rates had already started to rise in the last quarter of the 19th 

century. Around 1970, divorce had for several reasons become a more attractive alternative 

to an unhappy marriage for women. First, employment opportunities for married and 

divorced women started to improve after 1960. Second, the divorce legislation changed in 

1971, extending the grounds for divorce. Third, in the same period, married women 

regained the control and benefit of their own property and income, rather than have them 

owned or administered by their husband. Fourth, a few years after the introduction in 1965 

of the General Social Security Act, divorced non-working women were given entitlement to 

the minimum of financial support provided by the state (social security benefits), which 

meant they were no longer economically dependent on their former partner (Van den 

Akker, 1984). Simultaneously, the exit costs of leaving a bad marriage for women were 

eroded by their increased educational attainment. Lastly, rising expectations of marriage 

and a lower tolerance of unsatisfactory conditions or behaviour, especially as regards the 

emotional side of marriage, made a fundamental contribution to the increase in divorce 

rates, as evidenced by the broadening of the actions, conditions and circumstances 
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considered by the judiciary as a rightful ground for women to ask for divorce (Phillips, 1988: 

596–600; Van Poppel, 1992: 432–52). 

 

4.4 Offending in historical perspective 

During the period we are studying, crime rates fluctuated in the Netherlands. Figure 4.1 

depicts the number of criminal court cases disposed of by a judge per 1000 population for 

the years 1900–2006 (right y-axis). This series, although not ideal (court verdicts may pertain 

to several offences and may entail acquittal, although the proportion of cases ending in 

acquittal has not changed markedly over the years), is the longest series that Statistics 

Netherlands has to offer as a proxy for offending rates. For the conviction rate, we see a 

jagged curve until about 1950, with a peak around the Second World War. In the 1950s and 

1960s the rate decreased again, after which it started to increase by the early 1970s, with 

some swings, until by 2000 it was almost double that of the mid-1960s. Rates have stabilised 

since then, and may in fact be decreasing again. 

 

 
 

Figure 4.1 Criminal court case dispositions by judges and incarceration rates relative to the 

active population (15–65 years), 1900–2007. 

Sources: Dispositions by judges (right-hand axis): Central Bureau of Statistics Netherlands (2010); 

incarceration rate (left-hand axis): Tonry and Bijleveld (2007) and Van Ruller and Beijers (1995). 

 

Looking at incarceration as a proxy for punitiveness, we see how incarceration rates 

consistently declined from the early 1900s (Figure 4.1, left y-axis). We can see how some 

spikes in offending translated into spikes in incarceration rates, especially during the First 

World War and after the Second World War. From around the mid-1970s, incarceration 

rates started to increase, tripling to about 150 per 100,000 population, a fairly high rate for 

Europe. 
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Combining the two graphs, we conclude for the years of our study that conviction rates 

have been slowly increasing, and started to speed up from the 1970s. Imprisonment rates 

declined at first and started picking up later. The two rates are not synchronous: as the 

number of verdicts started to slowly increase from the mid-1960s, the incarceration rate 

continued to drop. Only 10 years after the rise in the number of verdicts did the trend in 

incarceration rates register in the statistics. 

 

For our purposes, this means that the chance of being arrested, prosecuted and ultimately 

convicted for an offence also differed over the period and the cohorts we are studying, and 

may in fact be confounded with some of the secular changes influencing the possible role 

of the marital union in reducing offending in men. Early cohorts were convicted less often 

but had a relatively greater chance of being incarcerated. Around 1970, the chances of a 

conviction were still low, and incarceration rates were at an all-time low. In more recent 

years, both a criminal conviction and incarceration became more common events. Thus, in 

a sense, the year 1970 constitutes a ‘mirroring’ point, coinciding with our demarcation year 

for the effects of marriage on offending. 

 

4.5 Method 

Sample 

The starting point of the sample is 198 adolescent males who were placed in a reform school 

in the Netherlands between 1911 and 1914; on average, they had been born in 1899. They 

had been placed in the reform school because of concern about their character and 

behaviour (including some petty delinquency) or because their parents were unable to take 

proper care of them according to guardian organisations. Therefore, they constituted a high-

risk sample in the early 20th century. All descendants from this generation onwards were 

traced in Dutch genealogical and municipal records, implying a 100 percent retrieval rate. 

Sample members who emigrated were considered lost to follow-up. Partners were also 

retrieved from genealogical and municipal records, and added to the dataset. Figure 4.2 

summarises the sample set-up. The total N was 6403. For more on the original dataset, see 

Bijleveld and Wijkman (2009). 

 

For our analyses we selected all males from the generations G3 to G5, that is, the children, 

grandchildren and great-grandchildren of the original 198 men. These G3 to G5 generations 

constitute a high-risk sample: around 50 percent of all male descendants of the G2 offended 

at least once. The offending records of female descendants’ male partners were added. 

Next, we selected for the purposes of our analyses only those males who offended at least 

once (see the section on ‘Analytic methods’). Men who died before 18 years of age were 

excluded. Of the resulting 971 males, 832 had married at least once before 2006, one year 

before the data were collected, and 139 had never married. 
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Figure 4.2 Design of the five-generation sample. 

 

Variables 

Demographic variables. For each original family member, we know from the archival 

records the date of birth, date of death and date of marriage. We also know for members 

of the sample the identity of their partner, their dates of birth and death, and the date of 

any divorce or separation. 

Offending variables. For each sample member born after 1916 we searched the 

computerised, paper and microfilm archives of the Dutch Criminal Records Documentation 

Service (‘judicial documentation’). These archives contain all cases registered with the 

Central Prosecution Service in the Netherlands from 1916. The paper and microfilm 

archives are complete except for data from one region for a number of years that were 

destroyed accidentally, pertaining to not more than 3 percent of respondents in G3 and G4; 

the electronic records give complete coverage. Data were retrieved in 2007. 

 

For all generations, we did not count those registrations that resulted in an acquittal or a 

so-called ‘technical dismissal’ (that is, a dismissal of the case by the public prosecutor 

because there is insufficient evidence and the case is expected to result in acquittal). We 

timed delinquency to the date the offence was committed. If no date was known, we 

estimated it as the date of conviction minus the average duration of disposition. If no 

conviction date was known, we estimated it at 1 July of the year of registration. For more 

on these variables, see Bijleveld et al. (2007). All in all, given also that we are studying 

convictions and not self-reported delinquency, our offending measures constitute the 

lower limit of the sample’s true criminal behaviour. 
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Analytic methods 

We divided sample members into two marriage cohorts: those who first married in any 

year before 1971 (‘cohort 1’) and those who first married between 1970 and 2007 (2006 is 

the last selected year – ‘cohort 2’). The sample size did not permit further disaggregation in 

the earlier years. The demarcation year 1970 was chosen for several reasons: after 1970 

most of the changes in laws regulating divorce, the legal rights of women and 

governmental support for single mothers with children had taken place; also, 1970 is an 

approximate ‘watershed’ year in the sense that incarceration rates before and after 1970 

almost mirrored each other. 

 

We first compared the differences between married and never married men in the two 

cohorts. We inspected the first 10 years after the first marriage. We included only offences 

committed during the years the men were actually married. For those men who got 

married less than 10 years before the end of data collection in 2007, the data were 

truncated and we treated them as such. Those who never married were assigned to a 

cohort with an average date of birth closest to their own birth year. We calculated a 

cohort-specific average marriage age, and each unmarried person’s date of birth plus that 

hypothetical marriage age were taken to compare ‘premarital’ and ‘post-marital’ offending 

for the never married. We cross-tabulated offending with marital status by cohort, 

comparing odds ratios to assess whether the association between marital status and 

offending is different for the two cohorts. Second, we looked at differences between the 

development of the frequency of offending in the two cohorts. For that, we inspected, as 

above, the first 10 years after the first marriage and the 10 years before the first marriage, 

not counting years in which the sample member was below the age of 12 or divorced. 

 

In a third analysis, we assessed whether marriage reduced offending frequency among the 

men who married. For that, we carried out a fixed-effects Poisson regression analysis. We 

included all years that someone was married, not just the first 10 years. Because the fixed-

effects analysis focuses on changes within individuals over time, it controls for stable 

differences between individuals, and thus for any stable selection effects. After constructing 

a person-period file, we included the ages 18 to 45 for all men. For every year, we included 

as a predictor not only being (un)married but also age and age squared to control for age-

related effects. The dependent variable was the number of offences committed that year, 

truncated at five to reduce the effect of outliers. For men who died or emigrated, the 

records were truncated and treated as such. 

 

Lastly, we performed a random-effects Poisson regression analysis on the same men who 

were included in the fixed-effects analysis, separated by cohort. This analysis was not meant 

to assess causal effects, but was aimed at investigating which factors associated with 

marriage play a role in the offending rate. As independent variables we again included 
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marital status but, in addition, time-stable variables indicating whether the marriage was a 

‘shotgun’ marriage, that is, whether the spouses had to marry because the woman was 

pregnant as indicated by the birth of a child within 7 months of the marriage date, the age 

difference between husband and wife, offences committed by the spouse before marriage, 

and the age of the husband at the marriage date. Although other variables at our disposal 

may be indicative of the quality of the marital bond (for example, whether the marriage 

ended in divorce, whether children were born), we decided to include only variables where 

the causal order was clear. 

 

4.6 Results 

The sample contained 971 males, of whom 832 were married. Of the married males, 292 

married in the years 1938–70 and 540 between 1970 and 2007. Table 4.1 lists the 

percentages of ever-married men for these two cohorts, the percentages of ‘shotgun’ 

marriages, average age at first marriage and the average age difference between husband 

and wife. 

 

In our first analysis, we compared married and unmarried men, who had all offended at least 

once in life, on their prevalence of offending in the first 10 years of marriage (for unmarried 

men we inspected the 10 years after the average age of marriage of their cohort). Marriages 

that survived fewer than 10 years (mostly because of divorce) were excluded because 

including them might influence the results: less exposure in shorter marriages might depress 

offending prevalence, and the quality of such marriages might increase it, although we 

cannot be sure of the relative contribution. 

 

Table 4.1 Descriptives for the two cohorts. 

 Cohort 1: 1938–70 Cohort 2: 1971–2006 

Ever married (percent) 94.2 81.7 

‘Shotgun’ marriage (percent) 31.2 15.7 

Age at first marriage 24.37 27.89 

Age difference (husband–wife) 2.30 2.59 

 

Married and unmarried men in the first marriage cohort did not differ in the prevalence of 

their offending. This means that the men who got married and stayed married for at least 10 

years between 1938 and 1970 were equally likely to offend after marriage as the unmarried 

sample members of the same age (OR = 0.84, CI95 = 0.31–2.24). However, those who 

married between 1971 and 1998 (1997 taken as a last marriage year because then the last 

marrying men also had a full 10 years of exposure) were significantly less likely to offend (OR 

= 0.46, CI95 = 0.30–0.71) than their unmarried cohort members. To find out if the odds ratios 

in those time periods differ from each other, we calculated the ratio of the odds ratios (ROR; 

see Altman & Bland, 2003). This indicated that the risk decrease is sizeably larger in the 
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period 1971–97 than in the period 1938–70, although not significantly so (ROR = 1.83, CI95 = 

0.62–5.37). We ran this same analysis again, this time including marriages that survived 

fewer than 10 years. Again, we found no effect in the years 1938–70 (OR = 0.90, CI95 = 0.34–

2.38) and a clear effect between 1970 and 1998 (OR = 0.42, CI95 = 0.28–0.62); the difference 

between the two odds ratios was again not significant, but large and in the same direction as 

predicted by our hypothesis (ROR = 2.14, CI95 = 0.75–6.13). Thus, this finding is robust. 

 

This analysis detailed only whether men offended after marriage and yielded no 

information on the development of offending. Therefore, in a second analysis, we 

compared the development of offending frequency (number of offences per year) for the 

10 years before marriage and during the first 10 years of marriage for all married men who 

had ever offended (see Figure 4.3). To counter the effects of outliers, yearly frequencies for 

individual men above five were truncated. 

 

In Figure 4.3, no drop in the offending rate can be seen for men who married before 1970: 

offending frequency remains at almost the same level. For men married after 1970, such a 

drop is present, although the decline in offending frequency starts two years before the 

marriage date, which is comparable to recent findings (Lyngstad & Skarðhamar, 2011; 

McGloin et al., 2011). In the years after marriage, the rate stays lower than before, 

although we see a small hump two years after the wedding date, which might be associated 

(for most men) with fatherhood. Four years after the marriage date, offending rates 

proceed to decrease further, possibly indicative of the increasing quality of the marital 

bond and social capital. 

 

As a third step, we performed a fixed-effects Poisson regression analysis to assess the 

effect of the marriage transition within individuals on offending frequency, separately for 

men married in or before 1970 and men married after 1970. We included marriages of all 

durations. The fixed-effects analysis confirmed what had been found above: marriage did 

not reduce offending frequency in the 1938–70 marriage cohort (b = 0.164, p = .283), but 

did so in the 1971–2006 cohort (b = −0.262, p < .005; see Table 4.2). 

 

Lastly, in a fourth analysis, we attempted to uncover which properties of marriage are 

associated with the observed difference in the effect of marriage between the cohorts. 

Using random-effects Poisson regression analyses, we investigated whether the inclusion of 

theoretically relevant factors such as age at marriage, first child born just after marriage 

(‘shotgun’ marriage), age difference with spouse and having a spouse who offended before 

marriage plays a role in the prediction of offending and influences the relationship between 

marriage and offending. We performed the analysis per cohort. 
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Figure 4.3 Average number of offences per year for ever-offending married men, against 

year before or after marriage, for cohorts marrying in 1938–70 and 1971–2006. 

 

Table 4.2 Fixed-effects Poisson regression analysis of offending frequency for married men 

in cohort 1938–70 and cohort 1971–2006. 

  Cohort 1: 1938–70                 Cohort 2: 1971–2006 

  Coefficient SE Coefficient SE 

Age −.098 .052 −.086** .030 

Age² .001 .001 .001** .000 

Marriage .164 .153 −.262** .079 
**p < .01, * p < .05 

 

As can be seen in Table 4.3, age at marriage (next to the age variables) had a significant 

negative effect on offending, meaning that, for both cohorts, marrying while younger is 

associated with more offending. For cohort 2 only, being in a shotgun marriage (married just 

before the first child was born) increased offending. Having a spouse who offended before 

marriage was not associated with increased offending frequency. The difference between 

the ages of married persons did not contribute significantly.5 Marriage decreased offending 

for the more recent cohort and increased it for the older cohort (albeit not significantly, 

probably owing to the smaller N because the magnitude of the effect size is comparable). 

 

  

                                                           
5
 Treating the age difference with the spouse as a non-linear, categorical variable does not alter this conclusion. 
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Table 4.3 Random-effects Poisson regression analyses of offending frequency for the 1938–

70 and 1971–2006 cohorts. 

  Cohort 1: 1938–70 Cohort 2: 1971–2006 

 Coefficient SE Coefficient SE 

Age −.128* .052 −.111** .030 

Age² .001 .001 .002** .000 

Marriage 
Age at marriage 
‘Shotgun’ marriage 
Age difference w/spouse 
Delinquent spouse 

.293 
−.083** 
−.273 
.021 
.091 

.151 

.023 

.177 

.023 

.815 

−.217** 
−.033** 
.389* 

−.010 
.337 

.078 

.008 

.174 

.015 

.226 

**p < .01; * p < .05 

 

4.7 Discussion 

Our study shows that marriage is associated with a reduced likelihood of offending among 

high-risk men who married after 1970 in the Netherlands. For men who had married before 

1970, we found no such effect. Our results are thus in line with what we would expect on 

the basis of the first and second mechanisms proposed in the literature to explain the 

‘marriage effect’. The fact that between the first and the second period we studied there 

was a change in power relations and women’s options to withdraw the social capital that 

marriage offered their husbands provided a kind of natural experiment. Our findings could 

not distinguish between the two mechanisms. 

 

Obviously, we cannot be certain that one or the other mechanism was at play. For instance, 

our data show that the drop in offending that we saw in the later cohort did not occur after 

marriage formation but had emerged earlier (see Lyngstad & Skarðhamar, 2011). This may 

mean that men who were offenders were less attractive marriage candidates: perhaps 

women already ‘demanded’ good behaviour before marriage and betrothal was agreed 

contingent on a change in their behaviour. In that case, the causal agent would have been 

not marriage per se but selection on the basis of susceptibility to behavioural change (see 

Giordano et al., 2002). In a sense, however, this explanation is counterintuitive, because it 

is the women in the earlier cohort who would have been more heavily dependent on their 

man’s good behaviour, because the man’s income would be the main family income and 

the family’s financial security would be heavily jeopardised by offending. We therefore 

deem it more likely that, because recent cohorts often would have cohabited before 

marriage, the drop in offending that we witness before marriage can be attributed to a 

control mechanism, now by the cohabiting partner. 
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Second, we saw that the age of the male partner at marriage was associated with offending 

while married: men who were older at marriage had a lower likelihood of offending. It is 

known that marriages concluded at younger ages are less stable. Thus, it may be that age at 

marriage is actually a proxy for the quality of the marital relationship. This would then point 

to more support for the social capital mechanism: unsatisfactory marriages provide less 

social capital, which is therefore more easily forfeited. Alternatively, it may be that the 

beneficial effect on offending of marrying at a later age points to an age-graded effect. As 

older adults, men and women are able to conclude more satisfactory marriages, which is 

congruent with the identity shifts as described by Maruna (2001). Marriage is, then, one 

demarcation of the transition to responsible adulthood. Part of the effect that we see may 

therefore be owing to the fact that some of the men in the older cohorts married too young 

to benefit from marriage. In that case, the fourth mechanism would be at play as well. 

 

Our analyses, although focusing on intra-individual effects, cannot completely rule out a 

dynamic selection explanation. This explanation supposes that, given the changes in the 

social context of marriage, marriage itself may have become much more selective. Women 

in the more recent marriage market may have been less likely to marry a man who 

(frequently) offends, given that women have a much stronger social position. Recent 

marriages would thus more often be marriages of choice and more likely to be ‘good’ 

marriages. Following this reasoning, we would expect that men in recent cohorts who 

(frequently) offend would have a higher risk of remaining single compared with non-

offenders or men who offended only occasionally, with the reverse applying to the older 

cohorts. 

 

To test this, we investigated whether the likelihood of marriage for offending or non-

offending men differed per cohort. We compared the likelihood of staying single for men 

who had offended with that of men who had not offended: ORcohort 1 = 1.93 (CI95 = 0.79–

4.75), ORcohort 2 = 1.44 (CI95 = 1.12–1.86), ROR cohort 1 − cohort 2 = 1.34 (CI95 = 0.53–3.40). For men 

having committed five or more offences before the first marriage, we again did not find a 

significant difference between odds ratios, with the ROR even indicating a difference in the 

reverse direction: ORcohort 1 = 5.68 (CI95 = 1.52–21.21), ORcohort 2 = 2.44 (CI95 = 1.69–3.52), ROR 

cohort 1− cohort 2 = 2.33 (CI95 = 0.59–9.14).6 Thus, it appears that offenders in older cohorts were 

less likely to marry and that women in older cohorts were perhaps more ‘picky’ about the 

type of man they selected to marry. This is not surprising if one considers that women (and 

men) were more ‘stuck’ with the partners they married in those days, and women and their 

offspring were heavily dependent on their spouse’s income (much more so than they are 

these days). It therefore in a sense mattered more for a woman whether she married a 

                                                           
6
 The numbers of men who offended very frequently (who could be labelled ‘life-course persisters’) were too 

low to enable testing. 
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dependable breadwinner. This is a different interpretation from the one that Bersani et al. 

(2009) offer, although it corroborates a similar finding: marriage has become more beneficial 

in more recent periods. 

 

This is not to say that we have understood all the factors at play. One complicating factor is 

cohabitation, which has become quite common in recent cohorts. The fact that offending 

frequencies begin to decline about three years prior to the date of marriage does not 

preclude the possibility that factors other than courtship or (the prospect of) marriage are at 

play. It may be – as we speculated above – that in the more recent generations couples first 

cohabit, which constrains routine activities and subsequently offending, after which some 

partners consolidate their union by marrying. If that were the case, it is not marriage but 

cohabitation, or the ‘good relationship’, that is actually the driving force, and marriage might 

even be regarded as a consequence rather than a cause of desistance. For future work, an 

interesting question is whether couples who do not marry but who remain in long-term 

cohabitation experience similar desistance dynamics as married partners. 

 

Our study had strong and weak points. The strong points are, first, the possibility of 

investigating without any methodological differences cohorts marrying in different 

historical periods. Further, the high-risk nature of the sample, made it possible to find 

effects that would probably have gone undetected in a sample with a lower prevalence of 

offending. Secondly, our data were collected from objective, external sources, and are thus 

undistorted by memory and recall or social desirability effects. In many criminological 

studies, the use of official data is considered to be a drawback and self-report to be most 

desirable, because official data severely underreport the true rate of offending. However, 

some men might have been able to hide their offending from their spouse and it is likely 

that, because the men we studied were prosecuted for the offences we measure, these 

must also have become known to their spouse, so that they could have (re)acted (up)on 

them. In that sense, the fact that we are using official data is an asset, because we can 

presume that the wives were aware of the criminal behaviour of their husband. 

 

One weak point of our study is that some of the men in our data were related to one 

another: there were brothers in the same cohort and fathers and sons in different marriage 

cohorts. Even though we conducted fixed-effects analyses and effects are assessed within 

respondents, in principle this situation introduces complications for statistical testing. To 

our knowledge, there are no straightforward statistical controls for this particular data 

situation. As a test of robustness we replicated our main analysis with only the partners 

(who marry into the families, and are thus unrelated): the results remained substantively 

the same. This increases our confidence that any dependence between family members has 

not distorted our conclusions. A second weak point of our study is that we know very little 

about the mechanisms behind the protective effect of marriage that we recorded for the 
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more recent cohort. Apart from the officially registered behaviour of our sample members, 

we know little else. We know nothing of early conduct problems, family circumstances, 

poverty or the schooling situation. The data did not allow the employment of 

counterfactual methods (Sampson et al., 2006). Although couples were registered as 

married, we do not know whether they actually cohabited; we do not know about 

offending that was not officially registered; and we know nothing about marital strife, the 

quality of the marital bond, socioeconomic circumstances, and the like. All through our 

analyses, we have assumed that the spouses of the men we are studying disapproved of 

offending. However, we do now know whether this actually was the case in this high-risk 

sample (we know, for instance, that approximately 50 percent of the fathers of the high-

risk daughters in our sample had offended). It is likely insofar as such offending put the 

family income at stake, but if such offending supplemented the family income, perhaps the 

opposite was true. 

 

Given that fewer and fewer people marry in Western societies, the practical relevance of 

our findings is unclear. On the one hand, for many who cohabit, the same mechanisms may 

be in operation to reduce offending in the male partner. However, cohabitation is a less 

stable union than marriage (Van Agtmaal-Wobma & De Graaf, 2009) and it is highly 

probable that attachment, relationship stability and thus cumulative investment on the 

man’s part in this adult relationship role and its related role implications (for instance, 

sharing household obligations, including financial provision) are less important than they 

are and were in marriages. This might mean that, although women now can exert greater 

control and are better able than ever to leave an unsatisfactory relationship and to lead an 

independent life, it is doubtful whether men would sacrifice the spinoffs of a criminal 

lifestyle for a romantic union to the same extent that they did for a marriage between 1970 

and 2000, that is, on average 25 years ago. Because men and women increasingly have 

multiple romantic relationships over the life course, perhaps such a lack of synchronicity 

between partners is now more likely to be resolved by splitting up. One might suppose 

that, once children are involved, partners would postpone splitting up as much as they can, 

although, for females, exposure of their children to a criminal father may be an additional 

reason to break up the relationship. Very little is known about such effects, however, and 

they are topics for future research. 
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Chapter 5 

 

'For better or for worse' 

Exploring the relationship between divorce and offending 

 

Abstract7 

This study investigates the association between legal divorce and offending, using a sample 

of 1,720 married individuals from the Dutch Transfive dataset. We investigate the extent to 

which divorce is associated with an increase in offending, mainly by using fixed effects 

analysis. We find that sample members offended more after divorce than before. However, 

an increase in offending already occurred well before divorce was finalised, suggesting 

offending is caused by other processes than the divorce per se. Effects were stronger for older 

cohorts, when divorce carried greater stigma and implied heavier financial penalties. Effects 

emerge only for those who have children under age 18 at the time of the divorce, or were 

married to a non-offending spouse. More research is needed to investigate explanations for 

the main finding, such as reversed causation, reciprocal effects, or the effects of other factors 

impacting on both divorce and offending. 

 

5.1 Introduction 

In criminological literature, marriage is generally considered to be protective for individuals 

because it is related to a reduction in criminal offending (e.g., Beijers, Bijleveld & Van 

Poppel, 2012; McGloin, Sullivan, Piquero, Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2011; Sampson, Laub & 

Wimer, 2006). If marriage leads to desistance from crime, divorce might logically entail the 

opposite as the protective force of marriage is no longer present. In addition, divorce in itself 

can lead to numerous adverse outcomes such as reduced income, disruption in parent-child 

relationships, lower levels of wellbeing, loss of emotional support, and depression (Amato, 

2000; Bruce & Kim, 1992; Menaghan & Lieberman, 1986; Smock, Manning & Gupta, 1999; 

Uunk, 2004; Zill, Morrison & Coiro, 1993). Some of these adverse outcomes may also in turn 

increase the risk of offending. Few studies on divorce and offending have investigated 

effects on divorced individuals, although there are many studies focusing on children of 

divorcees. The few exceptions focused primarily on men from cohorts coming of age in 

periods when marriage was still very much the norm. Those studies generally reported a 

higher level of offending after divorce, thus supporting the notion of divorce as a risk factor 

for criminal offending (Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2005; Sampson & Laub, 1993; Theobald & 

Farrington, 2013; Van Schellen, 2012). 

 

                                                           
7
 This Chapter was submitted as: Beijers, J.E.H., Bijleveld, C.C.J.H., & Van de Weijer, S.G.A. 2016 (submitted). 

‘For better or for worse’: Exploring the relationship between divorce and offending. 



90 
 

There is reason to assume that the relationship between divorce and offending may be less 

immediate. A number of studies that investigated the relationship between marriage and 

offending found that a reduction in offending in fact preceded marriage (Beijers, Bijleveld & 

Van Poppel, 2012; Lyngstad & Skardhamar, 2013; McGloin, Sullivan, Piquero, Blokland & 

Nieuwbeerta, 2011). This finding can be attributed to social selection, meaning that 

individuals become attractive as marriage partners once they desist from offending, or to 

the crime-reducing effects of a romantic relationship or cohabitation before marriage 

(Beijers et al., 2012; Lyngstad & Skardhamar, 2013). If a reduction in offending precedes 

marriage, an increase in offending may precede divorce. There are a couple of reasons why 

this may be the case. For example, once at least one of the marital partners decides to 

separate, it takes a while before a couple is legally divorced (Statistics Netherlands, 2014a). 

Possible negative effects may take place before the point of legal divorce as the actual 

separation has already occurred. Thus, if offending is found to be related to divorce, 

offending may already have started to increase before the divorce is finalised. Furthermore, 

similar to how individuals become attractive marriage partners after they desist from 

offending, individuals may also cease to be an acceptable marriage partner once they start 

offending. Thus, another reason for an increase in offending before divorce may be that 

offending triggers divorce, not the other way around. 

 

This study investigates the relationship between divorce and offending for both men and 

women. This study also investigates the extent to which a change in offending already starts 

before divorce. In the next paragraph, research on the relationship between divorce and 

offending will be discussed, as well as possible mechanisms and moderating factors, after 

which additional sub-questions will be formulated.  

 

5.2 Literature review 

Farrington and West (1995) were the first to investigate not only the effect of marriage, but 

also the effect of marital separation on crime for male individuals. The study’s dataset, from 

the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development, primarily consists of survey data, but also 

includes official records of convictions of 411 London males. These men were on average 

born around 1953 and lived in a working-class neighbourhood when they were eight to nine 

years old. Only 36 of the married and convicted men who were interviewed at age 32 were 

separated (most of them also divorced) and could thus be included in a within-group 

analysis. The analysis showed that the separated men were offending at a 44 percent 

greater rate than while being married, although the increase was not statistically significant. 

 

Theobald and Farrington (2013) performed analyses on the same sample, but with more 

recent data. Through propensity score matching, 44 separated individuals were compared 

with controls. While the separated men on average sharply and significantly increased their 

offending frequency after separation, offending decreased for those in the control group. A 
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study on two Dutch datasets investigated the effects of life circumstances on offending 

(Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2005). The researchers used official data from a representative 

sample of four percent of the individuals who were criminally prosecuted in the Netherlands 

in 1977 (the CCLS dataset, N=4,615) and survey data of a sample of the Dutch population 

(N=2,951) to investigate the effects of numerous life circumstances on offending. They found 

that for the first sample, mainly consisting of men, divorce significantly increased the risk of 

offending. For the second sample, they found no significant effect of separation on 

offending. In fact, they found no significant effects of almost any of the variables. The 

authors explain this finding by stating that as the overall rate of offending is relatively low for 

the self-report study the statistical power is much reduced. Another Dutch study used the 

same CCLS dataset to investigate the association between divorce and offending, but made a 

distinction between male and female sample members (Van Schellen, 2012). By using fixed 

effects analyses, it was found that divorce significantly increased the yearly conviction 

frequency by 30 percent for men and 22 percent for women. 

 
5.3 Theory 

Various mechanisms can be distinguished in explaining the relationship between divorce and 

offending. A first mechanism involves the assumption that marriage is protective against 

offending. The age-graded theory of informal social control states that crime is the result of 

weak or broken bonds with society (Sampson & Laub, 1993). The relevant institutions of 

social bonds and social control (e.g., family, peers, school, work) vary by age. During 

adulthood, marriage is important. For most married adults, their spouse would exert social 

control, thus reducing the risk of offending.  According to this perspective, a divorce would 

likely result in a strong reduction in social control by the former spouse, resulting in an 

increased risk of offending. Furthermore, a divorce can result in broken bonds with the 

former family-in-law, children and friends, reducing the level of social control and increasing 

the risk of offending even more. In short, divorce may lead to a reduction in social ties and 

thus a reduction in social control, which may in turn increase the risk of offending. 

 

A divorce, however, involves more than just the likely reduction in social control an 

individual is experiencing. As mentioned earlier, divorce can lead to a number of adverse 

outcomes, which could in turn lead to (more) offending. For example, divorce can lead to a 

great deal of financial stress, especially when children are involved (Menaghan & Lieberman, 

1986; Smock et al., 1999). Financial hardship may then be a reason for divorced individuals 

to engage in offending in order to deal with the financial problems. 

 

Divorce can have positive outcomes as well. Wheaton (1990) found that, under certain 

circumstances, divorce leads to a reduction in distress symptoms when individuals 

experienced high levels of marital stress. In addition, divorce may be a positive outcome for 

individuals who were in a highly conflictual marriage or one with an abusive spouse (Amato, 
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2000). Extending this thought, it can be argued that divorcing from a bad marriage may not 

increase the risk of offending, and perhaps even reduce it. Especially when an individual is 

under the influence of a criminal spouse, divorce might not increase the risk of offending. 

Criminal spouses may disapprove less of offending, or even encourage it. Therefore, divorce 

may still largely act as a negative life event, but at the same time end exposure to a criminal 

spouse. In support of this, Van Schellen (2012) found that, for both men and women, being 

divorced from a criminal spouse is not associated with a higher level of offending than being 

married to one. 

 

In contrast with the above-mentioned mechanisms, the relationship between divorce and 

offending may not be causal. There may be a reversed causation in the relationship between 

divorce and offending: that is, offending may lead to divorce. It is important to keep in mind 

that divorce is not randomly imposed on people, but a decision made by at least one of the 

marital partners, based on various reasons. For example, a married individual may decide to 

divorce when his or her marital partner engages in criminal activities, especially when he or 

she is the victim of the criminal behaviour. In particular, physical or mental abuse by the 

spouse was for some women the reason they divorced (Amato & Preveti, 2003). Indeed, Van 

Schellen (2012) found, in a study on CCLS data, that criminal offending increased the risk of 

divorce for men and women. However, in a different study with another Dutch high-risk 

sample, no effect of offending on the termination of a romantic relationship was found for 

men (Zoutewelle-Terovan, Van der Geest, Liefbroer & Bijleveld, 2013). 

 

Finally, the relationship between divorce and offending may be spurious. Studies have 

shown that illicit drug and alcohol abuse, financial problems, and unemployment are 

reported as causes of divorce (Amato & Preveti, 2003; Cleek & Pearson, 1985). Studies about 

the causes of crime are less conclusive, but to a certain degree drug abuse, financial 

problems, and unemployment are also considered to be risk factors for criminal offending 

(e.g., Broidy & Agnew, 1997; Mesters, Bijleveld & Huschek, 2013; Van der Laan, Essers, 

Huijbregts & Spaans, 1998; Zhang, Wieczorek & Welte, 1997). Therefore, both divorce and 

offending may be caused by these factors.  

 

Period effects 

The extent to which the above-mentioned mechanisms apply to the relationship between 

divorce and crime could depend on contexts of place and time. Research on the social 

consequences of divorce in Europe showed that individuals experience greater declines in 

social contacts in regions where divorce is more disapproved (Kalmijn & Uunk, 2006). Effects 

could similarly vary by social strata and period, as for example many Muslims disapprove of 

divorce, and many Catholics in the Netherlands disapproved of divorce in the earlier 

twentieth century. Indeed, the relationship between divorce and offending may change over 

time, as two studies have shown that, at least for samples of Dutch offenders, the 
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relationship between marriage and offending has become stronger in more recent years 

(Beijers, Bijleveld & Van Poppel, 2012; Bersani, Laub & Nieuwbeerta, 2009). There are 

reasons to believe the relationship between divorce and offending may have also changed 

over the years. In the Netherlands, divorce has been uncommon, difficult to arrange and 

heavily stigmatised up into the 1960s. In the 1970s, this began to change (Douma, 1975). 

More and more people began to see marriage as a romantic union and divorce as an 

acceptable outcome if a married couple no longer loved each other (Brood & De Wolde, 

2014). New legislation in 1971 made it easier to get a divorce, and around the same time 

divorced unemployed women were given entitlement to financial support provided by the 

government, which meant they were no longer financially dependent on their ex-spouse 

(Van den Akker, 1984). The yearly divorce rate rapidly increased from 3.0 per 1,000 

marriages in 1969 to 9.4 in 1983, after which the number stayed relatively stable. Currently, 

over one out of every three marriages ends in divorce (Statistics Netherlands, 2014b). These 

changes in circumstances surrounding divorce could have consequences for the relationship 

between divorce and crime. As divorce became more accepted over time and less often led 

to social exclusion and financial problems, one would expect the relationship between 

divorce and offending to become correspondingly weaker. 

 

Gender 

Next to the period in time, the relationship between divorce and offending may also depend 

on gender. For example, divorce leads to a reduction in income, especially for women (e.g., 

Uunk, 2004), which could mean that women in particular are at risk for committing property 

offences in order to deal with the financial strain. This may be even more likely when 

children are involved. In 20th century Dutch society, women very often received custody of 

the children after divorce. Having to take care of the children would be an additional reason 

to find alternative ways to deal with financial hardship. 

 

Parenting 

A third possible moderating factor for the relationship between divorce and offending is 

parenthood. It can be argued that the relationship between divorce and offending will be 

stronger when children are involved. Not only can children of divorced parents be the 

subject of arguments between the parents, but divorce can also lead to a number of adverse 

outcomes for children, such as long-term deficits in functioning, a negative effect on well-

being and disruptions in parent-child relationships (Amato, 2000). These factors in turn can 

negatively affect parental behaviour. Additionally, when children are involved, divorce often 

leads to disrupted families (e.g., single parent families), which in turn increases the risk of 

social problems such as poverty and offending (Amato, 2000). Furthermore, as divorce was 

found to be related to financial hardship, this is likely to be even more the case with parents 

who have to take care of children after divorce. This may in turn increase the risk of 

committing property offences. Finally, the involvement of children generally means divorced 
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couples still have to manage a relationship for an extensive period of time. This can be very 

problematic for divorced couples who have major arguments and no longer want to stay in 

contact. This can also make it more difficult for divorced individuals to move on after divorce 

and start a new romantic relationship. Therefore, this could intensify the negative 

consequences of divorce and therefore strengthen the relationship between divorce and 

offending. 

 

Spousal criminality 

A fourth factor in the relationship between divorce and offending may be spousal 

criminality. As described above, while divorce may generally be considered a negative event, 

in some cases divorce may be beneficial, or less disadvantageous. Divorcing a spouse who 

offended may not be associated with an increase in offending, as it would end the possible 

detrimental effects of being exposed to an offending spouse. This is supported by Van 

Schellen (2012), who found no relationship between divorce and offending for individuals 

who divorced from an offending spouse. 

 

5.4 Research questions 

Previous studies that have investigated the association between divorce and offending for 

individuals generally found that on average, divorced individuals offended more than while 

they were married. However, causality remains an issue as earlier studies rarely controlled 

for non-causal effects. This study improves on this by controlling for overt and hidden 

confounders that are fixed over time, by using fixed effects analyses. Furthermore, this study 

addresses the possibility of reversed causality by investigating the extent to which changes 

in offending behaviour begin before divorce. Furthermore, a number of before-mentioned 

moderating factors are investigated. This leads to the following research questions: 

1. To what extent is divorce associated with an increased risk of offending? 

2. When does this increase in offending start? 

3.  To what extent does any relationship between divorce and offending differ by: 

- the period in time; 

- gender; 

- having underage children; 

- spousal criminality? 

 

5.5 Methods 

Sample 

The dataset used in the current study started with 198 adolescent males who were placed in 

a reform school in the Netherlands between 1911 and 1914, born on average in 1899. The 

boys were placed in the reform school out of concern about their character and behaviour 

(including some petty delinquency) or because their parents were unable to take proper care 

of them according to guardian organisations. Therefore, they constituted a high-risk sample 
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in the early 20th century. All descendants from this generation onwards were traced in 

Dutch genealogical and municipal records, resulting in a 100 percent retrieval rate. Sample 

members who emigrated were considered lost to follow-up. Data on marital partners were 

also retrieved from genealogical and municipal records and added to the dataset. Figure 5.1 

summarises the sample structure. As can be seen in the figure, Generation 1 (G1) is the boys’ 

parents, Generation 2 (G2) is the 198 boys, Generations 3 (G3), 4 (G4) and 5 (G5) are 

descendants of those boys. The total N was 6,403, including all marital partners. For more 

information on the original dataset, see Bijleveld and Wijkman (2009). 

 

 

 
Figure 5.1 Schematic representation of the structure of the dataset. 

 

For the analyses, G3, G4 and G5 descendants of the G2 boys were selected. G1 and G2 were 

excluded from the analyses because complete judicial documentation is only available for 

the later generations. For the first set of analyses, all men and women who married at least 

once were selected (N=1,720, marriages between 1938 and 2006). In later analyses, 

individuals were only selected if they at least divorced one. The data were retrieved in 2007. 

 

Data from municipal records, containing information about birth dates, marriage and divorce 

dates and others variables, were included for all sample subjects. Additionally, the 

computerised, paper, and microfilm archives of the Dutch Criminal Records Documentation 

Service (‘judicial documentation’) were searched for each sample member. The paper and 

microfilm archives are complete except for data from one region for a number of years that 

were destroyed accidentally, which is estimated to be three percent of individuals in G3 and 

G4. The electronic records give complete coverage. We did not include cases that resulted in 
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an acquittal or so-called technical ‘dismissals’ (a dismissal of the case by the public 

prosecutor because there is insufficient evidence and the case is expected to result in 

acquittal). We included time of offending as the date the offence was committed. If the date 

was unknown, the date was estimated as one year before the date of conviction. If no 

conviction date was known, the date of committing the offence was estimated as the first 

day of the year of registration. Given that only a portion of the actual crimes is reported to 

the police, our offending measures constitute the lower limit of the sample’s true offending 

(Bijleveld & Wijkman, 2009). 

 

Variables and analyses 

For each sample member, the number of offences was calculated for each year during the 

individual’s first marriage and first divorce period. Because the distribution of the offending 

variable was highly skewed to the right, this variable was recoded into a dichotomous 

variable indicating whether or not the individual offended in each year. The criminality of the 

marital partner was coded as having offended or not while being married to the sample 

member. A divorce variable was constructed with the code 0 for married years and the code 

1 for divorced years, starting with the year the divorce was concluded. The divorce dates 

mark the conclusion of divorce procedures. This dataset does not contain information about 

the duration of the period between the filing and concluding date of the divorce, which 

varies between cases. Official divorce procedures on average took a few months in more 

recent years (Statistics Netherlands, 2014a) and longer in the more distant past when 

divorces entailed lengthier and more complicated procedures. Only first marriages and first 

divorces were included because the circumstances around possible later marriages and 

divorces are possibly different. This means that all years after the start of a second marriage 

were left out of the analyses for all sample members. Also left out were the years after 

sample members reached the age 70 because offending behaviour rarely occurred after that 

age. 

 

In the first analysis, we calculated the percentage of individuals offending in each of the 10 

years before and after divorce and compared those to a control group of individuals who 

were married and did not divorce until the date of data collection. We then performed a 

fixed effects logistic regression on all divorced individuals, to assess whether divorce is 

associated with an increase in offending. Fixed effects analyses control for distortion by 

time-stable confounders by focusing on changes within individuals over time. A person-year 

file was constructed. We included the years between ages 16 and 70 in which individuals 

were married with or divorced from their first spouse (and not yet remarried). For every 

year, we included age, age squared and whether the individual was married or divorced. This 

was done in order to be able to compare offending risk in married years with offending risk 

in divorced years, while controlling for age effects. To investigate the extent to which the 

relationship between divorce and offending depends on context factors, the analyses are 
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performed separately for different groups. These groups were distinguished by gender, 

having a spouse who offended during the marriage or not, having children under age 18 at 

the time of divorce or not and being divorced before or in 1970 or after 1970. Additional 

analyses were performed with each time the last one or two years of marriage coded as 

divorced along with the actual period of divorce, to account for the possibility that an 

increase in risk of offending started one or two years before divorce.  

 
5.6 Results 

Of the 1,720 first marriages in our sample, 481 (28%) ended in a divorce by the time of data 

collection. Of the individuals who divorced, all but a few were adults when marrying, with a 

mean age of 23.7. They on average divorced at age 35.0, after an average of 11 married 

years. Of the 481 sample members who divorced, 173 were convicted for at least one crime 

during their first marriage or first divorce period. On average they committed 0.29 offences 

every year while being married compared to 0.48 after divorce. As fixed effects analyses 

requires changes over time in the offending variable, only those 173 individuals are included 

in the fixed effects analyses. 

 

Figure 5.2 compares the annual prevalence rate of offending before and after divorce for all 

the individuals who experienced divorce. These prevalence rates were compared with a 

married control group who did not experience divorce. Because those in the control group 

did not experience divorce, the median duration of marriage of the divorced individuals was 

used to compare the years before and after for the control group. Although some issues 

arise with the comparison (i.e., the control group is not matched and there are age 

differences between the groups as divorced people married earlier), the differences are 

clearly visible. Ever divorced sample members were already at increased risk of offending 

before divorce and even more so after divorce compared to the control group. Although 

Figure 5.2 shows group percentages and not changes within individuals, the increase in 

offending just before divorce suggests that offending started to increase already one to two 

years prior to the divorce.  
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Figure 5.2 Percentage offending (y-axis) in each year before and after first divorce (x-axis), 

with the vertical line marking the point of divorce, and the curve for never divorced 

individuals age-matched with that of the ever divorced. 

 

Figure 5.3 shows that these patterns differed for men and women. Although the risk of 

offending started to increase around the time of divorce for both men and women, the 

percentage of men who offended decreased again a few years after divorce. The percentage 

of offending women who offended in each year was much lower compared to men. 

However, after starting to increase about two years before divorce, offending risk in women 

remained elevated in the 10 years after divorce.  

 
Figure 5.3 Percentage of men and women that offended (y-axis) in each year before and 

after divorce (x-axis). 

 

Table 5.1 shows the results of the logistic fixed effects analyses. To test the extent to which 

the effect of divorce on offending differs by gender, having a criminal spouse, having 

underage children and the period in time, separate analyses were conducted for various 
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subsamples. Moreover, as Figure 5.2 suggests that offending started to increase already one 

to two years prior to the divorce, the analyses were repeated to estimate the effects of 

divorce minus one year and divorce minus two years. For the total group, the fixed effects 

analysis showed a significant and substantially increased risk of offending in the post-divorce 

period compared to the married period (OR=1.714, S.E.=0.165, see Table 5.1). When 

comparing offending risk for divorce minus one and two years, the effects were stronger 

(resp. OR=2.300, S.E.=0.184; OR=2.421, S.E.=0.187). To test whether the risk of offending 

already increased significantly before the actual divorce, two additional fixed effects 

analyses were performed (not shown in Table 5.1). The first analysis compared all earlier 

married years to the last two years of marriage before divorce, showing a significant increase 

in offending in those last two years (OR=2.294, S.E.=0.224). The second analysis, comparing 

the last 2 years of marriage with the divorced period, showed no significant increase in the 

years after the divorce itself (OR=1.239, S.E.=0.195). These analyses indicate that the 

increase in offending indeed started approximately two years before the actual divorce. 

Thus, the increase in risk of offending precedes rather than follows divorce.  

 

As can be seen in Table 5.1, divorced men were at increased risk of offending compared to 

when they were married (OR=1.519, S.E.=0.184). Women showed an even greater increase 

in offending risk when being divorced (OR=3.216, S.E.=0.394). The difference in effect sizes 

between men and women is considerable, but not significant (as calculated by using ratios of 

odds ratios, see Altman & Bland, 2003), likely due to lack of statistical power. 

 

Table 5.1 Fixed effects logistic regression analyses on offending.¹ 

Effects of divorce for: (N of sample 
members, N of observations) 

Divorce Divorced -1 year Divorce -2 years 

 Exp(b) S.E. Exp(b) S.E. Exp(b) S.E. 

All (173, 4012) 1.714** 0.165 2.512** 0.166 2.390** 0.168 

Men (126, 2780) 1.519* 0.184 2.300** 0.184 2.421** 0.187 
Women (47, 1232) 3.216** 0.394 4.414** 0.405 2.741** 0.407 

No children aged <18  (40, 1084) 0.630 0.369 1.166 0.380 1.381 0.392 
Children aged <18 (133, 2928) 2.189** 0.189 3.034** 0.189 2.737** 0.190 

Partner did not offend (142, 3290) 1.970** 0.192 3.105** 0.188 3.200** 0.193 
Partner offended (31, 722) 1.130 0.339 1.198 0.373 0.967 0.369 

Divorce before/in 1970 (22, 558) 2.921* 0.588 2.502* 0.548 2.509* 0.548 
Divorce after 1970 (151, 3454) 1.641** 0.173 2.528** 0.175 2.395** 0.177 
* p<.05 (one-sided); ** p<.01 (one-sided) 

¹All Odds ratios are from separate analyses, for each we controlled for age and age² 

 

Interestingly, individuals without children under age 18 were not at increased risk of 

offending after divorce (see Table 5.1). Individuals with children did, however, run a higher 

risk of offending after divorce (OR=2.189, S.E.=0.189). Individuals who were married to a 
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non-criminal spouse were at increased risk of offending after divorce (OR=1.970, S.E.=0.192). 

There was no increased risk of offending for individuals who divorced from a spouse who 

had offended during their marriage. Individuals who divorced before or in 1970 were at 

increased risk of offending after divorce (OR=2.921, S.E.=0.588). Individuals who divorced 

after 1970 are also at increased risk of offending after divorce, although the odds ratio is 

smaller (OR=1.641, S.E.=0.173). The odds ratios of the analyses in Table 5.1 are, compared to 

divorce, higher for divorce minus one or two years, except for effects of having a criminal 

spouse or concluding divorce before 1970. 

 

Because the association between divorce and offending may be mediated by financial 

hardship, the analyses were repeated for property offences and all other offences separately 

(not included in Table 5.1) to investigate the extent to which the reported increases in risk of 

offending comprise mainly property offences. The effect sizes were comparable. The 

analyses were also repeated for violent offences (including sex offences) and all other 

offences separately, with again comparable effect sizes. Thus, the increased risk of offending 

surrounding divorce cannot be attributed to an increased risk of violent or property 

offending alone.  

 

5.7 Discussion 

This study investigated the extent to which divorce increased the risk of offending, whether 

an increased risk of offending occurred before or after divorce, and the extent gender and 

contextual factors such as having children, a criminal spouse, or historical period influenced 

the relationship between divorce and crime.  

 

As in most previous studies, individuals in this study were at higher risk of offending while 

being divorced than while being married. Similar to Van Schellen (2012), this increased risk 

of offending was found for both men and women. However, unlike Van Schellen, our results 

suggested a more strongly (although not significantly) increased risk for women. Because 

women in nearly all divorces during the twentieth century were given custody of the 

children and were the caretakers, they may often have experienced financial hardship after a 

divorce. A stronger increase in the risk of property offending for women might therefore be 

expected. However, in general, the increased risk of offending cannot be attributed to 

property offences in particular, so a financial drive to this increased offending is not likely. A 

second explanation is strain from effectively single parenthood, but we have no variables to 

test this.  

 

Another important finding is that divorce only leads to an increased risk of offending for 

individuals with underage children. On the basis of Sampson and Laub’s age-graded theory 

of social control, one would have expected an increased risk of offending after divorce for 

individuals without children as well, given that divorced individuals no longer have a spouse 
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to exert social control. However, in divorces with (young) children, a number of divorced 

individuals not only lost the presence and social control of a spouse, but also of the children. 

Also, divorce procedures involving children are in general more complicated and emotionally 

stressful. Next, contact with the former partner remains as custody may be shared, visiting 

arrangements must be made, and there will often be financial obligations or hardship. While 

this would explain a larger effect of divorce on offending for individuals with children, it does 

not explain the absence of an effect for divorces where a couple does not have young 

children.  

 

 Third, divorce did not increase the risk of offending for individuals who were married to a 

criminal spouse, which confirmed the results of Van Schellen (2012). An explanation derived 

from the age-graded theory of social control may be that, in good marriages, a spouse exerts 

social control and protects against offending, while a criminal spouse does not, meaning that 

separation from a criminal spouse does not impact criminal career development. 

 

Next, the relationship between divorce and crime seems to be stronger for divorces that 

occurred prior to or in 1970, with increased offending more immediate than for divorces 

after 1970. As the difference between the two time periods is considerable in effect size but 

not significant, it is likely that the difference is due to lack of statistical power. The stronger 

and more immediate relationship between divorce and offending in earlier periods is in line 

with the fact that divorces were considered more deviant and carried more stigma then. 

 

Lastly, the most interesting finding is that the increased risk of offending started one to two 

years prior to the divorce. This means that the conclusion of the divorce itself is likely not the 

(single) cause for the observed increase in risk of offending, contrary to what earlier studies 

suggested. This finding may not be surprising, as legal divorce is not an exogenous life event, 

but the endpoint of a process, which started some time earlier and was initiated by at least 

one of the partners. While this risk increase preceding divorce itself may be due to friction 

culminating into divorce, other explanations are possible. In fact, it may have been the 

spousal offending itself that led to divorce, other time-varying factors may have increased 

the risk of both offending and divorce. Our results cannot rule out any of these explanations. 

 

This study has strengths and limitations. A strength is that the study’s dataset made it 

possible to investigate effects of divorce in different historical periods without any 

methodological differences. Also, the long-term make-up of this dataset provides the means 

to study criminal careers far into adulthood and to perform fixed effects analyses, which 

control for time-constant factors. The high-risk nature of the sample made it also possible to 

find effects that might have stayed undetected in a sample with a lower prevalence of 

offending. Furthermore, the data were collected from official records and were therefore 

not subject to memory and social desirability distortions. 
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A limitation of this study is the use of registered crime data, which leads to an 

underestimation of the actual number of crimes committed, as there is an unknown number 

(dark number) of offences not registered by the police. Another limitation is the lack of 

knowledge about the mechanisms underlying the relationship between divorce and crime. 

Due to the official nature of our data, many relevant variables were unavailable such as the 

quality of marriages, income, the relationship with the children involved, the circumstances 

of the divorce procedure, the exact moment at which partners chose to separate, and who 

of the two partners left the marital home. Although couples were registered as married or 

divorced, it is unknown if and when they lived together and the extent to which an actual 

separation preceded the official divorce. 

 

When studying divorce, we are only studying a phenomenon that affects a minority of the 

population. In the Netherlands, the number of marriages has substantially declined since the 

early twentieth century (Van Poppel, 1992). Nowadays, it is widely accepted that couples 

cohabit without ever getting married, thus reducing the potential for divorce and the 

relevance of studies on marriage for current samples of offenders. Furthermore, it is 

important to be kept in mind that most people in our sample who experienced divorce did 

not offend at all before or after divorce, at least not according to judicial documentation. 

This means that in the majority of cases, divorce did not lead to increased levels of 

offending. Because the fixed effects analyses exclude all individuals who do not differ over 

time in their offending behaviour, the results of this study cannot be translated to those 

non-offending individuals. See Figure 5.2 for a visualisation that includes these non-

offending individuals. 

 

As previously stated, divorce is not randomly imposed on people. Individuals or their 

spouses decide to file for divorce for many possible reasons (Amato & Previti, 2003). This 

makes it difficult to investigate and assume causality. Even though the few studies on this 

subject agree on the finding that the offending level of individuals is higher in the divorced 

years compared to the married years, much is still unknown with regard to the mechanisms 

involved. Although this study challenges the view that divorce leads to an increase in 

offending, more research is needed to investigate the exact causal order of events leading 

up to an increase in (risk of) offending around divorce.  
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Chapter 6 

 

General discussion 

 

The aim of this dissertation was to investigate how family-related transitions and family 

offending explain criminal offending. The research question has been examined by using 

data on three consecutive generations of the multigenerational Transfive study. For this 

study, we used demographic data from municipal administration records and conviction data 

from judicial databases, collected prospectively and followed up until December 2007. 

 

This chapter first presents the key results from the previous four chapters, followed by a 

discussion. Second, the empirical and theoretical implications of the results are outlined, 

followed by a description of the strengths and limitations of this study. Third, an agenda for 

research follows. In the final paragraph, practical implications for policy are discussed. 

 

6.1 Summary of key results 

6.1.1 “All in the family?” Associations between sibling offending and offending risk 

In the first study of this dissertation (Chapter 2), we investigated the extent to which sibling 

offending predicts individual offending, and the extent to which this relationship can be 

explained by family criminality as proxied by parental and grandparental offending. It was 

found that having at least one sibling who offended, as compared to having non-offending 

sibling(s) only, elevated the risk of offending. Remarkably, having no siblings at all also 

increased the risk of offending, compared to having non-offending siblings. This finding 

suggests that having non-offending siblings is, in this sample, a protective factor against 

offending. Next, we investigated the extent to which family criminality could explain the 

effect of sibling offending, as sibling similarity in offending may be caused by parental and 

grandparental offending putting all children at risk of offending. The results showed that 

having offending parents or an offending grandfather elevated the risk of offending but that 

this only partially accounted for the sibling similarity in offending. 

 

The role of gender in the association between sibling offending and individual offending was 

also examined. The analyses showed that having offending brothers increased the risk of 

offending for both men and women. Having offending sisters did not significantly increase 

the risk of offending for men and women, although this may be attributed to a lack of 

statistical power. There were no significant differences in effects of having offending 

brothers or sisters. There were also no significant differences in effects on men and women. 

 

Finally, we investigated the extent to which having offending siblings close in age (i.e., less 

than the median age difference), as well as having offending siblings not close in age (i.e., 
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more than the median age difference), increased the risk of offending for individuals. 

Notably, it was discovered that individuals were only at increased risk of offending when 

their offending sibling(s) were close in age. This finding could mean that siblings who are 

close in age are more similar in offending behaviour because of social learning. However, 

this finding could also point to a more similar exposure to risk factors in the social 

environment. 

 

6.1.2 Teenage parenthood and offspring offending 

In the third chapter, the association between teenage parenthood and offspring offending 

was studied. In this study, we examined the extent to which children of parents who had 

started childbearing before age 20 were at risk of offending, compared to children of parents 

who had started childbearing at a later age. In line with previous studies, it was found that 

children of mothers who had started childbearing before age 20 were at increased risk of 

offending. To build on previous research, this study also investigated effects of teenage 

fatherhood on offspring offending. The results showed that individuals were also at elevated 

risk of offending when their father had started childbearing before age 20, even after 

controlling for teenage motherhood, which is in contrast to earlier studies (Nagin & 

Tremblay, 2001; Thornberry, Pogarsky & Lizotte, 2008). 

 

Next, we investigated the extent to which family criminality, measured by parental and 

grandparental offending, could explain the relationship between teenage parenthood and 

offspring offending. Although offending of the mother, father, and grandfather were all 

found to be risk factors for offending, they accounted only modestly for the teenage 

parenthood effect. Therefore, we concluded that family criminality does not explain the 

association between teenage parenthood and offspring offending. Furthermore, we 

investigated the extent to which divorce (as an indicator of family instability) and the 

number of children (as an indicator of limited resources) could account for the relationship 

between teenage parenthood and offspring offending. Both divorce and the number of 

children did not account for the teenage parenthood effect. From these findings, it appears 

that parental teenage childbearing in itself is associated with offspring offending. 

 

6.1.3 ‘Man’s best possession’: Period effects in the association between marriage and 

offending 

In the fourth chapter the association between marriage and offending was investigated. We 

examined the extent to which associations between marriage and offending differed for 

men who married in two time periods: 1930-1970 and 1971-2006. Between these two 

periods, power relations between men and women, laws concerning marriage and more 

specifically divorce, and the role and expectations of marriage changed. Based on these 

macro-differences, the association between marriage and offending may be different for 

these two marriage cohorts. More specifically, it is expected that spousal social control, 
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which could act as a deterrent for offending behaviour, would be more at play for the more 

recent marriage cohort, as spouses were in a stronger social position to exert social control 

in later periods. Therefore, the hypothesis is that stronger spousal social control for the 

more recent marriage cohort leads to a larger effect of marriage on offending. In support of 

this, it was found that only men from the more recent cohort were convicted less often 

while being married as compared to the period before marriage. Ever-married men were 

also less likely to offend than never-married cohort members. 

 

A further investigation of the offending rates of men who married between 1971-2006 

showed that their average offending rate started to decline about two years before 

marriage. This could point to another mechanism that explains the association between 

marriage and offending, namely identity change, from an irresponsible adolescent into a 

responsible adult, explaining both desistance from offending as well as entry into a romantic 

relationship. It could also point to a cohabitation or courtship effect as social control of the 

romantic partner likely not only starts after marriage, but already during cohabitation or in 

romantic relationships in general. 

 

6.1.4 ‘For better or for worse’: Exploring the relationship between divorce and offending 

In the fifth chapter, the relationship between legal divorce (from a first marriage) and 

offending behaviour was studied for men and women. In addition, we examined the extent 

to which a change in offending risk occurred before or after divorce. In this study, divorce 

was found to be related to offending, for both men and women. The analyses showed that 

the offending risk for individuals already increased in the last two years of marriage. This 

suggests that at the very least, legal divorce may not have been the only cause of offending. 

 

Next, a number of moderating factors were examined. Being divorced, as compared to being 

married, was only associated with an elevated risk of offending when sample members had 

children below the age of 18 at the moment of divorce. This finding is not congruent with 

social control explanations: if the decrease in spousal social control is the mechanism behind 

the association between divorce and offending, we should also have found an effect for 

divorcees without children. Another finding was that divorce was not associated with 

offending when the individual divorced from a marital partner who was an offender. This 

could be interpreted as the adverse effects of divorce being compensated with a beneficial 

effect of no longer being exposed to an offending spouse. Another explanation is that in 

these cases the spouse was less likely to disapprove of offending and therefore less likely to 

exert social control, leading to no association between marital status and offending for these 

individuals. Two cohorts were compared: individuals who divorced up to 1970 and 

individuals who divorced after 1970. Although the sample size of the first cohort was small, 

the elevated risk of offending generally seemed to follow divorce in this cohort, while it was 

preceding it in the second cohort. Therefore, divorce leading to an increased risk of 
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offending is an explanation supported by the findings for the first cohort, but not for the 

second. 

 

Finally, the analyses were repeated for property offences, violent offences, and other 

offences separately. This was done to investigate whether the effect of divorce on offending 

could be explained by financial hardship caused by divorce, which would then in turn 

increase the risk for property offences. Another possible mechanism is that spousal abuse 

leads to divorce, which would then be reflected in particularly violent offending. The results 

showed that the effect sizes of all offence types were comparable, which supports neither 

financial hardship nor spousal abuse explanations. 

 

6.2 Main findings 

The results from these four sub studies lead to a number of summary findings. Very few 

studies have investigated the transmission of criminal offending within families using a 

three-generation study that is not only investigating parent-offspring relationships, but also 

taking into account the role of offending grandparents. This dissertation applied such a 

three-generation design and showed that when any family member offends, the risk of 

offending for individuals increases. Offending of siblings, the father, the mother, and the 

grandfather all cumulatively put sample members at elevated risk of offending. If the father 

has offended, having a mother who offended adds additional risk; when parents have 

offended, having an offending sibling or grandfather also adds additional risk. This is a first 

new finding. 

 

Second, this dissertation showed that especially exposure to deviant family members 

explains individual offending. In particular, offending by mothers during the childhood of 

their children led to a considerably increased risk of offending for those children. One reason 

for this may be that in the Netherlands in the twentieth century, mothers were generally the 

primary caretakers of children. As such, mothers would spend much more time with their 

children than fathers and would therefore be the most important socialising force in the 

children’s early lives. Next to this, individuals were especially found to be at elevated risk of 

offending when siblings close in age offended. Again, an explanation for this is exposure: 

children of similar ages likely spend more time together, engage in more similar activities, 

share friends, and are therefore of greater influence on each other. 

 

Third, we found that teenage motherhood was related to criminal offending of offspring. 

Adding onto previous studies, early fatherhood was also shown to increase the risk of 

offspring offending, even when controlling for maternal teenage childbearing. This 

relationship was not spurious in insofar as it remained after controlling for family criminality, 

limited resources and family instability. 
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Fourth, both marriage and divorce were found to be associated with offending at the 

individual level. After men from recent birth cohorts married they offended less than when 

they were unmarried, and when men or women divorced they offended more than during 

marriage. Therefore, marriage appears to be protective against offending. Several findings, 

however, point to other mechanisms at play. To start with, men’s decreased offending 

already started well before marriages were concluded. In addition, for divorced individuals, 

an increase in offending already started in the last two years before divorce. This could mean 

that a supposed (end of) marriage effect is in fact a (end of) relationship effect as the 

formation and dissolution of a romantic relationship usually starts before legal marriage 

begins or ends. It is also possible that the relationship between marital status and offending 

is in fact spurious. For example, an identity change from an irresponsible adolescent into a 

responsible adult could explain both desistance from offending as well as entering a 

romantic relationship. In the case of divorce, external factors such as sudden unemployment 

or increasing drug abuse could cause both offending and divorce. There is also the possibility 

of reverse causation, as offending itself might put a marriage under pressure, resulting in 

divorce. 

 

Finally, throughout this dissertation, the findings in general were remarkably ungendered. 

An association was found between offending and teenage parenthood for mothers as well as 

fathers. The association between family offending and individual offending was also not 

significantly different for men and women. Furthermore, while the association between 

marriage and offending was not investigated for women in this dissertation, the association 

between divorce and offending showed that men and women were both at elevated risk of 

offending after divorce. This dissertation’s findings therefore point to gender similarities in 

influences of family offending and family-related transitions. 

 

6.3 Implications for theory 

Some findings in this dissertation replicate earlier research. A large share of the findings is in 

line with existing research and theories. For example, our findings support a large body of 

earlier research that showed that children of offending parents are at elevated risk of 

offending themselves (e.g., Pogarsky, Lizotte & Thornberry, 2003; Nagin, Pogarsky & 

Farrington, 1997), and the negative association between marriage and offending is also 

widely supported by previous research (e.g., Bersani, Laub & Nieuwbeerta, 2009; Sampson, 

Laub & Wimer, 2006) and fits with prevailing theoretical notions on social capital and social 

control. Some of the novel findings in this dissertation may have implications for theory, 

however. 
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6.3.1 Life course theory 

Sampson and Laub (1993) developed the age-graded theory of informal social control, which 

acknowledges both static and dynamic causes of crime. One of the key elements of their 

theory is that crime partly results from weak or broken social ties, and that the relevant 

social ties vary by developmental stage. For children and adolescents, social ties to family, 

peers, and school are important. For adults, the relevant ties are related to romantic 

relationships and work. Over the life course, turning points can lead individuals to desist 

from offending. For example, marriage or obtaining employment can interrupt a criminal 

career by providing social ties and social control. 

 

Several studies have found associations between marriage and desistance from offending. In 

this dissertation, both marriage and divorce were also found to be associated with a change 

in offending when the marriage concluded between 1970 and 2006. The fact that such as 

finding was not found for earlier cohorts supports the theory. However, changes in offending 

generally seemed to occur already well before the actual conclusion of marriage or divorce. 

Some other studies on Dutch and Norwegian samples have also found evidence for a 

reduction in offending before the conclusion of marriage (e.g., McGloin, Sullivan, Piquero, 

Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2011; Skardhamar, Monsbakken and Lyngstad, 2014). In itself, this 

is not entirely surprising as marriage and divorce are not exogenous events, they do not just 

happen to people but are the result of a process, initiated by choice. People decide that they 

want to live together and make decisions on marriage or cohabitation, generally conditional 

on societal status indicators such as employment, or marks of maturity. However, this does 

imply that changes in offending that have been interpreted previously as a marriage effect 

(or a cohabitation effect) may in fact be a courtship effect. Therefore, a romantic partner can 

already exert social control before the conclusion of marriage. Moreover, desistance from 

offending prior to marriage may be the result of conscious decisions made in preparation for 

adult roles. For emerging adults, finding a decent job, entering a serious relationship, and 

desisting from offending may all be choices an individual makes during early adulthood. 

Therefore, marriage and desistance from offending may both be the result of taking on such 

adult roles. Whatever may be the case, the findings in this dissertation demonstrate that 

theoretical models that incorporate only social control as an explanatory factor constitute 

likely an incomplete explanatory model for the association between marriage and offending. 

They insufficiently predict offending careers, and they are also inadequate because they 

likely give an overly simplistic explanatory model for people’s transitioning to and 

evolvement into the adult role of marriage. 

 

To a certain extent, divorce can be seen as the reversal or mirror of marriage. In terms of 

social control, marriage marks a period of spousal social control and divorce marks a period 

where spousal social control ends. This implies that if it would be spousal social control that 

is preventing individuals from committing crimes, divorce would be associated with an 
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increase in offending. This is indeed what we found overall. However, we also saw that 

offending already started to decrease well before the actual divorce. This need not be in 

contrast with the social control explanation. According to Sampson and Laub (1993), there is 

already a reduction in the “good marriage effect” when the quality of marriage is shrinking. 

But there are other rivalling explanations. First, the finding that an increase in offending 

preceded divorce could also mean that it is in fact offending that causes divorce as a spouse 

who disapproves of offending may eventually decide to divorce when his or her romantic 

partner continues to offend. In addition, there may be confounders that cause both 

offending and divorce, such as losing a job or drug abuse. Therefore, the mechanism 

generating the elevated offending in the period before and after divorce may likely be much 

more intricate than a simple ‘off-switch’ of spousal control. Delving deeper into this, we 

argue that if the increase in offending preceding divorce were indicative of a decaying 

relationship and a reduction in social control by the spouse, then an increased risk of 

offending preceding divorce would be expected for divorced individuals regardless of the 

involvement of children. However, the results showed no increase in offending for divorced 

individuals without children. This is a valuable finding, as it shows that also the association 

between divorce and offending is likely not attributable to spousal control only. 

  

Several explanations can be given for the finding that divorce is only associated with 

increased offending for couples with children. First, the presence of children may mean that 

divorced couples still have to deal with each other and their problems long after the divorce. 

If there were conflicts between married parents, these may continue after the divorce as 

both parents still have to deal with each other as a result of shared parental responsibilities. 

Furthermore, the involvement of children in divorces may lead to more stress: financial 

problems associated with divorce are generally more pressing when there are children 

present who need to be provided for, and (ex-) partners can or do not work full-time. 

  

6.3.2 Intergenerational extensions 

As mentioned earlier, numerous findings support the notion that social behaviour of family 

members puts individuals at risk of offending. Thornberry’s (2005) intergenerational 

extensions to the interactional theory of offending provides a theoretical framework for this 

notion. A key element of the interactional theory is that a combination of negative 

characteristics of the child and the parents’ inept parenting styles reinforce each other. An 

important element of the intergenerational extensions to this theory is a model for 

understanding the intergenerational transmission of risk. The model describes how certain 

risk factors and influences of one generation lead to a number of risk factors for the next 

generation and the one that follows that. Factors such as family adversity and ineffective 

parenting within a first generation (G1, our G3) lead to adolescent antisocial behaviours and 

disorderly transitions such as teenage parenthood for G2 (our G4). These in turn, and 

through several mediating factors such as ineffective parenting, lead to risk factors for 
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antisocial behaviour in G3 (our G5). Thornberry (2005) argues that, at the individual level, 

antisocial behaviour and prosocial bonds interact and shape the individuals’ behavioural 

trajectories toward or away from involvement in problem behaviours like offending. 

Thornberry recognises, next to parents and indirectly grandparents, the importance of peers 

in this context. 

 

In line with the intergenerational extensions to Thornberry’s (2005) theory, this dissertation 

showed that parental offending and teenage parenthood are associated with offspring 

offending. In addition, offending of grandfathers was also found to be related to individual 

offending. This is not in line with Thornberry’s theory, as that theory hypothesises that any 

impact of a grandparent is indirect, mediated by factors at the parent level. As we only 

assessed the association between offending by grandfathers and offspring offending, more 

research is needed to examine whether this association can to a larger extent be explained 

by exposure with, for example, grandchildren spending more time with an offending 

grandfather being at greater risk to become offenders themselves. 

 

Next to these intergenerational family influences, our findings show that siblings impact on 

offspring offending risk. Thornberry (2005) acknowledged peer influences in his theory by 

stating that antisocial youth often spend time with deviant peers, and that those peer 

associations are likely to cause a further increase in antisocial behaviour. However, the role 

of siblings is not explicitly developed in his theory. Our findings suggest that, in addition to 

parental offending, sibling offending is an important factor for individual offending. The 

finding that sibling offending has the largest effect when siblings are close in age may again 

be interpreted as exposure or a learning effect as siblings close in age likely spend more time 

together, may play or hang out together, or may be part of the same group of friends. Future 

research could investigate whether siblings influence each other in the same way in which 

peers do. While siblings may of course be regarded as a particular kind of peer, they do differ 

from peers in important regards. Peers can be chosen (and bonds broken) but for siblings 

there are no such selection effects, and ties are generally stronger and lasting. Our results 

therefore indicate that the interactional theory could be extended by explicitly incorporating 

sibling influences, separately from peer influences. 

 

6.3.3 Gender 

As mentioned above, the results in this dissertation remained remarkably ungendered. This 

is remarkable for a number of reasons. First, men and women assumed relatively traditional 

gender roles in the Netherlands in the studied periods, particularly in this low SES cohort. 

Second, family-related transitions are often in themselves gender constrained. For example, 

women can only have children up to a certain age. Finally, on average, men offend far more 

often than women. Despite these gender differences, the results in this dissertation do not 

show any significant gender differences. For the time being this study does not show a need 
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for a gendered theory on the role of family-related transitions and family offending in 

explaining offending. 

 

6.4 Strengths and limitations 

In this dissertation, data of the Transfive study were used in order to study the relationship 

between family-related transitions and offending. The Transfive dataset contains registered 

information about these transitions and offending of sample members of five generations. 

The intergenerational design of the dataset provides a number of unique advantages for 

studying the association between family-related transitions and offending. These are the 

strengths of this study. Of course, like with almost any research design, there are also a 

number of limitations.  

 

6.4.1 Strengths 

One of the major strengths of the Transfive study is the intergenerational design that 

includes prospective data about individuals in five generations and almost 200 families over 

an extensive period of time. This makes it possible to follow individuals up well into 

adulthood or even old age, incorporating offending well beyond the adolescent offending 

peak. For this dissertation, data were used from the 3rd, 4th and 5th generations. Therefore, 

this dissertation includes data over a period of almost 100 years, which allows making 

comparisons over large periods of time without any methodological differences. This is an 

important advantage as other studies in life-course criminology often have a limited follow-

up period, making it hard to investigate offending in later periods in life when individuals 

possibly have been married or divorced for several years. Second, the Transfive data allow us 

to study not only individuals and their parents, but also the complete wider-than-nuclear 

family. 

 

A third advantage of this study is the availability of precise and complete demographic 

records and judicial documentation about offending of all individuals in the Netherlands 

from the three investigated generations. This means there is consistent, objective, and 

precise information over a long period of time, undistorted by memory, social desirability 

effects, or loss to follow-up.  

 

Fourth, the high-risk nature of the sample makes it possible to find effects that may 

otherwise have stayed undetected in a sample with a lower prevalence of offending. Low 

incidence of offending would lead to low statistical power, which makes it hard to find any 

significant effects. Lastly, an important strength of this dissertation is the inclusion, in most 

chapters, of both men and women as sample members, while many past studies only 

focused on men. 
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6.4.2 Limitations 

Those characteristics of the Transfive study design that are advantageous in comparison with 

those from other designs in many cases also mark its limitations. For example, the high-risk 

nature of the sample is a limitation in addition to being a strength. All sample members from 

generations 3, 4, and 5 are descendants of 198 boys who were placed in a reform school for 

various reasons, such as delinquency, poverty, or abuse by parents. Therefore, they 

constitute a high-risk sample that is therefore not representative of the total Dutch 

population. Because the dataset only included families that resided in the Netherlands 

already for generations, the non-native part of Dutch society is underrepresented. Also, 

sample members are often members of the lower social classes. Therefore, this sample 

could differ from a more average sample in a number of ways. For example, the sample 

members may have less financial resources to deal with the consequences of life events such 

as teenage childbearing or divorce. This could cause more financial strain and stress, which 

in turn increase the likelihood of offending. However, there are also reasons why certain 

associations could be expected to be weaker within this sample. Due to the high-risk nature 

of the sample, romantic partners are relatively often involved in offending or have 

disadvantaged backgrounds. As a result, marrying these individuals may be less beneficial 

than for more average citizens, as sample members might be less of a positive influence 

during marriage. This could lead to weaker negative associations between marriage and 

offending. For the same reasons, divorce may to a lesser extent be associated with increased 

offending. In line with this reasoning, our results showed that divorce was not associated 

with offending when individuals had divorced from a criminal spouse. Although it is 

important to bear in mind the results are likely influenced by the nature of the sample, 

replication of other studies in this dissertation have shown resemblance with results of other 

Dutch samples and often even with samples from other countries. 

 

A second limitation is that, in measuring offending as the dependent variable, no distinction 

was made between different life stages (e.g., adolescence, adulthood), or between different 

types of offending. This means that, apart from a number of additional analyses we 

conducted to test specific explanations, no distinction could be made between, for example, 

adolescence-limited offenders and persistent offenders, or between violent and property 

offenders. However, it was not an option to make such distinctions, due to a lack of 

statistical power.  

 

A third limitation concerns the use of register data. Because only register data was available, 

no self-report data was present about, for example, environmental factors (interactions at 

school, work, or with friends) that may have played a role in the investigated associations. In 

the chapters that focused on the relationship between offending and marriage and divorce, 

this has largely been overcome by using fixed effects analyses that control for possible time-

stable confounders. However, even in those studies, more qualitative measures such as the 
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quality and development of relationships would have benefited our understanding of the 

mechanisms underlying the results.  

 

Fourth, the use of registered crime data has limitations. One such limitation is that 

registered crime data is only a derivative of criminal behaviour, while criminological theories 

are about actual criminal behaviour. The use of registered crime data leads to an 

underrepresentation of certain criminal behaviours, often demonstrated in the private 

atmosphere, such as domestic violence. Furthermore, there is the possibility of official bias 

(Besemer, Farrington & Bijleveld, 2013); associations between offending of family members 

will be overstated if the police focused their attention on specific families and therefore 

more often registered criminal behaviour in those families than in others. This could partly 

explain similarity in registered offending among family members.  

 

Finally, a possible limitation from the use of registered crime data is the fact that the 

number of registered crimes in the Netherlands fluctuated strongly during the twentieth 

century. In particular, the sharp rise in registered crimes in the 1960s and 1970s meant that, 

for our sample, the chance of being registered as an offender greatly increased in those 

decades. Regardless of whether part of that rise is due to an actual rise in offending, this 

does mean that the G3 and G4 had a lower chance of being registered as offenders in 

adolescence and early adulthood as compared to G5. In other words, registration for 

offenders from G3 and G4 was likely more rare than G5, and if they were registered with the 

authorities, this may have been an indication of greater deviance than for those from G5. It 

does imply that some caution is warranted in interpretation of the findings, particularly over 

multiple generations.  

 

6.5 Agenda for research 

The quantitative analyses in this dissertation have been useful in identifying statistically 

significant relationships such as between life-course transitions and offending. The register 

data and official crime data gave us objective and complete measures over a long period. 

However, qualitative research, or at least more qualitative measures, is now needed to 

investigate what specific mechanisms account for these relationships. While we were able to 

assess exactly to the date when people got married and divorced, we have no indication of 

the quality of relationships, of people's well-being, health, or issues with mental illness or 

addiction. Incorporating such measures could be done on the micro-, meso-, and macro-

level. 

 

6.5.1 Micro-level 

At the individual level, incorporating measures on the subjects of physical and mental well-

being and attitudes would help in explaining criminal careers and their relationship with 

family factors. For example, incorporating more direct indicators of self-control could help 
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explain the extent to which this self-control may explain the relationship between teenage 

parenthood and offspring offending. Furthermore, by incorporating measures about an 

individual’s attitudes regarding romantic relationships and marriage, it is possible to 

investigate the relationship between marriage and desistance from offending more 

profoundly. Measures of relationship quality and spousal disapproving of offending, and 

their variation over the course of married years, are examples of other measures that would 

be vital to understand the association between divorce and offending. Finally, by 

investigating internal identity changes, such as from an irresponsible delinquent adolescent 

to a responsible adult, the role of such an identity change in explaining the relationship 

between marriage and offending could be investigated. 

 

6.5.2 Meso-level 

At the meso-level, in particular the family level, future research would benefit from 

incorporating measures of factors such as poverty, parenting and family interactions. In 

particular, this dissertation proposed that exposure to offending family members may be of 

key importance in explaining intergenerational and intragenerational transmission of 

offending. However, the used data did not provide direct measures of exposure. Using more 

direct measures of exposure, such as time spent with family members or the extent of 

witnessing criminal behaviour of family members, would make it possible to investigate the 

extent to which associations in offending between family members can be traced back to a 

direct influence of family members on each other. Parenting measures would be needed in 

order to see whether or not young parents were able to raise their children as effectively as 

other parents. Family poverty and neighbourhood disadvantage are important contextual 

measures to better help explain sibling similarity in offending.  

 

6.5.3 Macro-level 

We showed that the relationship between marriage and offending is different for different 

marriage cohorts. The results of a few earlier studies also pointed in that direction (Bersani 

et al., 2009; Godfrey et al., 2007). Furthermore, our results indicated a more direct 

relationship between divorce and offending for divorces that concluded before 1970. We 

noted that this could be due to the fact that divorces were more rare and carried more 

stigma back then, resulting in more direct negative consequences of divorce, such as 

offending. All in all, effects may be context-dependent as the cultural meaning and social 

and legal context of transitions such as marriage, divorce, and childbearing are different 

between places and over time. Investigating these effects while incorporating macro-

differences systematically will improve our knowledge of the extent to which the 

relationship between these transitions and offending is specific to certain cultural 

circumstances.  

Special attention is warranted for marriage. Marriage has become less prevalent over the 

years in the Netherlands as it has become increasingly normal for romantic partners to 
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cohabit without getting married. Therefore, research on recent cohorts should now also 

focus on cohabitation. With constellations within which children are raised become more 

and more varied, more research is also needed to investigate differences between 

subgroups in the relationships between family-related transitions and offending. Such 

subgroups are individuals with children and individuals without children, and single parent 

and dual parent households. Future research would need to focus on such subgroups, also 

for better understanding the underlying processes leading to offending and desistance from 

offending.  

 

6.6 Policy and practical implications 

This dissertation has shown that when it comes to explaining criminal careers, family 

matters. Although parental offending is definitely not a guarantee for offspring offending, in 

some families criminal offending is transmitted from parents to children for generations. 

This has been recognised by policy makers, who are often searching for successful 

interventions. However, not all findings from this dissertation easily lend themselves for 

practical interventions. While it is, for example, feasible to guide individuals out of 

unemployment, fostering people’s romantic relationships lends itself less easily for policy 

interventions. 

 

One finding that may have practical implications is the finding that children of both teenage 

mothers and teenage fathers were at elevated risk of offending. In our studies, a significant 

relationship between teenage parenthood and offspring offending remained after 

controlling for factors such as parental offending, family size and parental divorce. All in all, 

for the time being we must therefore assume that there is an effect of teenage parenthood 

on the risk for offspring to offend. Given that past studies have shown other negative 

outcomes for offspring of teenage parenthood (Jaffee et al., 2001), policies to minimise the 

prevalence of teenage parenthood for women as well as for men and support for those who 

do experience teenage parenthood, are recommended. 

 

Another finding with practical implications is the finding that individuals are at elevated risk 

of offending when they have a close relative who offended. Offending of siblings, parents 

and grandfathers were all, over and above each other, associated with an increased risk of 

offending. Therefore, when multiple family members show criminal behaviour, those 

families could be monitored by child protective services and agencies in order to investigate 

the extent to which the family situation is problematic and an intervention is needed to stop 

the family “cycle” of offending. For example, early family/parent training programs have 

been found to be associated with a reduction in behaviour problems among young children, 

as well as a reduction in delinquency and crime in later adolescence and adulthood (Piquero, 

Farrington, Welsh, Tremblay & Jennings, 2009).  
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Samenvatting (Summary in Dutch) 

 

Inleiding 

In de ene familie komt criminaliteit vaker voor dan in de andere. Uit eerder onderzoek blijkt 

dan ook dat kinderen van criminele ouders zelf een groter risico lopen op het plegen van 

delicten. Ook criminaliteit bij broers en zussen is risicoverhogend. Dit onderzoek bouwt op 

deze bevindingen voort, niet alleen door replicatie, maar ook door diverse gezinsinvloeden 

tegelijkertijd te onderzoeken. Zo is in dit proefschrift onderzocht in hoeverre criminaliteit 

van broers en zussen, ouders en grootouders in aanvulling op elkaar het risico op 

delictgedrag beïnvloeden. Daarnaast worden andere familie-invloeden op criminaliteit 

onderzocht. Er is onderzocht in hoeverre kinderen van tienermoeders en –vaders een 

verhoogd risico op criminaliteit lopen, maar ook in hoeverre trouwen en scheiden 

samenhang met een afname of daling in delictgedrag. De onderzoeksvraag is dan ook: “In 

hoeverre wordt crimineel gedrag verklaard door familiegerelateerde transities en 

criminaliteit van familieleden?” 

 

Methode 

De onderzoeksvraag is onderzocht door middel van analyses op data van de Transfive-studie. 

De Transfive-data bevat gegevens over 198 jongens die begin twintigste eeuw zijn 

opgenomen in een tuchtschool, maar ook over hun ouders, huwelijkspartners, nazaten en 

diens huwelijkspartners. Redenen voor opname in de tuchtschool waren onder andere 

probleemgedrag of (kleine) criminaliteit van deze jongens, maar ook criminaliteit of andere 

problemen bij de ouders zoals problemen met de opvoeding of armoede in het gezin. Deze 

redenen zorgen ervoor dat we te maken hebben met een “hoogrisicogroep”: families met 

een verhoogd risico op probleemgedrag, zoals het plegen van delicten. De Transfive-studie 

beslaat 5 generaties. Generatie 1 (G1) en Generatie 2 (G2) bestaan uit de 198 jongens en 

hun ouders. De kinderen, kleinkinderen en achterkleinkinderen van G2 vormen 

respectievelijk G3, G4 en G5. Dit proefschrift richt zich specifiek op deze generaties, 

aangezien zij gedurende het gehele level prospectief gevolgd zijn. Gegevens van partners zijn 

ook meegenomen in het onderzoek. 

 

Van deze drie generaties zijn demografische gegevens verkregen uit de Gemeentelijke Basis-

Administratie en uit persoonskaarten afkomstig uit gemeentelijke archieven. Deze gegevens 

betroffen onder andere de naam, geboortedatum, overlijdensdatum, eventuele trouw- en 

scheidingsdata, alsmede gegevens over ouders, kinderen en geregistreerde (huwelijks-) 

partners. Daarnaast zijn geregistreerde gegevens over delictgedrag verkregen uit de 

archieven van de Justitiële Documentatiedienst. 
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Resultaten 

In Hoofdstuk 2 is onderzocht in hoeverre criminaliteit bij individuen voorspeld wordt door 

criminaliteit bij broers en zussen. Daarnaast is onderzocht in hoeverre deze relatie kan 

worden verklaard door criminaliteit bij ouders en grootouders. De resultaten laten zien dat 

delinquentie bij minimaal één broer of zus samenhangt met een verhoogd risico op 

delinquentie. Opmerkelijk genoeg blijkt de afwezigheid van broers en zussen het risico op 

delinquentie ook te vergroten, ten opzichte van niet-delinquente broers en/of zussen. Dit 

resultaat suggereert dat het hebben van niet-delinquente broers en/of zussen een 

beschermende factor is tegen delictgedrag.  

 

Verder blijkt uit de resultaten van Hoofdstuk 2 dat ook criminaliteit bij ouders en de 

grootvader samenhangt met een verhoogd risico op criminaliteit. Deze samenhang verklaart 

de overeenkomst in delinquentie tussen broers en zussen onderling echter maar deels. 

 

Hiernaast is in Hoofdstuk 2 de rol van geslacht onderzocht. Het blijkt dat delinquentie bij een 

broer samenhangt met een verhoogd risico op delinquentie bij zowel mannen als vrouwen. 

Delinquentie van een zus blijkt daar niet mee samen te hangen, maar dit kan ook komen 

door een gebrek aan statistische power. Er zijn geen significante verschillen in effecten van 

delinquentie bij broers of zussen. Ook zijn er geen significante verschillen in effecten op 

mannen en vrouwen. 

 

Tenslotte is in Hoofdstuk 2 onderzocht wat de invloed is van het leeftijdsverschil in de 

samenhang tussen delinquentie bij broers en zussen onderling. De resultaten laten alleen 

een verhoogd risico op delictgedrag zien wanneer delinquente broers en zussen weinig in 

leeftijd verschillen met het individu. Dit zou erop kunnen duiden dat broers en zussen meer 

invloed op elkaar hebben, bijvoorbeeld in het aanleren van delinquent gedrag, als ze weinig 

in leeftijd verschillen. De resultaten kunnen echter ook duiden op een meer gelijke 

blootstelling aan risicofactoren in de sociale omgeving.  

 

In Hoofdstuk 3 is onderzocht in hoeverre tienerouderschap samenhangt met een verhoogd 

risico op delictgedrag bij de kinderen. Uit de resultaten blijkt dat kinderen van moeders die 

vóór de 20e verjaardag hun eerste kind kregen een verhoogd risico lopen op het plegen van 

delicten. In aanvulling op eerder onderzoek, dat zich meestal beperkte tot moeders, is in dit 

onderzoek ook gekeken naar de effecten van tienervaderschap. Ook kinderen van vaders die 

vóór de 20e verjaardag hun eerste kind kregen blijken een verhoogd risico op delictgedrag te 

lopen, zelfs wanneer gecontroleerd wordt voor tienermoederschap. 

 

Verder is in Hoofdstuk 3 onderzocht in hoeverre criminaliteit van ouders en grootouders de 

relatie tussen tienerouderschap en criminaliteit bij de kinderen kan verklaren. Uit de 

resultaten blijkt dat, hoewel criminaliteit bij moeders, vaders en grootvaders risicofactoren 
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zijn voor delictgedrag, deze factoren de relatie tussen tienerouderschap en criminaliteit bij 

de kinderen maar beperkt verklaart. Andere mogelijke risicofactoren, zoals een scheiding en 

het aantal kinderen in het gezin, bleken ook niet de samenhang tussen tienerouderschap en 

criminaliteit bij de kinderen te verklaren. 

 

In het vierde hoofdstuk is onderzocht in hoeverre getrouwd zijn samenhangt met het risico 

op delictgedrag. Er is eveneens onderzocht of deze samenhang verschilt tussen twee 

perioden: huwelijken voltrokken tussen 1930 en 1970 en tussen 1971 en 2006. Er is 

onderscheid gemaakt tussen deze twee perioden omdat daartussen, rond 1970, de 

machtsverhoudingen tussen mannen en vrouwen veranderde, net als wetgeving op het 

gebied van trouwen en scheiden en de verwachtingen bij en ideeën over trouwen en 

scheiden. Deze verschillen kunnen de relatie tussen getrouwd zijn en delictgedrag beïnvloed 

hebben. De verwachting is dat de door de partner uitgeoefende sociale controle, die kan 

werken als beschermende factor tegen criminaliteit, sterker is in de latere periode. 

Getrouwde vrouwen hadden in die periode namelijk een sterkere sociale en economische 

positie en daardoor een verbeterde machtsverhouding binnen het huwelijk. Hierdoor zou de 

relatie tussen getrouwd zijn en delictgedrag sterker kunnen zijn voor de recentere periode. 

De resultaten onderschrijven dit: enkel mannen uit het recentere cohort blijken minder vaak 

veroordeeld te zijn tijdens het huwelijk dan ervoor. Mannen die tijdens hun leven trouwden 

blijken bovendien ook minder vaak veroordeeld zijn dan niet-getrouwde mannen. 

 

Een andere belangrijke bevinding in Hoofdstuk 4 is dat bij mannen die trouwden tussen 1971 

en 2006 het delictgedrag, gemiddeld genomen,  al twee jaar vóór het huwelijk afnam. Dit 

kan erop duiden dat niet de sociale controle van de partner, maar een ander mechanisme 

verantwoordelijk is voor de afname. Hierbij valt te denken aan de transitie van een 

“onverantwoordelijke adolescent” naar een “verantwoordelijke volwassene”, die zowel het 

stoppen van delictgedrag als het aangaan van een relatie verklaart. Het kan echter ook 

duiden op een effect van samenwonen of een relatie aangaan, aangezien sociale controle 

van een partner naar alle waarschijnlijkheid niet pas tijdens het huwelijk uitgeoefend wordt. 

 

In Hoofdstuk 5 is de relatie tussen scheiden en criminaliteit onderzocht bij mannen en 

vrouwen die gescheiden zijn na een eerste huwelijk. Hierbij is ook onderzocht in hoeverre 

een verandering in delictgedrag al voor of pas na de scheiding plaatsvond. Uit de resultaten 

blijkt dat het risico op delictgedrag bij mannen en vrouwen al toenam in de laatste 2 jaar van 

het huwelijk. Deze bevinding suggereert dat de scheiding op zich het risico op delictgedrag 

niet verhoogt. 

 

Verder is in Hoofdstuk 5 een aantal modererende factoren onderzocht. Gescheiden zijn, in 

vergelijking met getrouwd zijn, blijkt uit de resultaten enkel samen te hangen met 

criminaliteit als de onderzochte personen kinderen hadden, die ten tijde van de scheiding 



124 
 

onder de 18 jaar oud waren. Deze bevinding is niet in overeenstemming met verklaringen 

die uitgaan van een verminderde sociale controle na scheiding. Als de afname in sociale 

controle door de partner het mechanisme zou zijn dat de relatie tussen scheiden en 

criminaliteit verklaart, zouden we ook een samenhang moeten vinden voor gescheiden 

personen zonder kinderen. Een andere bevinding is dat scheiden en criminaliteit niet 

samenhangen wanneer de huwelijkspartner delinquent was. Dit kan bijvoorbeeld komen 

doordat negatieve effecten, die samenhangen met een scheiding, gecompenseerd worden 

door het positieve effect van niet meer blootgesteld zijn aan een delinquente partner. Een 

andere vergelijking die is gemaakt, is tussen individuen die gescheiden zijn vóór of in 1970 

en individuen die gescheiden zijn na 1970. Hoewel de steekproefomvang bij het eerdere 

cohort relatief klein is, komt uit de resultaten naar boven dat een verhoogd risico op 

delictgedrag bij die groep daadwerkelijk na de scheiding lijkt te komen. Bij het latere cohort 

is al voor de scheiding sprake van een verhoogd risico op criminaliteit. De hypothese dat 

scheiden leidt tot een verhoogd risico op criminaliteit wordt derhalve wel ondersteund door 

de bevindingen bij het eerdere cohort, maar niet bij het latere cohort. 

 

Tenslotte zijn in Hoofdstuk 5 de analyses herhaald voor afzonderlijk vermogensdelicten, 

geweldsdelicten en overige delicten. Dit is gedaan om te onderzoeken in hoeverre een 

relatie tussen scheiden en criminaliteit verklaard kan worden door financiële problemen 

veroorzaakt door een scheiding, die vervolgens kunnen zorgen voor een toename in 

vermogenscriminaliteit. Een ander mogelijk mechanisme dat hiermee is onderzocht is dat 

van huiselijk geweld. De relatie tussen scheiden en criminaliteit zou verklaard kunnen 

worden door de mogelijkheid dat geweld, met name huiselijk geweld, een scheiding 

veroorzaakt. De resultaten laten zien dat de effectgroottes voor de verschillende typen 

delicten vergelijkbaar zijn, waardoor bovenstaande verklaringen niet ondersteund worden. 

 

Conclusie 

De resultaten uit dit proefschrift tonen aan dat families er toe doen. Gedrag van 

familieleden, zoals tot uiting komt in criminaliteit en tienerzwangerschappen, hangt samen 

met delictgedrag bij individuen. Ook eigen “familiale transities” hangen samen met 

delictgedrag. Zo hangt getrouwd zijn samen met een verlaagd risico op delictgedrag en 

gescheiden zijn met een verhoogd risico.  

 

Dit proefschrift laat zien dat familiale invloeden of overeenkomsten in criminaliteit zich niet 

beperken tot ouders en hun kinderen. Ook broers en zussen doen ertoe, evenals 

grootouders. Verder valt op dat de resultaten geen grote verschillen tussen mannen en 

vrouwen laten zien. Zo hangt criminaliteit en vroeg ouderschap van zowel moeders als 

vaders samen met delictgedrag bij de kinderen, met geen significante verschillen in 

effectgrootte. Dit is opmerkelijk, aangezien de onderzochte data grotendeels betrekking 

hebben op de twintigste eeuw, toen nog relatief vaak sprake was van een traditionele 
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(ongelijke) rolverdeling in het huishouden. Het is ook opmerkelijk omdat mannen gemiddeld 

veel vaker veroordeeld worden voor strafbare feiten. Ondanks deze verschillen laten de 

resultaten in dit proefschrift geen significante verschillen tussen mannen en vrouwen zien. 

 

Verder toont dit proefschrift aan dat relaties tussen levenslooptransities en criminaliteit 

contextgebonden zijn. Zo zijn gevonden effecten afhankelijk van de onderzochte periode, 

omdat de sociaal-culturele situatie over tijd verandert. Hiernaast zijn er ook gezinssituaties 

die van invloed kunnen zijn op de relatie tussen, bijvoorbeeld, scheiden en criminaliteit. Zo is 

er enkel een positieve relatie tussen scheiden en delictgedrag als de partner niet delinquent 

is. 

 

Tenslotte blijkt uit de resultaten van dit proefschrift dat het nodig is te onderzoeken in welke 

mate een afname of stijging in delictgedrag rondom een levenslooptransitie voor of na die 

transitie plaatsvindt. Eerder onderzoek richtte zich vaak enkel op het vaststellen van een 

verschil tussen de periode voor en de periode na de transitie. Dit proefschrift heeft getoond 

dat voor de onderzochte steekproef een respectievelijke afname en stijging in delictgedrag 

voorafging aan het trouwen en scheiden. Dit betekent dat niet zonder meer mag worden 

aangenomen dat trouwen “gunstig” is en scheiden “ongunstig”. Meer onderzoek is nodig om 

vast te kunnen stellen welke mechanismen de relaties tussen trouwen en delictgedrag en 

scheiden en delictgedrag verklaren. 

 

Praktische implicaties 

Niet alle resultaten uit dit proefschrift lenen zich voor beleidsmatige toepassingen. Zo is het 

lastig en veelal onwenselijk om interventies te richten op het bevorderen van romantische 

relaties. Een bevinding die wel praktische implicaties kan hebben, is de bevinding dat 

kinderen van zowel tienermoeders als tienervaders een verhoogd risico liepen op 

criminaliteit. De relatie tussen tienerouderschap en criminaliteit bij de kinderen bleef 

significant nadat er gecontroleerd was voor factoren als criminaliteit bij de ouders, 

familiegrootte en gescheiden ouders. Voorlopig moeten we er vanuit gaan dat er een effect 

is van tienerouderschap op delictgedrag bij kinderen. Aangezien eerdere studies ook andere 

negatieve gevolgen hebben laten zien van tienerouderschap, is het aan te raden beleid te 

richten op het minimaliseren van tienerouderschap bij vrouwen en mannen. 

 

Een andere bevinding met praktische implicaties is de bevinding dat personen een verhoogd 

risico liepen op delictgedrag wanneer een gezinslid delicten gepleegd had. Criminaliteit bij 

broers en zussen, ouders en grootvaders bleek samen te hangen met een verhoogd risico op 

delictgedrag. (Jeugd-)Zorginstellingen zouden daarom, wanneer meerdere familieleden 

delicten plegen, deze families kunnen volgen om in de gaten te houden in hoeverre de 

familiesituatie problematisch is en een interventie nodig is om de continuïteit van 

criminaliteit in de familie te doorbreken of voorkomen. Er zijn trainingprogramma’s voor 
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gezinnen en/of ouders die kunnen leiden tot verminderd probleemgedrag bij jonge 

kinderen, evenals een vermindering in criminaliteit tijdens de adolescentie en volwassenheid  

(zie o.a. Piquero, Farrington, Welsh, Tremblay & Jennings, 2009). 
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