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introduction



a childhood onset of delinquency, prior to age 12, increases the risk of later 

serious, violent, and chronic offending by two to three times compared to those 

delinquents who start later (loeber & farrington, 2001; moffitt, 1993). studies 

reveal that this group of serious and persistent juvenile offenders (about 5% of all 

juvenile offenders) account for 50% of all juvenile offending (loeber & farrington, 

1998). therefore, in order to reduce the burden on society of child delinquents 

who persist in offending, childhood onset offending should be given substantial 

attention. in addition, children displaying delinquent behavior at a young age are 

at heightened risk to develop mental health, social and relational, as well as oc-

cupational problems during their entire lives (moffitt, caspi, harrington & milne, 

2002; hofstra, van der ende & verhulst, 2002; maughan & rutter, 2001). on the 

other hand, by no means will all childhood onset offenders persist in offending or 

develop problems in life (e.g., Krohn, thornberry, rivera & le Blanc, 2001; raine 

et al., 2005; chung, hill, hawkins, gilchrist, & nagin, 2002; stouthamer-loeber, 

loeber, stallings & lacourse, 2008; moffitt et al., 2002). therefore it is, first, 

important to investigate early onset offenders and their (re)-offense patterns, in 

order to obtain better insight into the scope of the problem. second, it is essential 

to identify risk and promotive factors that can help to distinguish subgroups of 

first time childhood offenders, in order to differentiate between persistent offend-

ers, desisters and sporadic offenders.

insight into early onset offenders’ characteristics may not only enable ac-

curate identification of those who are truly at risk, but may also provide us with 

directions for intervention. early intervention should be considered important as 

it may result in prevention of further escalation and thereby potential harm to 

society and the offender him/her self. in addition, secondary gains may be ex-

pected, for example because early onset offenders no longer function as a nega-

tive role models for other juveniles (moffitt, 1997). Because behavioral patterns 

have become less ingrained in the child than at a later age (Junger-tas, 1996; 

tremblay & craig, 1995), early intervention may both be more effective and cost-

efficient. accurate identification of children at risk is not only essential for those 

at risk but also children not at risk. for this later group, over-intervention and 

potential stigmatization could thus be avoided. 
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most knowledge about childhood onset offending is currently based on gen-

eral population studies in which self-report methods are used to compare chil-

dren displaying antisocial or delinquent behavior to those without such behavior. 

While approximately one third of the children under 12 display some disruptive 

or delinquent behavior, only about 15% display a stable pattern of antisocial and 

offending behavior during childhood, of whom about half will persist in serious 

offending in adolescence (moffitt et al., 2002). so far, only a few studies have 

focused on the within group variation with respect to childhood onset offense 

patterns and its correlates (Krohn et al., 2001; raine et al., 2005; chung et al., 

2002; stouthamer-loeber et al., 2008; moffitt et al., 2002). given the relative 

rarity of serious and stable forms of offending, studying high risk populations is 

needed for getting detailed insight into variations in childhood onset offending. 

first-time offenders as registered by the police are such a high-risk population, 

particularly because official offending has been found predictive of future of-

fending (snyder, 2001). Yearly, less than one percent of children are registered 

by the police as suspects of delinquent behavior (snyder, 2001; for a review of 

dutch studies see van der laan, van domburgh & hoeve, 2008), which still 

comes down to several thousand children in the netherlands annually. the fact 

that such offenses are registered, enables the immediate selection of a high risk 

group that would be difficult to identify using self-report methods in the general 

population. in addition, the study of offense patterns and their correlates among 

children who are registered by the police is essential for police practice. there 

is an urgent need to select at risk children and offer them the interventions they 

need, but also to select children who are not at risk and who therefore should 

not receive treatment. 

Theories of childhood onset offending

developmental theories on juvenile offending generally regard childhood on-

set offenders to be at higher risk for persistence than those juveniles who start 

later in life. Both moffitt (1993) and Patterson (1996) state that childhood onset 

offenders are etiologically different from those who start in adolescence. in her 

taxonomic developmental model, moffitt (1993) distinguishes childhood onset 
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life course Persistent (lcP) offenders from those who start in adolescence, the 

adolescent limited (al) offender group (25% of the general population). al 

offenders start offending in adolescence and are likely to desist in late adoles-

cence or early adulthood. Patterson (1996) made a similar distinction calling 

them early starters and late starters. offending in the al group is hypothesized to 

be under environmental influence predominantly and can therefore be regarded 

as normative. childhood onset offenders offend at a substantial level already 

during childhood and are likely to develop into life course Persistent (lcP) of-

fenders. however, a subgroup was found to desist before reaching adolescence 

(called childhood limited (cl) offenders) (moffitt et al., 2002). offending in both 

childhood onset offender groups is hypothesized to stem from individual neuro-

psychological deficits as apparent from cognitive deficits, difficult temperament 

and hyperactivity and poor parenting practices (moffitt, 1993; raine et al., 2002; 

Patterson, 1998). further, it is hypothesized that cl offenders in addition display 

internalizing pathology that prevents them from offending in adolescence (mof-

fitt et al., 2002). Until now, research on the specific characteristics differentiat-

ing between subgroups of childhood onset offenders has been limited. further, 

childhood onset is defined by stable antisocial behavior throughout childhood. 

as a result, moffitt’s theory does not focus on children who offend just one-time 

or sporadically, and how their outcome is later on. 

a second group of theories hypothesizes that causal mechanisms are sim-

ilar regardless of age of onset (e.g., gottfredson & hirschi, 1990; thornberry & 

Krohn, 2001). according to these theories, the higher risk of persistence of early 

onset offenders is caused by higher rates of risk factors and longer exposure 

to these factors and lower rates of promotive factors. according to the control 

theory (gottfredson & hirschi, 1990), low self control established by age eight 

as expressed by sensation seeking, psychopathic features and substance use, 

is the key causal factor to persistent and serious delinquency. low self-control 

is not only an individual competency but results from the interaction between 

child characteristics and inadequate parenting. thornberry and Krohn’s interac-

tional perspective (2001) also assumes that individual impairment and parenting 

deficits lead to onset and persistence in offending. in addition, they emphasize 
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the negative influence of structural social adversity on both the temperament of 

the child and on parental wellbeing and thereby parenting practices. according 

these theories, childhood onset offenders who persist in offending are likely to 

show a high number of individual and environmental risk factors, while sporadic 

or one time offenders carry fewer risk factors and more promotive factors. in 

summary, theories do not seem uniform with regard to cl offending. Whereas 

moffitt states these children are even more impaired than children who persist in 

offending, gottfredson and hirschi, and thornberry and Krohn, state that these 

children are exposed to fewer risk factors and more promotive factors than those 

who persist.

Studies on childhood onset offending

studies focusing on the identification of predictors for childhood onset persistent 

versus desistent or low level offending careers have until now been inconclusive 

(fergusson, lynskey & horwood, 1996; fergusson & horwood, 2002; chung et 

al., 2002; aguilar, sroufe, egeland & carlson., 2000; moffitt et al., 2002; raine 

et al., 2005; stouthamer-loeber et al., 2008; farrington & hawkins, 1991). some 

studies reported that desisters have risk profiles intermediate between persisters 

and non-offenders (fergusson et al., 1996; fergusson & horwood, 2000; chung 

et al., 2002; cottle, lee & heilbrun, 2001). Yet other studies demonstrated that 

desisters show similar levels of externalizing problems to persisters in childhood. 

in addition they display higher levels of internalizing difficulties such as depres-

sion, anxiety and withdrawal and higher levels of cognitive functioning (moffitt et 

al., 2002; raine et al., 2005). however, still other authors reported internalizing 

difficulties to be related to persistence instead of desistance (cottle et al., 2001; 

stouthamer-loeber et al., 2008). Poor parenting practices, familial difficulties and 

social disadvantage have been related to persistence, while low parental stress, 

good supervision and good housing quality have been related to desistance 

(stouthamer-loeber et al., 2008; farrington & hawkins, 1991; odgers et al., 

2007; fergusson & horwood, 2002; Patterson, forgatch, Yoeger & stoolmiller, 

1998; farrell, sullivan, esposito, meyer & valois, 2005). Up until now, most stud-

ies used childhood aggression or antisocial behavior instead of offending in or-

Introduction
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der to determine childhood onset, while none have focused on childhood onset 

offending as registered by the police. in summary, findings have been inconsis-

tent, stressing the need for more research, particularly in specific populations 

such as childhood onset offenders as registered by the police.

for reasons mentioned above, the aim of this dissertation is three-fold: first, to 

describe police recorded delinquency and self-reported antisocial behavior, and 

recidivism among childhood first-time offenders. second, to study correlates of 

offending severity among childhood onset offenders. third, to study predictors 

of recidivism and desistance in childhood onset offending. for this thesis on 

childhood onset offending patterns and its correlates, three different samples 

were used: 

sample 1 consists of 347 dutch children under age 12 who had been 

registered for the first-time by the police in 2001. variables included were 

derived from police recordings until 2005 and from files used by other 

agencies. 

sample 2 consists of 260 dutch children under age 12 who had been 

registered by the police for the first-time in 2003-2005. information for this 

study was derived in 2003-2005 and the one-year follow-up in 2004-2006 

from police recordings, and from instruments administered to parent and 

children. 

sample 3 consists of 310 children aged 7 years at fist assessment belong-

ing to the youngest cohort of the Pittsburgh Youth study in the U.s.a., 

a prospective general population study with an oversampling of children 

with behavioral problems. children who displayed delinquent behavior pri-

or to age twelve were selected for this dissertation, and variables collected 

at ages 12 through 19 years were used as outcome. variables of interest 

were collected through parent, child, teacher and court reports.

these three samples have some unique strengths. Up until now, childhood onset 

offending as registered by the police has rarely been studied, because their age 

is below the age of criminal responsibility in Western countries (e.g., 12 years in 
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the netherlands). therefore, child delinquents are typically not prosecuted and 

hence do not appear in national crime statistics. in the netherlands, children who 

are stopped by the police at this age are, however, registered in a local police 

registration system, facilitating the investigation of this group of children. status 

offenses are not included in the definition of childhood onset offending as these 

are generally not dealt with by the police in the netherlands. sample 1 is one of 

the first large samples of children who are registered by the police for the first 

time because of offending that provide follow-up data. sample 2 is one of the 

first large samples of children who are registered by the police for the first time 

because of offending that provide child and parents reports. finally, sample 3 

provides longitudinal data on a large sample of childhood onset offenders, facili-

tating the study of different levels of persistence and desistance in adolescence. 

desistance and less serious forms of persistence have seldom been studied and 

may provide us with important insight into childhood onset offending patterns. 

oUtline of this thesis

Chapter 2 reviews screening and assessment practices used to identify children 

below age 12 at risk for persistent offending in the netherlands. first, general 

principles, relevant methods and limitations of existing instruments are discussed. 

second, dutch practice is described.

Chapter 3 describes, first, the offense, socio-demographic and neighborhood 

characteristics of the children with a first police contact from sample 1. second, 

the chapter investigates differences in police registration rates between children 

residing in neighborhoods of various urbanization levels and social economic 

status (ses), and between children of dutch versus non-Western ethnic origin. 

finally, the chapter compares offenders who were registered for offenses of mi-

nor severity to offenders who we registered for offenses of moderate to serious 

severity on criminological, socio-demographic, and neighborhood characteris-

tics. Boys and girls are studied separately.

Introduction
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Chapter 4 investigates, first, re-offense trajectories as registered by the police 

over a period of 4.5 years of the male child delinquents from sample 1. second, 

the predictive value of socio-demographic and offense characteristics as regis-

tered by the police for distinguishing between re-offense trajectories was studied. 

finally, the chapter studies the association between re-offense trajectories and 

factors such as child welfare involvement and police registrations as a witness of 

violence and/or a victim of crimes.

Chapter 5 uses sample 2, first, to study differences in the prevalence of several 

potential risk factors in children with a first police registration from low versus 

high ses neighborhoods and of non-Western versus dutch ethnic origin. sec-

ond, the chapter reports on the association between these factors and levels of 

offending.

Chapter 6 reports on how externalizing psychiatric disorders (oppositional de-

fiant disorder - odd, conduct disorder – cd or attention-deficit hyperactivity 

disorder - adhd) in sample 2 predict self- and parent-reported offending at one 

year follow-up, over and above socio-demographic and first-offense characteris-

tics among the children.

Chapter 7 is based on sample 3 and identifies childhood risk and promotive 

factors that distinguish between early adolescent desistance, moderately seri-

ous adolescent persistence and serious adolescent persistence among the early 

onset offenders. 

finally, chapter 8 summarizes the results of the studies described in chapters 

two to six and provides an overall discussion of these findings, including their 

strengths and limitations, implications and directions for future research. 
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introdUction

research has shown that prevention programmes can be effective in curtailing 

escalation of children who display antisocial or delinquent behavior at a young age 

(for a review: Jonkman, van Yperen & Prinsen, 2008). to be effective, interventions 

need to be well timed, directed at the appropriate risk groups, and aimed at 

malleable, causal risk factors (dryfoos, 1990; durlak, 1995; van der Ploeg & scholte, 

1997). to make sure that a prevention or intervention programme is applied at the 

appropriate risk group, screening and risk assessments are needed. to make sure 

that the subsequent prevention or intervention programme is aimed at the right 

criteria, needs assessments are required also. 

 firstly, screening refers to a (short) method to select at-risk children. 

screening can take the form of ‘explicit’ identification of at risk children within a larger 

population using a short actuarial screening instrument. in addition, screening can 

take place more ‘implicitly’ by professionals (e.g., teachers, general practitioner’s, 

day care professionals, and police officers) who come into contact with children 

showing signs of delinquent behavior, truancy, substance use or violence behavior. 

although it may not be the job of some professionals, or within their expertise to 

assess children (e.g., the police), it is crucial that these signs are reported to and 

picked up by the appropriate agency (e.g., juvenile health care agency). 

secondly, risk assessment aims at predicting future risk of offending of 

individuals within an at-risk group. in addition to actuarial information, risk assessment 

focuses more on risk factors that require professional expertise to assess - such as 

impulsivity or parenting practices. moreover a risk assessment generally requires a 

professional judgment of risk based on the gathered information. 

finally, needs assessment refers to the assessment of factors that need to be 

taken into consideration to prevent future offending within the individual. although 

risk and needs assessments overlap somewhat, needs assessment focuses on 

dynamic risk factors, while risk assessment can use both static and dynamic risk 

factors. dynamic predictors are malleable and therefore important for intervention, 

since risk can be reduced through treatment, e.g., by improving social capacities. 

static predictors on the other hand cannot change over time and are therefore 

immune to intervention, e.g., sex, age of onset, but can be highly predictive of a 
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negative development (e.g., number of previous offenses). 

this chapter describes screening and assessment practices for at-risk 

children in the netherlands. in order to evaluate existing practices, a framework 

of principles of effective screening and assessment will be presented. first, some 

general principles will be described (le Blanc 1998, 2000; scholte & doreleijers, 

2001) that are considered essential in this perspective. secondly, a description of 

relevant methods of screening and assessment will be given, from short screening 

lists to longitudinal multistage assessment procedures. thirdly, limitations of existing 

instruments and ethical issues will be discussed. finally, dutch practice will be 

described with emphasis on methods of active screening, but also on processes 

designed to ensure signs observed by professionals in their daily practice reaching 

the appropriate agency.

theorY of effective screening and assessment

Principles of Effective Assessments

le Blanc (1998, 2000) formulated principles to ensure effective and reliable 

assessment. the principles also apply to the screening procedures to select the 

appropriate at-risk children. the principles are guided by the following three main 

underlying issues (for details, see le Blanc, 1998).

What Do We Want To Predict? 

When assessing a child in order to select at-risk children one has to decide on 

the exact outcome and a criterion representing the outcome. for instance, if we 

want to predict risk for violent offending the criterion might be future arrest by 

the police or future self-reported offending. Particularly when screening within 

the general population, the problem is often the low prevalence, or base rate, of 

certain behaviors such as violent offending in the population. in case of a low base 

rate of a criterion (e.g., future arrest for sexual offense), the best prediction is that 

nobody will meet the criterion because the inherent ‘margin for error’ for prediction 

of the outcome hampers accurate prediction of such a rare outcome. moreover, in 

children, relevant criteria, such as sexual recidivism, have very low base rates and 

cannot easily be replaced by a ‘better’ criterion. therefore, it may not be feasible 
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to predict specific types of externalizing behavior problems in general populations 

(e.g., sexual offending at first screening in school), while this may be possible 

in at-risk populations (e.g., sexual re-offending in children referred for sexual 

unwanted behavior). on the other hand, more serious behavior displayed by a 

small proportion of children has often evolved from less serious behavior displayed 

by a larger proportion of children. While it may not be possible to predict who 

is at risk of displaying the more serious behaviors, it may be possible to predict 

who is at risk of showing the less serious and more prevalent behavior that serves 

as a stepping-stone to more serious behavior. however, whatever method used, 

prediction errors are unavoidable and include false positives (falsely predicting 

the child will become delinquent) and false negatives (falsely predicting the child 

will not become delinquent). acceptance of such error relates to the severity of 

outcome, impact of intervention, and specific characteristics of the individual case. 

for example, when a child is assessed to decide the child’s out-home placement, 

consequences of the decision are far more dramatic than when a child is assessed 

for referral to social skills training at a school.  

What Predictors Should We Use?

selection of specific predictors in screening instruments should be based on theory 

as well as empirical information (preferably related to the target population: e.g., 

elementary school boys). since the causes of antisocial behavior and delinquency 

are a multi-faceted phenomena, a wide variety of factors are involved and should 

be covered in screening and assessment. these factors include family, peers, 

environment and individual characteristics (loeber, van der laan, slot & hoeve, 

2008). some predictors can be highly predictive but are rare in a population, and 

may therefore not be useful in a short actuarial screening instrument applied in a 

general population (loeber & dishion, 1983). however, low base-rate factors may 

have substantial predictive value in screening and in risk and needs assessments. 

for instance, although truancy at elementary school is rare in general populations, 

it can be a marker for deviant development and, therefore, can be a reason for a 

schoolteacher to refer the child for a risk assessment.

decisions of what to include in need assessments, should also cover 
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dynamic risk factors (Bailey, 2002). in addition, optimal intervention also requires the 

assessment of general needs and psychosocial functioning of the child. extensive 

assessment will provide more information to optimally tailor the intervention to the 

child. several studies have shown a high prevalence of mental health problems, 

and academic underachievement among juveniles in the juvenile justice system 

(grisso, vincent & seagrave, 2005; vermeiren, Jespers & moffitt, 2006; maguin & 

loeber, 1996). a general needs assessment is essential to optimize intervention 

and thereby reduce future risk of serious offending. some authors have argued that 

the younger the child, the more interventions should consider optimizing the child’s 

overall functioning and his/her well being (grisso & Zimring, 2004).

 

How to Gather Reliable Information? 

in daily practice it may be difficult to gather reliable information or to even gain insight 

into the reliability of the gathered information. all data sources have their advantages 

and disadvantages. for example, children tend to underreport their externalizing 

behavior problems, while parents tend to underreport internalizing problems of their 

child (sawyer, Baghurst, mathias, 1992). reliability may also largely depend on the 

nature and the possible impact of screening. a parent who is being assessed while 

voluntarily seeking help is likely to report differently from one who is being assessed 

for involuntary out of home placement of the child. methods of data gathering (e.g., 

questionnaires versus interviews) have their own limitations. for each predictor the 

most reliable method of data gathering available should be used. for example, 

psychiatric diagnoses should only be only by a trained mental health professional, 

whereas for the purpose of prevention or screening an assessment should be based 

on standardized interviews or a standardized screening instrument. to optimize a 

reliable assessment, all variables should be clearly defined and scoring guidelines 

should be used, which should in also make explicit the required training level of 

the assessor. in practice, sources of information can be restricted; for example, 

it may not be possible for a mental health professional to gather official court or 

school data without the permission of the parents. the challenge then is to optimize 

reliability of the available information about children’s behavior. 
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Effective Assessment Strategies

once the information has been gathered, several methods can be used to evaluate 

the information. first, actuarial screening instruments combine risk factors without 

requiring weighting of the information and are therefore suited for quick screening 

of children within large populations. since actuarial screening instruments use static, 

unchangeable risk factors (e.g., past delinquent behavior), which are objective 

and countable, the instruments can be accompanied by strict scoring guidelines 

avoiding interpretation of the findings by the professional. although actuarial 

screening instruments can assess risk well they are not useful for guiding individual 

intervention (douglas & Kropp, 2002). risk assessment instruments, such as the 

early assessment of risk lists (earl20-Boys; earl21-girls) for children age 6-

12 (augimeri, Koegl, Webster & levene, 2001; levene et al., 2001) require the 

professional to give a clinical judgment of risk based on the score. research in adult 

populations indicated higher predictive accuracy of these latter instruments than of 

the actuarial method (e.g., vogel, de ruiter, hildebrand, Bos & van de ven, 2004). 

the main advantage is that these instruments use both static and dynamic factors 

and are thus sensitive to changes in risk level (de ruiter, 2005). on the other hand, 

these instruments are time-consuming and require a high professional standard, 

making them less appropriate for large-scale population screening.  

regardless of the method used to evaluate the findings, different strategies 

can be used to select the appropriate risk group of children, ranging from using a 

single screening instrument at a single point in time to step-wise screening over a 

period of time. stepped screening, or screening in multiple phases – also called 

multiple gating methods - (see figure 1) can be a cost effective solution for the low 

base rate problem of predictors and outcomes (loeber, dishion & Patterson, 1984). 

the strategy of multiple gating is to first do a low-cost screen for general problem 

behaviors within a general population sample in order to identify a moderately high-

risk group of youth. a subsequent slightly more expensive screen on the identified 

moderately high-risk sample helps to further narrow-down the high risk group to 

those are most likely to become deviant later. in the example provided by loeber 

et al. (1984), a school-based sample of children that could benefit from intensive 

treatment to avoid escalation to violent offending was first screened by the teacher 
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on a 5-item questionnaire measuring risk behavior. individuals scoring high on 

this screening questionnaire were then evaluated by the teacher through a more 

extensive questionnaire, which measured aggressive problem behavior. at the third 

and last stage, children displaying aggressive problem behavior were assessed by 

a psychologist, who now involved parents as informants as well, so that individuals 

could be selected who could benefit from the treatment. this method was cost-

effective, and 58% less expensive than a single stage screening (loeber et al., 

1984). 

step-wise screening can also be used to address another problem in the assessment 

of children, namely the instability of their behavior. for example, most children are 

oppositional at some point in their lives. for behavior to be predictive of future 

antisocial and delinquent behavior it must be stable over time. When applying 

the multi-stage method with young children (ages 6 and 7), research showed that 

multiple observations over time were necessary in the first assessment stage to 

achieve adequate predictive power (charlebois & le Blanc, 1994). children had to 

score high on a screening instrument at the first stage for two years in a row to be 

considered at risk, in order to rule out children whose deviancy is temporary (for 
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example, because of a recent life event). a multi-stage screening method can be 

implemented in an institute that children attend for a long period of time, such as 

school. the method does not need to be restricted to one organization. collaborate 

use of information collected by multiple organizations may serve as multi-stage 

assessment as well (e.g., between police and youth care agencies).  

Which strategy is appropriate to select at-risk children depends on the setting. 

longitudinal, multi-phase screening should take place either in agencies that already 

follow children throughout their development such as schools and public health 

services and day care centers, or in various agencies working together. incidental 

risk signs gathered by different agencies (e.g., general practitioner, teacher, or the 

police) should be reported to a central agency. in order to make screening and 

assessment feasible in daily practice, the use of time-consuming instruments that 

require expertise can be best done in agencies where screening and diagnostic 

assessment is part of their daily practice. other professionals, like police officers or 

schoolteachers, should only be requested to report signs of child problem behavior, 

and use short instruments that require no specific expertise.

Limitations and Ethical Considerations 

screening instruments for children are only as good as they are sensitive to 

developmental processes. the prediction of future child deviant behavior is 

complicated, because children’s development from minor to serious, violent and 

persistent offending entails intricate processes, in which numerous factors have 

main effects on child deviancy and, sometimes, interaction effects over time as well 

(loeber & farrington, 2000). for example, impulsivity and living in a disadvantaged 

neighborhood independently predict deviant child behavior (i.e., each have a main 

effect). however, research has shown that impulsivity carries a much higher risk in 

poorer neighborhoods (which is an interaction effect; lynam et al., 2000). thus, 

including interactions between predictors in screening instruments may have the 

potential of enhancing predictive accuracy. 

there are limitations to the prediction of antisocial behavior based on 

preadolescent behavior. children’s personality is still developing during this 

period of life. moreover, many risk factors at this age are indicators of later general 
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problem behavior, rather than antecedents of a specific condition such as antisocial 

behavior. also, many child problem behaviors often are temporary variations of 

normal behavior. since no assessment instrument for the preadolescent period is 

fully sensitive, using an assessment tool can never entirely replace professional 

and clinical judgment as well as responsibility when deciding on future risk of an 

individual. as the developmental characteristics of various age groups are different 

(e.g., emotional development, peer relationships, school attendance) we should 

warn against the adaptation of assessment instruments used for older age groups 

for the use in children. 

the main ethical aspect to consider when screening at-risk children is the 

possible negative impact of labeling a child as deviant, which can have a negative 

impact on the child’s behavior, and in a self fulfilling prophecy generate deviant 

behavior (rock, 2002). in addition, once identified as an at-risk child, the child’s 

social environment may start to react to the child as being deviant, which may 

shape people’s interactions with the child and opportunities the child is offered. 

however, empirical evidence for this mechanism is very limited. although several 

studies have shown formal criminal interventions can increase the risk of future 

offending, it remains unclear whether labeling is the mechanism causing this effect. 

recent studies have shown adolescents who received justice interventions to be at 

higher risk to affiliate with deviant others which in turn leads to higher re-offending 

rates as compared to adolescents with similar initial delinquency levels who did 

not receive an intervention (e.g., Bernburg, Krohn, & rivera, 2006). Whatever the 

mechanism in play, the important thing to keep in mind is the possible negative 

effect of an intervention on the development of the child.

to avoid duplication of information and reduce burdens on families, 

administrators have stressed the increased need to exchange information between 

social service agencies. exchange of information can, however, also have a negative 

impact. controls for the reliability of the information are often not in place, and once 

information is lodged in an information database, it is often difficult to correct or 

remove. 

finally, systematic screening of children creates an obligation to act on the 

results. in other words, once social services have identified some children as at risk, 
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the agencies have to be able to offer treatment to the children and their families. 

otherwise, the systematically screening of children is unethical because it may give 

the false hope to the child and his/her family that treatment is to follow. however, in 

daily practice it is very difficult to guarantee follow-up on the screening outcomes 

due to lack of funds and shortage of facilities.  

screening and assessment of children With antisocial 

Behavior in the netherlands

Where Screening and Assessments Take Place

as can be seen from figure 2, many dutch agencies are involved the screening 

of (at-risk) children, and different professionals in these agencies have their own 

unique opportunities of identifying such children. Professionals from three services 

reach almost all children: the local Public health services (ggd), day care/child 
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centers, and schools. from age 0-19 local authorities are legally obliged to offer 

children both mental and physical health care. ninety percent of all dutch newborns 

regularly attend the local Public health services from shortly after birth until the age 

of 14: care for 0-4 year-olds is provided at local child centers (consultatiebureau 

or ouder-kind centrum). from age four onward, care is provided at school by the 

same service. over ninety percent of the children in the netherlands start to attend 

kindergarten at age four and many dutch children attend some sort of day care prior 

to that age. therefore Kindergarten and daycares offer nationwide opportunities for 

longitudinal screening. in addition, the long-term contact between Kindergarten 

and daycares and the parents offers constant possibilities to try to motivate the 

parents and the child. if motivation fails the first time, it may succeed the second, 

third or fourth time as the behavior of the child becomes more apparent and the 

bond between the parents and the professionals may have become stronger. 

When more specialized help is needed, children and parents can turn to the Youth 

care agency (Bureau Jeugdzorg), which forms the main gateway to professional 

mental health care assistance in the netherlands. the Youth care agency 

determines whether and in what form specialized help is needed. When specialized 

help is indicated, the Youth care agency refers the child to the best-suited mental 

health agency. if no specialized care is needed, the Youth care agency can offer 

short interventions itself (doreleijers, 2004). Besides parents, professionals (e.g., the 

police officer who catches a shoplifter, or a general Practitioner who sees a child 

that uses drugs) can also refer a child to the Youth care agency. only in cases of 

immediate danger to the child can a direct referral be made to the child Welfare 

agency.

Instruments for Screening and Assessment of Dutch Children

recently a dutch government committee (hermanns, Öry & schrijvers, 2005) has 

summarized the evidence of screening instruments for children’s externalizing 

problems. the committee concluded that few screening devices have been 

developed or translated for the detection of antisocial and/or delinquent behavior in 

children. some broad instruments that include a section on externalizing behavior 
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problems have been translated into dutch and could be used for screening children 

such as the strengths and difficulties Questionnaire (sdQ: goodman, 1997; van 

Widenfelt, goedhart, treffers & goodman, 2003) and the child Behavior check list 

(cBcl: achenbach, 1991,). Both instruments have parent, teacher and self-report 

versions and do not require expertise. the cBcl however, specifically provides 

information on externalizing behavior problems in at-risk subgroups (vreugdenhil, 

van den Brink, ferdinand, Wouters & doreleijers, 2006). the only risk assessment 

instrument specially designed for children below age twelve is the early assessment 

risk list (earl). this instrument consists of 20 (21) items that are related to the 

family (e.g., socio-economic status, coping), the child (e.g., hyperactivity, academic 

deficits) and responsivity or motivation for treatment. each item can be rated absent, 

partially present or definitely present (earl20b for boys: augimeri et al., 2001; and 

earl21g for girls: levene et al., 2001). the earl is being translated and will be 

validated in the dutch population. administration of the instrument requires the 

training of professionals. 

recently several short self-report instruments for various forms of antisocial 

behavior have been translated and can be used with children (e.g., the Youth 

Psychopathic inventory child version (YPi-cv Baardewijk, stegge, andershed, 

thomaes, scholte & vermeiren, 2008) and the antisocial Process screening device 

for psychopathic characteristics (aPsd frick & hare, 2001; das, van domburgh, 

de ruiter & hildebrand, 2003) and the reactive and Proactive Questionnaire for 

pro- and reactive aggression (rPQ raine et al., 2006; van domburgh & Popma, 

2003) for the purpose of scientific research. their value has, however, not yet been 

established for individual risk assessment.  

Recent Developments in Screening and Assessments

in the past, the use of validated and standardized methods for screening, assessment and 

referral was rare. in addition, the goals of the various agencies have made assessment 

very specific to a particular agency. this has resulted in a lack of cooperation between 

agencies, which in turn has led to duplication in assessments and gaps in essential 

data. in past years, many authors, agencies, and dutch governmental reports (such as 

Operatie Jong: www.operatiejong.nl; Jeugd Terecht: Blom, van der laan & huijbregts, 
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2005) have stressed the importance of early detection of at-risk children by means of 

screening, and collating the knowledge across agencies. this has resulted in screening, 

prevention and intervention initiatives by various agencies throughout the country. the 

initiatives have stressed the need to improve cooperation between agencies, reduce 

duplication and collate knowledge, and to assure actual care is provided after referral. 

one of the most important developments in this regard has been the installation of the 

Youth care agency as central agency in the referral to Juvenile mental health care. in 

addition, several agencies have made referral agreements. for example, the Police and 

the office for Juvenile care agreed on a referral method. although promising, these 

referral agreements do not guarantee actual referral or follow-up within a short time-

span. a better guarantee is by means of structural meetings between involved agencies 

that have been installed where children at risk are discussed between disciplines. an 

example of this is the chain units (Ketenunits) in amsterdam, which brings together the 

child Welfare agency, the police, diversion Project agency (Bureau HALT), and the 

Youth care agency. another promising development is the linkage of information from 

computerized registration systems of several agencies. 

although cooperation has improved, there is much room for improvements. at 

the moment several services have started screening in a paralleled fashion. this results 

in duplication, which is not only costly and inefficient but also forms an unnecessary 

burden to the children and their parents. furthermore, duplication of screening creates 

confusion in the parents and children who then do not know what can be expected from 

the various agencies. it becomes even more confusing if the results of screening and 

subsequent advice on intervention differ. further, it is not uncommon that screening, 

decisions and the identification of at-risk children is still based on unstandardized and 

not validated screening assessments. furthermore, screening is seldom based on 

multi-phase and/or longitudinal screening techniques. finally, increased screening by 

agencies creates a demand on treatment of the identified at-risk children in a field that 

already is struggling with long waiting lists and shortages of treatment facilities and 

funds. therefore, it should be kept in mind that an improvement in screening will have to 

be accompanied by an improvement in intervention facilities. despite these difficulties, 

the new initiatives can form an excellent base for validated assessments and referral 

methods. We will now turn to the most promising practices.
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Promising Dutch Examples and Opportunities 

Screening/assessment in the School: 

the SPRINT Project for Longitudinal Multi-phase Screening

as mentioned, the school system is an excellent place to conduct multi-phase 

screening for mental health problems including behavioral problems. a promising 

longitudinal multi-phase method is currently scientifically tested in elementary 

schools in amsterdam, called sPrint (leeuwen & Bijl; 2003). the method is based 

on the multiple time, multiple-gating method as described above (loeber et al., 

1984). sPrint aims to detect children with antisocial behavior at a young age, and 

to offer them (and their parents) a ‘preventive’ intervention. the screening consists 

of three ‘gates’ or steps. firstly, the potential risk group is selected by a global 

screening list filled out by the teacher. teachers assess every child in the classroom 

on five problem areas. secondly, the potential risk group resulting from this first 

screen is screened three times in one year. screening consists of teacher reports 

using an instrument measuring antisocial behavior (Was: slot, orobio de castro 

& duivenvoorden, 2000) supplemented with some items on family risk factors 

(signaleringslijst; orobio de castro, 1999 ). children who score above a threshold 

on two or more measurements are considered at risk. thirdly, parents of the at-

risk children are asked to fill out the Was and the cBcl. following from this, the 

at-risk children and their parents are offered an intervention suited to their specific 

problems. results are promising, showing that at-risk children can be identified (Pi 

research, 2002). motivating non-dutch parents in particular to accept intervention 

remains difficult. however, for those parents who refuse intervention, a support 

system has been developed. Parents are told intervention remains available, and 

schools contact parents on a regular basis to discuss the development of the child. 

in sum, sPrint is one of the few screening methods using standardized instruments 

in a multiple gate, multiple time design, accompanied by empirical research to 

test whether the goals of screening are met. the design is thereby sensitive to the 

screening standards described in the first part of the chapter.
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Longitudinal Screening in the Local Public Health System: 

Rotterdam Youth Monitor

in rotterdam all children are systematically screened on several possible 

problems including antisocial behavior by the public health agency (ggd)  

from age zero up to 18 years using multi-phase screening (called the Youth  

monitor) with standardized and validated instruments (Rotterdamse Jeugdmonitor: 

www.jeugdmonitorrotterdam.nl/web.cijfers.html). screening takes place at age two, 

five, 11, 13, and 15 years. the first wave (age two years) is incorporated in the 

regular visit at the local child center. Parents are sent a short child mental health 

questionnaire (sKiPPi: www.skippi.nl) prior to the appointment. all items that are 

scored negative are discussed with a nurse at the appointment. afterwards the 

nurse decides whether advice or referral is needed based on the parent information, 

own observation, and the dossier at the child center. the conclusions of the nurse 

are registered in a standard form. at age five and age 11, screening of the children 

is incorporated in school visits of the school public health agency. Both parents 

and teachers fill out the sKiPPi. at age 11, parents and teachers fill out the sdQ. 

children are considered to score high if they score in the highest twenty percent. 

again the juvenile nurse decides whether advice or referral is needed. at age 13 

and 15, screening is based on self-report. currently, specific risk protocols (e.g., 

on antisocial behavior) are being developed allowing specialized assessment in 

multiple phases. Besides individual screening, results are collated at school and 

neighborhood level. school-specific reports are produced and discussed with the 

schools. if needed, school-specific interventions are offered such as social skills 

training.

although very promising, the Youth monitor still needs to be developed further. 

firstly, screening takes place at several ages of children. however, information from 

the different assessments at the various time points is not automatically combined 

in an overall developmentally oriented screening method. for that reason, the Youth 

monitor fails to use one of its main potential strengths, i.e. screening from birth to 

adolescence. secondly, although the decisions made by the nurse are recorded 

in a standard form, there is no standardized way to interpret the results. thirdly, 

the interventions offered to the school have to be funded by the school itself, 
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which means that there is no guarantee that children most in need will receive an 

intervention. finally, in the near future, the Youth monitor will need to be evaluated 

on whether indeed the highest risk children have been identified using the most 

optimal predictors, reporters and outcome criteria.  

Screening and Assessment after Police Encounters: 

Screening Instruments and Local Referral Initiatives

children’s encounters with the police at a young age constitute important warning 

signs for the development of antisocial and delinquent behavior. such encounters 

can stimulate professionals and parents to seek or accept help for their child. 

although children below age twelve are not criminally liable and can therefore 

not be prosecuted, police encounters are registered in local police systems. 

consequently, police officers have to decide what action to take with a child (e.g., 

referral to a voluntary diversion project or reporting to the Youth care agency). 

however, screening of children it is not considered to be the expertise of the police. 

this apparent contradiction has resulted in a variety of practices and checklists 

throughout the country. over the past years, a nationwide form has been introduced 

by the police, which is filled out when a juvenile is registered as a suspect of an 

offense (Landelijk Overdrachts Formulier – versie 2: LOF). it lists risk factors described 

in the international literature and should be used for all juveniles, including children. 

although the form is based on international literature, it is unclear why certain risk 

factors included while others are not. the form is used as a signaling instrument, 

collating information gathered by the police, and is used for contacts with other 

agencies. no standard advice is formulated based on the information described in 

the form. furthermore, standardized protocols have not been developed on how to 

gather the information needed to complete the form. consequently, many forms, 

especially those of children, are filled out incompletely. scientific evaluation of risk 

factors used in this form and formulation of standardized protocols would greatly 

enhance the efficacy of the instrument.

aside from the lof, some of the locally designed cooperation and referral 

practices with public services and the Youth care agency deserve to be mentioned 

(JPP, JPT, Vangnet Jeugd, Pak je Kans). these initiatives mostly follow the same 
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principle in which the police refer, based on a first screening, children and their 

families to a mental health worker who collaborates with the police. Within a given 

period of time (e.g., 48 hours) after the referral, the mental health worker visits the 

family and offers them a short intervention if needed. the mental health worker 

can in turn refer to other mental health agencies if needed for further diagnostic 

assessment or treatment is needed. these cooperation methods do not yet use a 

standard instrument for screening, but would form an excellent base for multi-phase 

screening. 

one of the oldest and best-studied interventions is a family oriented 

prevention programme called the Youth Prevention Programme (Jeugd Preventie 

Programma: JPP; http://www.collegio.nl/poductgroep/dienstfiles). a trained police 

officer judges all locally registered information covering risk behavior of children. if 

such signs are present, he/she visits the child and his/her parent. if the child shows 

persistent high-risk behavior, and if the family shows difficulties in three or more life 

domains (school, work, finances, police/justice, housing, relationships and social 

environment, health and leisure time), the police officer will refer to the family to the 

JPP. in a year, about 17% of the children that enter the JPP are zero to ten years 

old, and 38% are 10-14 years old (internal information by collegio: www.collegio.

nl). if the family is referred to the JPP, they are offered a 12-week intervention, 

followed by further referral or by less frequent family coaching by a JPP worker. 

the programme was evaluated in 1995, but evaluation research has not yet been 

conducted to examine the effect of the screening. Police and JPP workers are 

trained to perform the screening and assessment, but no hard criteria are specified 

to determine if a problem is present in one of the life domains. the programme will 

be included in the national database on effective youth interventions by the niZW 

international centre (Nederlands Instituut voor Zorg en Welzijn). the JPP also aims 

to receive a certificate on its quality and effectiveness. to achieve this, a plan will 

be presented on how to measure the effectiveness of the programme on an annual 

basis. although these initiatives are very promising, they have been implemented 

on a local basis only, and often lack standardized screening methods. 

Child Welfare Agency (Raad voor de Kinderbescherming). since 1999, the 

child Welfare agency uses a standardized (preliminary) assessment procedure in 
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juvenile law cases called Baro (Basis Raads Onderzoek; doreleijers, Bijl, van der 

veldt & loosbroek, 1999; doreleijers & spaander 2002). the Baro is based on the 

Posit (dembo, 1994) and has been validated for the dutch adolescent population 

in a sample of arrestees. the Baro comprises a questionnaire and an interview 

protocol. the procedure results in a standardized report and an indication as to 

whether further diagnostic assessment is required. a separate survey carried out 

by an independent research team found that using the Baro had added value to 

the methods previously used (herwaarden, 2004). By using the Baro the quality 

of files and subsequent advice based on the files had improved as compared to 

files based on previously used methods regarding among other things structure 

and clarity. in addition, interviews revealed all stakeholders such as juvenile judges, 

child Welfare agency workers and parents were much more satisfied with the 

Baro method than with other used methods. currently the child Welfare agency 

is considering the validation of the instrument for use in civil cases, including civil 

cases for children below the age of criminal responsibility. in finland the Baro is 

already implemented in civil cases. in switzerland the german version of the Baro 

has been validated (gutschner & doreleijers, 2004; gutschner et al., 2006) and is 

now used in a nation-wide survey of institutionalized youths. however, it remains 

to be seen whether the Baro is as effective for children as it is for juveniles, or 

whether an adapted child-version needs to be designed. computerized information 

exchange: the national referral index for at-risk Youth (Verwijsindex risicojongeren) 

and the electronic child file (Electronisch Kinddossier). as mentioned above, most 

at-risk children do not yet have an extensive dossier at an agency. for that reason, 

the collation of information from different agencies would enable earlier detection 

of children in need of help. one way of combining information is the use of shared 

registration software. nation-wide implemented software will also ensure that 

information will not get lost when children move, which is important since many at-

risk children and their parents are highly mobile. When using shared software, the 

privacy of clients must be guaranteed. one solution may be to limit the authorization 

of professionals to certain domains. two promising examples of this method are the 

referral index at-risk Youth for local juvenile agencies and the electronic child file 

for juvenile mental health care agencies. 
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the electronic child file is the initiative of the ministry of health, Welfare and sport. 

it will replace the existing paper files of local juvenile healthcare agencies (GGD and 

Thuiszorg). the main goal is to standardize and combine registration to improve 

efficacy and follow-up of children. it will be available nation-wide, assuring that no 

information on children will get lost when they and their families move home. the 

registration will contain information on the mental and physical health of the child, 

family circumstances and school functioning. the file will be used by the local 

juvenile health professionals such as medical doctors, nurses and juvenile health 

care staff. the electronic child file will be in practice nation-wide for all 0-19 year 

olds from 2008/2009. however, it is still to be decided who will get access to the 

information and how this is to be done. in the future, software may be designed to 

automatically screen for at-risk children using the central registered data. 

the national referral index for at-risk Youth is a proposal of the inter-

departmental initiative Operatie Jong (www.operatiejong.nl). it is designed to be a 

software application in which all agencies (e.g., school, police, general Practitioners, 

housing services, mental health care and local health care) will be involved. the 

application will only report that a contact has taken place, but will not record the 

content of the contact. if two or more agencies have reported potential signs of risk, 

the different agencies will be able to contact each other to coordinate any follow-up. 

currently pilots for the development of the index are carried out in different cities 

in the netherlands. it has yet to be decided whether the index will be implemented 

nation-wide and who will be the central coordinator of the index. if agencies register 

all possible risk signs and standard follow-ups can be guaranteed, the index will be 

an important step forward in the screening of at-risk children. With time, it is hoped 

that it will show how effective both indices will be in screening at-risk children. 

conclUsion

the practices and local standardized screening methods described above show 

that dutch agencies are becoming aware of the need to screen and assess children 

in a more standardized way. in addition, it has become more widely accepted 

that screening should not be regarded as a one-off event, but should be viewed 

as a longitudinal process in which cooperation between agencies is essential. 
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however promising, more information is needed on the validity of the screening 

and assessment instruments, and on the advice based on the results. in particular, 

up until now designers of information systems have paid little attention that there are 

differences in predictive validity of risk factors within specific populations. it cannot 

be automatically assumed that a known risk factor within the general adolescent 

population will have the same predictive value within a population of children with 

a police encounter. this requires scientific validation of the methods within each 

setting. aside from the development of new methods and instruments, useful 

screening and assessment tools have been translated into dutch and their validity 

is currently being evaluated. it is expected that these instruments will soon become 

available to practitioners in the netherlands. in addition screening and prediction 

instruments are likely to be enhanced when knowledge on interaction between 

risk factors is incorporated into new instruments and screening strategies. if these 

standardized screening methods are adopted nation-wide and if the subsequent 

increased demand for interventions can be met, more at risk children will be served 

at a young age.
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aBstract 

the present study focuses on childhood first-time official offense characteristics and 

the correlation between offense severity and other offense, sociodemographic and 

neighborhood characteristics in both boys and girls. the sample consisted of 347 

dutch first-time offenders (287 boys, 60 girls), arrested prior to age twelve. most 

offenses were of minor to moderate severity. although theft (27.1%) and vandalism 

(32.0%) were most common, 17.9% were arrested for a violence offense. arrest 

rates were higher for children from disadvantaged neighborhoods and minority 

youth. compared to boys who were arrested for minor offenses, boys who were 

arrested for moderately serious offenses less often resided in medium in stead of 

low urbanized neighborhoods (odds ratio=.32; ci .16-.64), more often were of 

non-Western origin (or=2.0; ci 1.1-3.6), younger (or=1.3; ci 1.1-1.5) and known 

to the child Welfare agency (or=3.7; ci 1.3-10.4). in girls, few differences were 

found. in conclusion, objective and easy-to-register characteristics can be helpful 

to differentiate moderately serious from less male offenders, and could therefore 

possibly be useful in screening methods. 

introdUction 

an early onset of delinquency is one of the strongest predictors of future serious 

and chronic offending (loeber & farrington, 1998; espititu, huizinga, crawford 

& loeber, 2001; farrington & loeber, 2001; moffitt, 1993). childhood official 

offending as measured by police or court records is particularly predictive of an 

offending career (snyder, 2001)1. as only a subset of the early onset offenders will 

persist, such first police encounters may provide an opportunity to identify those 

children most at risk of future serious and chronic offending. at present, studies 

on the characteristics of these first-time official offenders are rare. therefore, the 

current study aims to gain better insight into the offense, socio-demographic, and 
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neighborhood characteristics of childhood first-time official offenders and their 

correlations with offense severity. 

Theories on early onset offending

several criminological theories underline the importance of childhood onset 

offending as a major risk factor for both serious and persistent delinquency 

(e.g., moffitt, 1993; Patterson, 1996; loeber, delamatre, Keenan & Zang, 1998; 

gottfredson & hirschi, 1990). one body of theories distinguishes between childhood 

onset life course persistent (lcP) offenders and adolescence onset temporary (al) 

offenders (moffitt, 1993; Patterson, 1996). in adolescence, lcP offenders are nearly 

indistinguishable from their al counterparts regarding their offending behavior 

(moffitt, 1993), stressing the need for early detection. according to moffitt (1993), 

high levels of individual impairment and residing in a ‘criminogenic’ environment 

predispose children to disproportionately engage in chronic, serious and person-

oriented offending. in another theory, Patterson focuses on the negative influence 

of a coercive child-parent interaction, rather than problems in children themselves. 

in both theories, distal factors such as social (neighborhood) disadvantage are 

hypothesized to be indirectly related to offending: namely, through the influence they 

exert on parental functioning. for instance, parents who face social disadvantage 

are hypothesized to feel stressed, resulting in less adequate parenting. however, 

Wikström and loeber (2000) found the influence of neighborhood disadvantage to 

be lower in childhood as compared to adolescence onset offending. furthermore, 

they reported the impact of neighborhood disadvantage to be particularly high in 

the absence of individual impairment. 

Studies on early onset official offending

research on children in contact with the law is scarce, since prosecution of offenses 

is limited to a minimum age of criminal responsibility in Western countries (e.g., 12 

years in the netherlands), and therefore in many countries children cannot appear 

in official crime records. however, regardless of the age of criminal responsibility, 

children commit offenses that are noted by the police. in the netherlands, data on 

these police encounters are available from local police registration systems. table 
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1 presents delinquency rates of children below the age of criminal responsibility 

in the netherlands, and in a number of Western countries with an age of criminal 

responsibility below age twelve: england (age 10), Wales (age 10), the United states 

of america (age 72) (Broekhuizen, 2005; Klooster, slum, nauta & Bürmann, 2002; 

snyder, 2001; east & campbell, 2000; grapendaal, van der veer & essers, 1996; van 

den Bergh, enthoven & hegge, 1995; farrington, 1995). type of offense reported 

included mainly theft, property damage, and disorderly conduct, while violence rates 

were rather low. solo offending was described as rare among these young children 

(Broekhuizen, 2005; farrington, 1995; van de Bergh, 1995), while boys as well as 

ethnic minorities were overrepresented (e.g., Broekhuizen, 2005; Klooster et al., 

2002; snyder, 2001). With regard to gender differences in type of offending, theft was 

more common among girls, while boys committed more burglary, property damage 

and violence (snyder, 2002; east & campbell, 2000; van den Bergh, 1995). While 

caucasian children were more likely to be arrested for property offenses, person-

oriented offenses occurred more often in non-caucasian children (snyder, 2001). 

although the studies described above provide information on socio-

demographic and offense characteristics, none to date has focused on relationships 

between these characteristics and offense severity. in addition, although some narrative 

descriptives are provided on neighborhood characteristics, no study has included 

numerical information on neighborhood characteristics such as ses and urbanization 

level. furthermore, although some studies on childhood official offending reported 

an overrepresentation of non-caucasians and children of non-Western origin, these 

studies did not control for the overrepresentation of minorities in highly urbanized and 

disadvantaged neighborhoods (schonberg & shaw, 2007a). as more children reside in 

more urbanized neighborhoods and, at least in the netherlands, non-Western families 

tend to have more children (statistics netherlands, 2004), an overrepresentation could 

be caused by these factors while the proportion of children getting arrested may well 

be similar. in addition, differences in arrest rates among children from different ethnic 

backgrounds could be an artifact of differences caused by the negative influence of 
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social disadvantage. in sum, it remains to be studied whether the overrepresentation 

of childhood onset official offenders of minority status in official crime statistics holds 

when controlling for neighborhood influences. gaining insight into the correlates of 

offense severity and the relative overrepresentation of certain subgroups of children is 

therefore important, both for early intervention and screening purposes. 

the aim of the current study is three-fold. first, to describe offense, socio-demographic 

and neighborhood characteristics of children who were arrested before the age of 

twelve. only characteristics collected by the police and other agencies involved with 

the child will be taken into account, because these are available at arrest and could 

possibly be applied in screening methods by the police. since an increasing body of 

research shows gender differences in offense patterns and risk factors (e.g., moffitt 

& caspi, 2001; silverthorn & frick, 1999), boys and girls will be studied separately. 

the second aim is to investigate differences in arrest rates between neighborhoods, 

as defined by socioeconomic status and urbanization level, and between children of 

different ethnic backgrounds residing in disadvantaged neighborhoods. in order to 

compare relative arrest rates, differences in population size between neighborhoods 

will be taken into account. finally, this study aims at assessing whether subgroups 

of offenders defined by seriousness (minor, moderate and serious) differ with respect 

to first offense, socio-demographic, and neighborhood characteristics, both in boys 

and in girls. 

method 

Subjects 

the subjects in this study were children below age twelve who in the period 

2000/2001 were registered for the first time by the police for committing an offense. 

in order to obtain sufficient diversity of neighborhoods with respect to urbanization 

level (urban to rural) and socio-economic status, three different police regions in 

the netherlands were included (Gelderland-Midden, Utrecht, and Rotterdam-

Rijnmond). offending was defined as delinquent acts that could be prosecuted 

or fined if displayed by youth age twelve or older. status offenses were excluded. 

the procedure resulted in the inclusion of 347 children (Rotterdam-Rijnmond 
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Author + year

Broekhuizen 
(2005)

Klooster et al. 
(2002)

snyder (2001)

east & campbell 
(2000)

grapendaal, 
van der veer
& essers 
(1996)

Bergh, enthoven, 
and hegge 
(1995)

farrington (1995)

Country + 
age CR1

nl, 
12 years

nl,
12 years

Usa,
7 years*

england & 
Wales,
10 years

nl,
12 years

nl, 
12 years

england,
10 years

N + sex

178 boys 
and girls

390 boys 
and girls

Boys 
and girls

Boys and 
girls

Boys and 
girls

88 boys 
and girls

411 boys

Age + ethn

6-11 years

<12 years

7-13 years

10-11 years

7-11 years

<12 years

8-9 years old 
at the start
87% white

Area

highly 
urbanized

representation 
of the national 
sample

national data

national data

Urbanized 
to highly 
urbanized

Urbanized 
to rural

highly 
urbanized 
working class 
area

Police/self-report

local police data

local police data

arrest data

court convictions 
and cautions

local police data

local police data

self-report and 
official records (court 
and 
cautions)

Table 1. Literature on officially registered child offending

note. cr: age of criminal responsibility, nl: the netherlands, ethn: ethnicity 
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Most common type of 

offending

theft 

Property damage

theft with violence

Predominantly co-offending 

theft 

Property damage

arson

mischief

violence

theft

simple assault

Property damage

disorderly conduct

index violence

theft/handling stolen goods 

Burglary 

violence against persons

Property damage

shoplifting

other theft 

Property damage

violence

shoplifting

other theft

vandalism

violence

Burglary

theft of /from vehicles

shoplifting

vandalism 

%

65

13

2

70

42

28

12

11

 1

27

12

10

8

4

64

17

7

7

43

23

24

3

43

14

27

3

Findings of correlates

Predominantly male

non-dutch ethnic background (87%)

Predominantly co-offending (70%)

Predominantly male

non-dutch ethnic background

Predominantly male (76%)

girls more theft and 

girls less index violence and property damage.

children under 10y more property damage than

10-12y (15% versus 9%)

caucasian children more property offenses than non-caucasian (59 vs. 

54%). non-white more person offenses (32 vs. 27%) 

Predominantly male (80%)

females most theft: 86% vs. 58%

females less burglary: 6% vs. 20%, 

similar prevalence of property damage: 

female 2% vs. male 8%, and violence 5% vs. 8%

Predominantly male (72%)

girls mainly theft

Predominantly co-offending (77%)

Predominantly co-offending

Burglary, robbery and theft particularly with others

* age is determined by state, minimum age is 7 in most states under common law.



n=147, Gelderland-Midden n=107, Utrecht n=93). eighty-three percent were 

male, with an age range between 5.01 and 11.99 years (mean 10.06 sd 1.59). 

Procedure

in order to include all first-time registered delinquent children, police registrations 

of juveniles below the age of 12 were manually checked to determine eligibility. 

the dutch police registration system requires an officer to assign a role to every 

individual entered (e.g., ‘suspect’, ‘victim’, or the ambiguous role ‘involved’). in 

the local police registration systems, children who display delinquent behavior are 

not always registered as ‘suspect’ but are sometimes erroneously registered as 

‘involved’. in order to include all registered delinquent children, all registrations of 

children classified as ‘involved’ and as ‘suspect’ were checked. about half of the 

children (53.4%) were not registered as ‘suspect’ even though they were suspected 

of having displayed offending behavior. children not yet legally admitted to the 

netherlands were excluded. for all eligible children, various registration systems 

were checked on variables of interest, including local police records, and child 

Welfare agency (Raad voor de Kinderbescherming) records. the study was officially 

approved by the dutch ministry of Justice.

Variables

Offense seriousness 

to assign a level of seriousness to every registration, a classification of seriousness 

of early Police registration (sePr) was developed. the sePr is an adaptation of 

the general level of seriousness classification as developed by loeber, farrington, 

stouthamer-loeber and White (2008). the following adaptations from the original 

classification were made: 1) verbal aggression and all non-victimizing delinquent 

behavior (such as trespassing, and using firecrackers outside the legally appointed 

period of time) were added to the classification and scored as level 1. 2) mild 

aggression such as threat of bodily harm was added to the classification and scored 

as level 2. 3) Physical fighting without and with bodily harm were added and scored 

at levels 3 and 4, respectively.
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this resulted in five levels of seriousness in the sePr:

minor delinquency at home, minor verbal aggression, and rule breaking 

minor delinquency outside the home, e.g., shoplifting and minor 

vandalism 

moderate delinquency, e.g., fighting without bodily harm, vandalism and 

theft

serious delinquency, e.g., breaking and entering, serious arson and 

vehicle theft

very serious delinquency, e.g., sex offenses, aggravated assault, and 

robbery

if a specific police registration included behaviors of different degrees of seriousness, 

the behavior that scored highest on the sePr was used to define the seriousness 

level of the registration. although inter-rater consensus was high (icc .84 in 

a two way mixed effect model with absolute agreement), to maximize reliability, 

consensus scores from the consensus meeting were used for further analyses. level 

of seriousness was dichotomized by contrasting moderate to serious delinquency 

(levels 3 to 5) to minor delinquency (levels 1 and 2).

First offense characteristics

characteristics of the offense leading to the first arrest included were type of offending, 

co-offending, age of co-offenders, and having a family member as co-offender. type 

of offending was classified as violence, theft, property damage, or mischief. violent 

offenses included both verbal and physical violence. mischief consisted of behavior 

that was aimed at annoying others and at rule breaking without the explicit intent 

to victimize others (e.g., driving without a helmet and trespassing). co-offending 

was defined as offending together with at least one other person. age differences 

between subject and co-offenders were dichotomized into older co-offenders (≥ 4 

years older than childhood offender) versus the rest. a co-offender was considered 

a family member if he or she was a brother, sister, mother, father, cousin, aunt, uncle 

or grandparent. half- or stepbrothers and sisters and stepmothers and fathers were 

also included in this definition.
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Socio-demographics

data on age, sex, and postal code were gathered from the police registration system. 

non-Western ethnicity in this study was based on country of birth of the child (if not 

the netherlands) or on family name because names of most non-Western minority 

ethnic groups are easily recognizable. When a specific family name was common 

both in the netherlands and in a foreign country, ethnicity was scored as ‘unknown’. 

since intercultural marriages of a foreign woman with a dutch man (in which case 

the child is likely to have a dutch family name) are rare, this method is considered 

to be accurate in the vast majority of the cases (statistics netherlands, 2001).3 

for comparison with the normal population, the number of non-Western children 

was computed for every postal code area in the participating police regions by 

multiplying the total number of children residing in the area by the proportion of 

non-Western residents in that area (statistics netherlands, 2001)4. as described 

below, urbanization level and ses were also available for each postal code area, so 

the overall proportion of non-Western children residing in highly urbanized, low ses 

neighborhoods could be computed. 

Police records were checked for previous registrations as victims or witnesses 

of violence at home or on the street, and for status offenses such as running away 

and truancy. due to low prevalence rates, data were combined into one dichotomous 

‘previous sign of risk’ score. further, child Welfare agency records were checked 

for contacts of the juvenile previous to the first police offense registration. children 

can be reported to the agency because of problematic behavior of the child and/or 

of the family that endangers the healthy development of the child.
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3. this method will have misclassified at most 2.8%, but it is highly unlikely that this percentage is this 
high considering the ethnic backgrounds of foreign women marrying dutch men. intercultural mar-
riages between dutch men and non-Western women mostly involve asian or russian woman. asians 
are underrepresented in the crime records (statistics netherlands, 2001). 

4. as some ethnic groups, particularly moroccans, generally have more children than dutch families 
(2.8 versus 2.0; statistics netherlands, 2004), this method is likely to result in a slight underestimation 
of the prevalence of non-Western children. however, most other ethnic groups show birth rates similar 
to the dutch. 



Neighborhood characteristics

Postal codes were used to determine the ses and urbanization level. for ses, 

data published by the netherlands Bureau for economic Policy analyses (social 

and cultural Planning office of the netherlands, 2002) were used. these data are 

available in quintiles based on mean income, employment, and education (Knol, 

1998; social and cultural Planning office of the netherlands, 2002). Per postal 

code not only urbanization level and ses status were available but also the number 

of children residing in the area allowing one to compute the proportion of children 

getting arrested. for this study, the scores were trichotomized into a low, a medium, 

and a high ses variable by contrasting (1=high)-(2) to (3)-(4) to (5=low). the data 

were recoded into 1, reflecting a low ses score and 3, a high one.

Urbanization level data from statistics netherlands (2006) are based on the 

number of households per km2: ranging from level 1 ‘no-urbanization: less than 500 

households per km2’ to level 5 ‘very high urbanization: 2500 or more households 

per km2’. for this study, the scores were trichotomized by contrasting levels (1)-(2) 

to (3)-(4) to (5). 

Statistical Analyses

for statistical analyses, sPss 12.0 was used. first, prevalence rates of offense, 

socio-demographic and neighborhood characteristics were described using 

means for continuous and percentages for categorical variables and differences 

between boys and girls were studied using x2 tests for the categorical and student’s 

t-tests for the continuous variables. second, differences in the relative proportion 

between arrested children residing in specific neighborhoods (defined by ses and 

urbanization) and the normal population were tested using x2 tests. next, within 

the neighborhoods that were marked by both low ses and high urbanization, the 

proportion of non-Western offenders was compared to the overall proportion of non-

Western children residing in these neighborhoods using x2 tests. third, subgroups 

of offenders as defined by seriousness were compared on co-offending, socio-

demographics, and neighborhood characteristics for boys and girls separately 

using x2 and student’s t-tests. finally, to study independent discriminating power, 

characteristics that significantly differed between subgroups at the p < .10 level 
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were entered simultaneously into a binary logistic regression. analyses were run 

for boys and girls separately and characteristics were entered using the forward 

stepwise procedure. Prior to regression all variables were tested on co-linearity, 

which proved not to be a problem. 

resUlts

First-offense characteristics 

as table 2 shows, almost a quarter (22.2%) of the children were apprehended 

for level 1 offenses: minor offending at home, verbal aggression, or rule breaking. 

minor offending outside the home such as shoplifting was rather common (level 

2: 34.0%), as was moderate offending such as theft of something valued above 5 

euros or vandalism, level 3 (36.9%). finally, serious to very serious offending, level 

4/5, was rare (6.9%) among childhood first-time arrestees. regarding the type of 

offenses, less than one third of the first-time arrestees (32.0%) were apprehended 

by the police for property damage, 27.1% for theft, 23.1% for mischief, and 17.9% 

for violence. most first-time arrestees acted with co-offenders (79.2%). in 16.3% of 

the cases, the co-offender was at least four years older (see table 2), and in 2.6% 

he or she was an adult. 

although, boys were far more likely than girls to get arrested by the police, they did 

not differ as to the severity of their offenses. they were, however, arrested because 

of different types of offenses (table 2). Post-hoc analysis showed that girls were 

more often arrested for theft than boys, while boys were more likely to get arrested 

for violence (or=3.7) or property offenses (or=4.0). furthermore, girls were 

more often arrested for mischief than boys when compared to property offenses 

(or=2.7). girls also more often had older co-offenders (or=4.5) and family co-

offenders (or= 1.7), although the latter was only significant at the trend level. 

Socio-demographic and neighborhood characteristics

compared to the overall population of 7-12 year olds residing in the three police 

regions covered in this study, first-time arrestees more often came from low (47.8% 

vs. 26.2%) ses neighborhoods. in addition, they were relatively overrepresented in 
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%

Offense characteristics
offense type1

violence
Property damage

mischief
theft

seriousness
minor at home
minor outside
moderate
serious/very serious

solo-offender
older co-offender
family co-offender

Socio-demographics
non-Western origin
age at first arrest2

child Welfare 
victim/witness3

Neighborhood 
ses

low
medium
high

Urbanization
low
medium
high

Boys 
(n=287)

19.5
35.2

22.0
23.3

20.9
34.1
37.6

7.3
21.0
11.9
16.7

47.8
10.04(1.61)

7.7
5.6

48.8
24.7
26.5

22.6
38.5
38.9

Girls 
(n=60)

10.0
16.7

28.3
45.0

28.3
33.3
33.3

5.0
20.0
37.9
25.9

38.2
10.16(1.52)

3.4
11.7

43.3
31.7
25.0

23.3
40.0
36.7

Total
(n=347)

17.9
32.0

23.1
27.1

22.2
34.0
36.9

6.9
20.8
16.3
18.2

46.2
10.06(1.59)

7.0
6.6

47.8
25.9
26.2

22.7
38.8
38.5

OR
(95%CI)

***
versus theft 3.7(1.4-10.0)
versus mischief 2.7(1.2-6.3)
versus theft 4.0(1.9-9.1)

ns

ns
4.5(2.4-8.6)***
1.7(.90-3.4)*

ns
ns
ns
2.2 (.88-5.7)*

ns

ns

Table 2. offense and socio-demographic characteristics in boys and girls

note. * p < .10, ** p < .05, *** p < .01
1. odds ratio’s are based on post-hoc chi-square tests at p <.05 level 
2. mean (sd) is displayed and t-test was run
3. fischer’s exact test was used



highly urbanized neighborhoods (38.5% vs. 27.7%). no differences were found in 

neighborhood characteristics between boys and girls. 

as table 2 shows, 46.2% of the first-time arrestees were classified as having 

a non-Western ethnic background. Within neighborhoods that were marked by a 

combination of both low ses and high urbanization, 73.7% of the childhood first-

time arrestees were of non-Western origin, which is significantly higher than the 

39.0% non-Western children residing in these neighborhoods (see table 3). no 

differences were found in ethnic distribution between boys and girls.
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%

non-Western + high 
risk neighborhood1

ses
low
medium
high

Urbanization
low
medium
high

Childhood 
offenders 
(N=347)

73.7

47.8
25.9
26.2

22.7
38.8
38.5

Table 3. Comparison of neighborhood and ethnicity characteristics with the normal population

note. * p < .10, ** p < .05, *** p < .01
1. only children residing in a neighborhood of both low ses and high urbanization were selected for 
this analysis resulting in a sample size of 114 for the childhood offender group and of 34855 for the 
general juvenile population.
a. significant difference at p < .05 level between low and medium
b. significant difference at p < .05 level between low and high
c. significant difference at p < .05 level between medium and high

General juvenile 
population 

(N=187422)

39.0

24.1
29.1
46.9

29.2
46.4
24.4

x (df)

57.37(1)***
113.70(2)***

36.98(2)***

Post-hoc

a,b,c

b,c



regarding other signs of childhood problems, 7.0% of the childhood first-time 

arrestees were already known to the child Welfare agency prior to their first offense. 

furthermore, 6.6% were known to the police as witnesses to or victims of violence 

on the street or of violence or other problems at home prior to their first arrest. 
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%

Offense characteristic
solo-offender
older co-offender
family co-offender
Socio-demographics
non-Western origin
age at first arrest1

child Welfare 
victim/witness 
registration
Neighborhood 
ses

high

medium
low

Urbanization
low
medium
high

Boys (n=287)

Minor

(n=158)

19.1
15.3
16.7

41.7
10.28(1.56)

4.5

5.7

25.9

32.3
41.8

20.1
44.8
35.1

Table 4. Difference in risk factors according to offense seriousness for boys and girls

note. * p < .10, ** p < .05, *** p < .01
1. mean (sd), t-test to compare means, mean differences were provided
a. significant difference at p < .05 level between low and medium
b. significant difference at p < .05 level between low and high
c. significant difference at p < .05 level between medium and high

Moderate/
serious

(n=129)

25.8
7.8

16.7

55.1
9.75(1.62)
11.6

5.4

27.1

15.5
57.4

25.6
31.0
43.4

OR(95% CI)

ns
.47(.21-1.0)*
ns

1.7(1.1-2.8)**
.52(.15-.90) ***
2.8(1.1-7.1)**

ns

***
c: 2.2 (1.1-4.3)

a: .35(.19-.65)

*

c: 1.8(1.0-3.1) 

Girls(n=60)

Minor

(n=37)

14.3
37.1
22.9

36.4
10.36(1.18)
2.9

10.8

37.8

24.3
37.8

24.3
43.2
32.4

Moderate/
serious
(n=23)

8.7
39.1
30.4

40.9
9.84(1.93)
4.3

13.0

4.3

43.5
52.2

21.7
34.8
43.5

OR(95% CI)

ns
ns
ns

ns
ns
ns

ns

**
b: 12.5 (1.4-100)
c: 16.7 (1.7-100)

ns
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5. this odds ratio is below 1 because it is in the non-expected direction.

only in one-fifth of these cases, children had been known to both the child Welfare 

agency and the police prior to the first arrest. girls had more often been registered 

as victims or witnesses by the police (or=2.2), but only at a trend level.

Correlates of offense severity in boys 

as table 4 shows, compared to boys who were arrested for minor offenses, boys 

who were arrested for moderate to serious offenses less often offended together 

with older co-offenders (or=.47), were more often of non-Western origin (or=1.7), 

were on average younger at first arrest (about half a year), and were more often 

known to the child Welfare agency (or=2.8). further, moderate to serious offenders 

were overrepresented in neighborhoods of low (or=2.9) and high (or=.455) as 

opposed to medium ses status. finally, moderate to serious offenders also tended 

to be overrepresented in high as compared to medium urbanized neighborhoods 

(or=1.8) but only at a trend level. 

note. 1. partial odds ratios (Por) and 95% confidence intervals (ci) 

Boys 
Urbanization low (ref) 

medium
high

non-Western 
age younger
child Welfare agency involvement

  Overall model: x2 28.318(5), p.000, Nagelkerke R2 .132

Girls
status high (ref)

medium
low

  overall model: x2 10.356(2), p.006, Nagelkerke R2 .215

Table 5. Logistics regression moderate to serious offending in boys and girls

B(SE)

-1.155(.363)
-.720(.384)
.703(.293)
.242(.082)

1.316(.526)

2.744(1.132)
2.485(1.107)

Wald

10.255

10.133

3.521

5.922

4.654

3.636

5.984

5.873

5.063

P

.006

.001

.061

.017

.003

.012

.050

.015

.025

POR(95%CI)1

.32(.16-.64)

.49(.23-1.0)
2.0(1.1-3.6)
1.3(1.1-1.5)

3.7(1.3-10.4)

15.6(1.7-143.2)
12.0(1.4-105.1)



as shown in table 5, the significant univariate findings were entered into a logistic 

regression. four variables entered the model, and were able to explain 13.2% of 

the variance. compared to boys who were arrested for minor offenses, boys who 

were arrested for moderate to serious offenders were on average younger at first 

arrest (Por=1.3), were more often of non-Western origin (Por=2.0), were less 

likely to reside in moderately urbanized neighborhoods (Por=.32), and had more 

often been known to the child Welfare agency prior to arrest (Por=3.7). 

Correlates of offense severity in girls 

as table 4 shows, girls who were arrested for moderate to serious offenses were 

more often residing in low (or=12.5) or medium (or=16.7) ses neighborhoods 

as compared to high, ses neighborhoods than girls who were arrested for minor 

offenses. however, the large confidence intervals, due to the low number of serious 

offending girls residing in high ses neighborhoods, indicate that the results are not 

stable. When neighborhood ses was entered into a logistic regression 21.5% of 

the variance could be explained by moderate to serious offenders residing more 

often in low as compared to medium (Por=15.6) and high ses neighborhoods 

(Por=12.0). 

discUssion 

the current study examined offense characteristics and associations of offense 

severity with socio-demographic and neighborhood characteristics in a group of 

first-time arrestees below age 12. most children were arrested for minor to moderate 

offenses, which qualifies the popular notion in the media that childhood offending is 

becoming more serious. furthermore, most offenses were committed with at least 

one co-offender, including mainly property damage, theft or mischief, with violence 

being rather common as well (17.9%). in girls, theft was most common, while boys 

were arrested for a variety of offenses. children from highly urbanized and low ses 

neighborhoods showed higher arrest rates than children from less urbanized and 

higher ses neighborhoods, as did children of non-Western origin compared to 

their dutch counterparts residing in similar disadvantaged neighborhoods. finally, 

boys who were arrested for moderate to serious offenses differed from boys who 
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were arrested for minor offenses on a number of easy-to-register offense, socio-

demographic and neighborhood characteristics. for instance, moderate to serious 

offenders were more often of non-Western origin, and more often resided in less 

urbanized neighborhoods. in females, however, only lower levels of neighborhood 

ses distinguished moderate to serious from minor offenders.

although in general offense and socio-demographic characteristics 

presented in this study were similar to earlier findings, the prevalence of arrest for 

violent behavior was substantially higher than previously reported: 18% compared 

to 1-5% reported in similar dutch studies (Klooster et al., 2002; grapendaal et al., 

1996). an explanation for this high proportion of violent offenses may lie in the fact 

that less serious forms of violence, such as verbal violence and less serious fights 

among children, were also included as violent offenses in this study. furthermore, 

the current study has extended our knowledge on co-offending in childhood official 

offending, by distinguishing between different types of co-offenders. in almost a 

quarter of the co-offending cases, co-offending family members and/or older (≥ 

four years) offenders were present. this could well mean that these children are 

drawn into criminality by older co-offenders. for prevention purposes, it would be 

important to gain insight into whether this is part of an ongoing chain in which 

these older offenders themselves originally were drawn into offending by others 

when they were children. furthermore, it would be interesting to know whether the 

older co-offender actively encouraged the child offender to participate or whether 

the child offender him/herself actively sought out to participate, for instance as a 

form of thrill seeking. finally, older co-offender involvement was particularly the 

case for girls, which may indicate that offending in girls is, more than in boys, best 

understood as a social phenomenon (moffitt & caspi, 2001). overall, it would be 

important to study co-offender characteristics in order to understand the trajectory 

of children being drawn into offending by older co-offenders, and in turn may draw 

other children into offending.

in line with several theories (e.g., moffitt, 1993; Patterson, 1996), children 

residing in disadvantaged neighborhoods were more likely to get arrested by the 

police. furthermore, in line with previous findings, children of non-Western ethnic 

backgrounds residing in disadvantaged neighborhoods showed higher arrest 
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rates compared to their native dutch counterparts. however, whether differences in 

arrest rates represent the actual offense rate or differences in likelihood of getting 

arrested due to discriminatory processes in the juvenile justice system has not yet 

been studied. although self-report studies also report higher offense rates among 

children residing in disadvantaged, urbanized neighborhoods, herrenkohl et al. 

(2001) reported that these differences were not as large as found in official crime 

statistics. as to ethnic differences, self-report studies showed few differences 

in offense rates between children of different origins (e.g., van der laan, Blom, 

verwers & essers, 2005). although self-report studies may well be hampered by 

their own flaws, such as possible underreporting of offenses by minority groups 

(e.g., Junger-tas, terlouw & Klein, 1994), it is likely that discriminatory processes 

within the juvenile justice system at least partly account for the large differences in 

arrest rates. for instance ‘over-policing’, referring to the police being more present 

in at-risk, disadvantaged neighborhoods, and being focused on ethnic minorities, 

may have resulted in relatively higher chances of getting caught (Philips & Bowling, 

2002). furthermore, so called ‘zero-tolerance’ policies in high risk neighborhoods 

may have resulted in police arresting children for behavior that would otherwise be 

regarded as disorderly but non-criminal. in addition, in rural communities police 

officers may be more familiar with the children residing in their district leading to more 

informal handling of less severe offenses. finally, differences in arrest rates may also 

partly be explained by the fact that dutch children and their families are more likely 

to receive treatment, while non-Western children are not reached and are therefore 

more likely to enter the juvenile justice system for their behavioral problems. gaining 

insight into these potential discriminatory processes is particularly important as they 

may lead to stigmatization and may indicate that specific groups of children and 

their families do not get the treatment they need. 

in boys, several characteristics already known to the police, that can be 

obtained easily and rather objectively because they are static, distinguished children 

who were arrested for the first-time for moderate to serious offenses from those who 

were arrested for minor offenses. the nature of these characteristics may make 

them particularly suitable for screening. on the other hand, the distinguishing power 

was rather low and their value in predicting future levels of offending still needs to 
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be established. furthermore, the characteristics that independently distinguished 

between different levels of offense severity in this study do not necessarily co-occur in 

individuals. for instance, both ethnic minority status and low urbanization correlated 

with moderate to serious offending, with ethnic minorities seldom residing in low 

urbanized neighborhoods. this may indicate that the moderate to serious offender 

group is likely to hold distinct subgroups: a group of dutch offenders residing in 

low urbanized neighborhoods who have substantial individual problems causing 

them to offend seriously despite their social advantage, and a group of non-Western 

offenders residing in more disadvantaged neighborhoods. on the other hand, the 

correlation of low urbanization level with moderate to serious offending could also 

be due to a lower likelihood of getting arrested for minor offenses in more rural 

areas, as discussed in the previous paragraph. therefore, although several of the 

characteristics are of potential value in screening methods, based on the current 

study, no inferences on their practical usefulness can be made at present.

in contrast to boys, it proved particularly difficult to differentiate girls who 

were arrested for moderate to serious offenses from girls who were arrested for 

minor offenses. this lack of positive findings may have resulted from the relatively 

low number of girls included in the study. however, in line with earlier studies (e.g., 

moffitt & caspi, 2001; silverthorn & frick, 1999), it may also indicate that girls have 

different risk profiles than boys, marked by characteristics not included in this study. 

finally, the police may be less inclined to arrest girls for offending behavior, which 

may have resulted in a rather homogeneous group of girls getting arrested for 

similar behaviors that are undeniably offenses, such as theft, between whom it is 

difficult to differentiate. overall, it stresses the need to distinguish girls from boys in 

the study of delinquency.

Limitations

some limitations of the study need to be noted. first, the main limitation is the sole 

reliance on information as registered by agencies for both offense characteristics 

and for socio-demographic variables. With regard to the offense, it remains unknown 

whether the registered children are guilty or suspects who may prove to be innocent. 

since there is no penal code for such young children in the netherlands, this aspect 
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will always remain unknown. second, no information is available on the dark number; 

the number of offenses committed that have not come to the attention of the police. 

for that reason, this study is representative only for children in contact with the police 

and not for child delinquents in general. on the other hand, the advantage of using 

police statistics is the insight it provides into law enforcement contact of children 

not yet criminally liable. third, the reliability of socio-demographic information as 

registered by the police is unclear. oral information obtained from the child on date 

of birth, name and place of residence is not always verified, allowing room for error. 

fourth, due to the sole reliance on police data, the number of socio-demographic 

variables to be included has remained rather limited. to enhance prediction, future 

research should try to include a larger number of socio-demographic variables, 

such as family characteristics. furthermore, differentiation of specific variables was 

also often limited, for example for ethnic background, as children with a non-dutch 

ethnic background cannot always be considered a homogenous group. in future 

research, this aspect should therefore not be based on family name only but also 

on actual place of birth of the child and parents. fifth, the cross-sectional nature of 

the data makes it impossible to draw any causal inferences.

notwithstanding these limitations, the current study shows that children from 

disadvantaged neighborhoods and of non-Western origin are already at a young age 

at higher risk of getting arrested. furthermore, easy to register socio-demographic 

and neighborhood characteristics did differentiate between children who were 

arrested for offenses of different severity, though only to a limited extent. research is 

needed into the underlying mechanisms resulting in differentiating characteristics. 

finally, separate prediction models for offending severity need to be established 

for boys and girls. Before using these variables in practice, a crucial next step is to 

follow this sample prospectively in order to find out whether these different types of 

child offenders develop different delinquent careers and whether these careers are 

linked to different risk and protective factors. 
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aBstract

heterogeneity of re-offending patterns was studied in a group of 287 male early 

onset offenders who were first arrested before age 12. By combining data on the 

frequency and severity of offending as registered by the police over a five-year follow-

up period, three delinquent trajectories were identified; low, escalating, and high 

level re-offenders. Predicting group membership by individual and environmental 

characteristics known to the police at the time of the first arrest proved difficult. 

compared to low level re-offenders, escalators were older and more often 

came from disadvantaged neighborhoods. high level re-offenders were also older 

at onset, more often had a non-Western ethnic background, and initially committed 

more vandalism. furthermore, at the first police encounter, the police reacted more 

severely towards those who later became high level re-offenders. finally, high and 

escalating re-offenders more often had other adverse outcomes, such as criminal 

victimization and child Welfare agency involvement. 

introdUction

childhood onset delinquents are known to be at high risk for developing persistent 

and serious offending careers (loeber & farrington, 2000; espititu, huizinga, 

crawford & loeber, 2001; moffitt, 1993; Krohn, thornberry, rivera & le Blanc, 2001). 

specifically, a police arrest during childhood was shown to predict frequent and 

persistent re-offending (snyder, 2001; Krohn et al., 2001). still, despite indications 

of continuity, discontinuity is substantial as well, as not all childhood arrestees grow 

up to be persistent offenders (Krohn et al., 2001). in order to better target early 

intervention efforts at those who carry the highest risk of prolongation, factors within 

the subgroup of childhood onset delinquents that help to classify future persisters 

from desisters and non-recidivists need being identified. to this end, this study 

investigates recidivism over a 5 year follow-up period in a sample of juveniles first 

arrested by the dutch police under the age of 12.1 our aim is to examine whether 
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distinct delinquency trajectories can be identified based on the frequency and 

severity of offending and to examine whether these trajectories can be predicted by 

the child’s individual and environmental risk factors and offense characteristics as 

registered by the police. 

Developmental theories on early onset delinquency

While most youths seem to only temporarily engage in delinquency during 

adolescence and refrain from committing more serious offenses, a small proportion 

(6-7%) persists in offending well beyond adolescence. this group offends at a high 

rate and commits serious crimes, all too often interpersonal violence (moffitt, 1997). 

an early onset of antisocial behavior is an important risk factor of such persistent, 

high frequency and serious delinquent trajectory (moffitt, 1993; loeber & farrington, 

2001; Patterson, forgatch, Yoeger & stoolmiller 1998; lahey & Waldman, 2005). 

only recently, academics have started focusing on subgroup specific delinquent 

trajectories and related individual and environmental differences within the early 

onset offender group. While some developmental theories delineate an etiologically 

distinct subgroup of early onset offenders (moffitt, 1993; Patterson, 1996), others 

argue that a higher risk of chronic offending in this early onset group results from a 

higher prevalence of and a longer exposure to risk factors (e.g., loeber, delamatre, 

Keenan & Zang, 1998; gottfredson & hirschi, 1990). 

in what is currently one of the most referenced developmental typologies of 

offending, moffitt (1993) asserts that an early onset of antisocial behavior results 

from a combination of neuropsychological difficulties and inadequate parent-

child interaction. given that early onset delinquency does not originate from peer 

group dynamics, these youths are more likely to engage in solo - as opposed to 

group - offending. in later elaborations of the taxonomic model, moffitt et al. (2002) 

distinguished early onset high level chronics from low level chronics, while both 

groups show prolonged delinquent involvement, severity is at different levels. isolating 

pathologies such as depression are expected to differentiate both groups, with the 

low level group carrying most problems. on the whole, high levels of individual 

impairment of children on either of these persistent trajectories predispose them to 

disproportionately engage in serious and person-orientated offending. 
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similarly distinguishing childhood and adolescence onset delinquents Patterson 

et al. (1998) described disruptive family processes as a major cause of early onset 

offending. such processes lead to childhood antisocial behavior and shape peer 

interaction patterns in late childhood and adolescence. disruptive peer processes 

and engagement with antisocial peers increasingly lead to offending outside 

the home and eventually to chronic offending (Patterson, 1996; Patterson et al., 

1998). contrary to moffitt’s taxonomy, the Patterson typology thus expects early 

onset persistent offenders to mainly engage in group offending. finally, lahey and 

Waldman (2005) expect those children showing childhood onset problem behavior 

but living in more adaptive social environments to improve during childhood and 

not to be at high risk of developing persistent and serious delinquent trajectories. 

among the dimensional theories of offending, the developmental pathway 

model of loeber et al. (1998) focuses on offense specific pathways which lead to 

distinct forms of serious offending. serious offending at an earlier age indicates 

being further along a developmental pathway and therefore being at higher risk 

of persisting in serious offending. in contrast, gottfredson and hirschi (1990) do 

not predict that frequent offenders will be more likely to become serious offenders 

than less frequent offenders. finally, there are developmental theories that stress 

offenders’ behavioral plasticity and the influence of endogenous factors on the 

development of their criminal careers (sampson & laub, 1993; thornberry & Krohn, 

2001). Under the assumption that occurrences of these contextual changes are to 

a considerable degree independent of the child’s individual characteristics, these 

authors seriously question the value of individual risk factors in a priori predicting 

long-term delinquent development (laub & sampson, 2005).  

Prior research on early onset re-offending

While an early onset was found to be associated with later delinquency (for a 

review see: loeber & farrington, 2001), few studies have specifically focused on 

differences in outcomes among early onset offenders. this may carry relevance, as a 

considerable proportion of early onset children was reported to desist in adolescence 

(e.g., raine et al., 2005; stouthamer-loeber, loeber, stallings & lacourse, 2008; 

moffitt et al., 2002). further, these studies defined subgroups of offenders a priori 
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based on existing theories, possibly overlooking naturally occurring subgroups. 

With the advance of latent growth curve models in developmental criminology, 

more recent studies were able to identify several longitudinal delinquent trajectories 

(see Piquero, 2008 for a review). the few studies that included both childhood and 

adolescent offending were able to identify trajectories generally referred to as: 1) 

a group of early onset sporadic offenders; 2) a group of early onset persisters or 

chronics; and 3) a group of early onset desisters (odgers et al., 2007; chung, hill, 

hawkins, gilchrist & nagin, 2002; fergusson & horwood, 2002; nagin & tremblay, 

1999). however, only chung et al. (2002) used offending as a measure of childhood 

antisocial behavior, while others used parent and/or teacher reports of conduct 

problems or aggression (odgers et al., 2007; nagin & tremblay, 1999; fergusson & 

horwood, 2002). in addition, all of these studies focused on offending trajectories as 

occurring in the general population instead of re-offending trajectories in a population 

of known early onset offenders. since the overall proportion of early onset offenders 

in the general population is low, this may have precluded meaningful differentiation 

within early onset offenders subgroups. notwithstanding these limitations, findings 

do seem to suggest that distinctive subgroups of early onset offenders can be 

identified.

risk factors differentiating among subgroups of early onset offenders are, 

however, scarce and inconsistent. for instance, some studies found no early 

childhood differences between persisting and desisting offenders with regard to 

individual and environmental characteristics (moffitt et al., 2002; chung et al., 

2002). other studies found early onset re-offenders as compared to desisters and 

sporadic re-offenders to originate more often from dysfunctional families residing in 

adverse urban neighborhoods (e.g., odgers et al., 2007; fergusson & horwood, 

2002; Patterson et al., 1998; farrell, sullivan, esposito, meyer & valois, 2005). 

studies on the predictive value of first offense characteristics of early onset 

offenders have also been inconclusive. for instance, although an early age of onset 

seems to be predictive of frequent and severe adolescent re-offending within a 

population of childhood onset offenders (Piquero & chung, 2001; Broidy et al., 

2003; chung et al., 2002; lipsey & derzon, 1998), this finding did not hold for official 

violent re-offending (Krohn et al., 2001). in addition, although numerous studies 
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have stressed the predictive value of childhood interpersonal violence, some studies 

have shown childhood non-serious (covert) delinquent acts to be equally predictive 

of re-offending (Broidy et al., 2003; chung et al., 2002; lipsey & derzon, 1998). 

although some probable risk factors have been identified, additional studies using 

various samples are warranted to further establish and generalize their value. 

finally, children following distinct re-offending trajectories may differ in 

other detrimental outcomes that further limit the potential to develop into healthy 

functioning individuals. in adolescence, serious and persistent offenders are at 

heightened risk to become victims and witnesses of violence themselves, show 

higher rates of status offenses, and experience individual and family difficulties 

(e.g., loeber & farrington, 2001; lauritsen, sampson & laub, 1991). on the other 

hand, moffitt et al. (2002) found no differences in other negative outcomes such as 

psychosocial difficulties and unemployment in late adolescence and early adulthood 

between high-frequent and low-frequent persistent childhood onset offenders. to 

our knowledge, no other studies specifically looked into differences in adolescent 

detrimental outcomes between subgroups of early onset offenders. if offending 

trajectories of childhood onset delinquents are indeed related to these detrimental 

outcomes, this would further underline the importance of an early identification of 

childhood delinquents at risk of progressing along the persistent pathway. 

Focus of the current paper

the current research expands upon the literature on juvenile delinquency in a 

number of ways. first, this study will specifically focus on patterns of recidivism 

in juveniles who were first arrested below age 12, which constitutes the age of 

legal responsibility in most european countries. Until now, studies using police 

data mostly pertain to juveniles that have already reached the age of criminal 

responsibility. the dutch police registration system includes children of all ages, 

which allows focusing on the youngest group. second, this study’s starting point is 

children who have already been arrested, which gives us the opportunity of sub-

classifying developmental pathways within the group of early onset delinquents. 

as most studies and theories are based on general population samples, factors 

differentiating persistent form desisting delinquents cannot be assumed to similarly 
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predict outcome within the early onset offender group. finally, prior studies that 

do focus on high risk youth are often limited in other ways, for example by only 

pertaining to white, lower class delinquents. 

Building on prior theory and research, this paper first examines whether 

distinct delinquency trajectories can be identified using re-arrest data of a sample 

of boys who were arrested for the first time before reaching the age of 12. next 

it addresses the extent to which these delinquency trajectories are differentially 

predicted by individual risk factors and characteristics of the delinquent act at 

onset. finally, we test whether other adolescent outcome markers, such as out-

home placement, criminal victimization, and domestic problems, differ between 

youths following different delinquency trajectories. Based on moffitt’s taxonomy and 

other typological theories, we expect that at least three trajectories can be identified 

within our sample of early onset delinquents: 1. a high level persistent group, which 

is expected make up a much larger share of the sample compared to that found 

in prior population studies due to the high risk nature of the current sample; 2. a 

low level chronic group, equally persistent in delinquency, but at significantly lower 

frequencies; and 3. a low level or desisting trajectory of children who were only 

arrested once as a child without it leading to a delinquent career. compared to their 

persistent counterparts, these desisting childhood onset delinquents are expected 

to originate from more adaptive, higher status environments. 

delinquent trajectories of persistent childhood onset offenders are 

hypothesized to contain serious as well as person orientated offenses, while 

childhood violence is expected to predict chronicity. in addition, childhood solo- 

as compared to group offending is expected to be a risk factor for persistence in 

delinquency. due to processes of cumulative disadvantage, persistent groups are 

expected to show higher levels of detrimental outcomes during adolescence.

method

Participants 

subjects were 287 boys below age twelve who were registered for the first time 

by the police for committing an offense in the first few months of 2000 (Utrecht 

and Gelderland-Midden police districts) or the first few months of 2001 (Rotterdam-
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Rijnmond police district). mean age at first police encounter was 10.04 (sd 1.16), 

with an age range between 5.01 and 11.99 years. an offense was defined as behavior 

that could have been prosecuted or fined if displayed at the age of twelve years or older. 

local police registration systems were used for this purpose, as individuals of all ages 

are registered by local police in the netherlands. in order to include children from both 

urban and rural regions, three different police regions in the netherlands were sampled 

(127 childhood arrestees from the predominantly urban rotterdam-rijnmond region, 

76 from the combined urban-rural Utrecht region, and 84 from the predominantly rural 

gelderland-midden region). 

Procedure

in order to include all first-time registered delinquent children, registrations of juveniles 

below the age of 12 were manually checked to determine eligibility. children not yet 

legally admitted to the netherlands were excluded because follow-up may be hampered 

due to high mobility (moving is frequently ordered by authorities) and possible extradition 

during the follow-up period. for all eligible children, various registration systems were 

checked on variables of interest, including local police records, child Welfare agency 

(Raad voor de Kinderbescherming) records and records of the dutch agency responsible 

for diversion projects (Bureau Halt). data were gathered until march 2005. as a result 

the maximum follow-up differed between those included from 2000 and those included 

from 2001. ninety-two percent were followed up for at least 4.5 years and 62.5% for at 

least five years. the study was officially approved by the dutch ministry of Justice.

Dependent measures

Frequency of re-offending

frequency of re-offending was based on all offending behavior registered by the police. 

this also included information on offending behavior in which the specific role of the 

subject was less clear (e.g., as a member of a group that displayed offending behavior), 

registration of reports by third parties (e.g., school reports on violent thefts that were dealt 

with by the school), unsuccessful attempts at offending, and finally highly suspicious 

behavior (e.g., repeatedly hanging around at parking lots that had recently had cars 

broken into). frequency was computed per half year period after the first arrest.
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Combined frequency and seriousness measure 

although frequent offenders are generally serious offenders, some frequent offenders 

are not serious offenders while some serious offenders are not frequent offenders 

(tolan & gorman-smith, 1998). including measures of offense seriousness allows 

researchers to distinguish among offenders who have engaged in a moderate 

number of offenses by taking into account the gravity of each offense from those 

who offended often but with minor severity (chung et al., 2002; hoeve et al., 2007). 

although a combined measure has its own limitations, for instance a score of 8 at 

a particular time period could be achieved by (a) 8 level 1 offenses or (B) 2 level 

4 offenses, we feel using a combined measure adds value to the analysis. Using 

either only count data or seriousness scores would in our eyes unjustly exacerbate 

differences between these two offense patterns. therefore, a combined measure 

of frequency and seriousness was created by computing a sum score of the 

seriousness assigned to every registration of the individual per half year period. 

in order to assign a level of seriousness to every registration, a classification 

of seriousness of early Police registration (sePr) was developed. the sePr is an 

adaptation of the general level of seriousness classification as developed by loeber, 

farrington, stouthamer-loeber and White (2008). the following adaptations from 

the original classification were made: 1) verbal aggression, and all non-victimizing 

delinquent behavior (such as trespassing, and using fire crackers outside the legally 

appointed period of time) were added to the classification and scored as level 1. 2) 

mild aggression such as threat of bodily harm was added to the classification and 

scored as level 2. 3) Physical fighting without and with bodily harm was added and 

scored at levels 3 and 4, respectively.

this resulted in five levels of seriousness in the sePr:

Level 1) minor delinquency at home, minor verbal aggression, and rule breaking 

Level 2) minor delinquency outside the home, e.g., shoplifting and minor vandalism 

Level 3) moderate delinquency, e.g., fighting without bodily harm, vandalism and theft

Level 4) serious delinquency, e.g., breaking and entering, serious arson and vehicle 

theft

Level 5) very serious delinquency, e.g., sex offenses, aggravated assault, and robbery
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if a specific police registration included behaviors of different degrees of seriousness, 

the behavior that scored highest on the sePr was used to define the registration 

seriousness level. although inter-rater consensus was high (icc .84 in a two way 

mixed effect model with absolute agreement), consensus scores from the consensus 

meeting were used for further analyses to maximize reliability. 

Predictors

First-offense characteristics

first offense characteristics included were type of offending, seriousness, co-

offending, and intervention by the police. type of offending was classified into 

violence (19.2%), theft (23.3%), property damage (35.2%), and mischief (22.3%). 

mischief consisted of behavior that was aimed at annoying others and at rule 

breaking without explicit intent to victimize others (e.g., driving without a helmet 

and trespassing). violent offenses included both verbal and physical violence. co-

offending was defined as offending with at least one other person. age differences 

between subject and co-offenders were dichotomized into older co-offenders (≥ 4 

years older) versus the rest.

intervention by the police was based on police reports and divided into intervention 

with the child and intervention with the parent. regarding interventions with the 

child:

first, no intervention was defined as the child not having been in contact with 

the police, e.g., because the police record was based on a report of theft by 

the school and the school itself had handled the case. 

second, the child could have been stopped and warned by the police on 

the street. 

third, the child could have been taken to the police station. 

regarding follow-up with parents: parents could either have been notified by the 

police of the behavior of their child or not. after a police encounter, children below 

age twelve can be sent to a voluntary program (stoP) provided by the dutch agency 

responsible for diversion projects. the diversion project’s records were checked for 

stoP programs carried out following the first police encounter.    
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Socio-demographics

according to the dutch definition, a child has a non-Western ethnic background if 

the child himself or one of his parents is born in a non-Western country (heeten & 

verweij, 1993). non-Western ethnicity in this study was based on country of birth 

of the child (if not the netherlands) or on family name because names of most 

non-Western minority ethnic groups are easily recognizable. When a specific family 

name was common both in the netherlands and in a foreign country, ethnicity was 

scored as ‘unknown’. since intercultural marriages of a foreign woman with a dutch 

man (in which case the child is likely to have a dutch family name) are rare, this 

method will be accurate in the vast majority of the cases (statistics netherlands, 

2001).2

Neighborhood characteristics

Postal codes were used to determine the ses and urbanization level. the postal code 

classification of ses is available in quintiles based on mean income, employment, 

and education (Knol, 1998; social and cultural Planning office of the netherlands, 

2002). for this study, the scores were dichotomized into a low ses variable by 

contrasting (1) – (2) to (3) – (5). Urbanization level data from statistics netherlands 

(2006) are based on the number of households per km2: ranging from level 1 ‘no-

urbanization: less than 500 households per km2’ to level 5 ‘very high urbanization: 

2500 or more households per km2’. for this study, the scores were dichotomized 

into a high urbanization variable by contrasting levels (4) – (5) to (1) – (3).
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Victim or witness registrations and Child Welfare Agency involvement

local police reports on being victimized or witnessing a crime and reports on 

domestic problems and status offenses (e.g., running away) were included. four 

dichotomized variables were constructed: victim of delinquency outside the home, 

witness to delinquency outside the home, reports on domestic problems, and 

reports on status offenses.

in addition, the child Welfare agency database was searched for any civil 

law reports regarding the (threatened) development of the juvenile. the reports 

can be based on negative family circumstances such as domestic violence, on 

behavioral problems of the child, or on a combination of both. since the aim is to 

study co-occurring detrimental outcomes, files based solely on delinquent behavior 

as reported by the police were excluded. 

Statistical analyses

We use a semi-parametric group-based model to describe the course of police 

contacts across age for our sample. conventional growth curve models describe 

developmental variation in terms of variance around the average growth within the 

population. this approach makes intuitive sense when describing unidirectional 

patterns of growth like vocabulary expansion in toddlers, but is less suited when 

development is believed to be more multifarious. group-based models on the other 

hand approximate individual developmental variation by a number of discreet 

groups. as in growth curve models, the outcome variable is linked to age by some 

polynomial function, but unlike growth curve models, the group-based model allows 

the parameters of this function to vary freely across groups so that the estimated 

course of development for each group can be very different both in level and time 

path. in addition to the trajectories themselves, the group-based model produces 

a probability of membership for each of the distinguished trajectory groups for 

each individual in the sample3. these probabilities can be used for descriptive 

purposes by assigning each individual to the trajectory group for which his posterior 
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3. the reader is referred to nagin, (1999, p149) on the way to calculate these group membership 
probabilities.



probability of group membership was highest. the Bayesian information criterion 

(Bic) can be used as a formal indicator of the optimal number of groups so that no 

a priori assumptions on this point are necessary. high classification accuracy when 

assigning individuals to trajectory groups - as is indicated by the average probability 

of class membership across all individuals assigned to each class approaching 

1 - also indicates the model fits the date well. nagin (2005) mentions additional 

criteria that can be used to assess model fit. finally, the group-based model can 

be augmented to include multiple risk factors thought to be associated with the 

probability of trajectory group membership. the association of these risk factors with 

trajectory group membership is estimated jointly with the trajectories themselves, so 

that uncertainty in trajectory membership is taken into account. 

here, group-based modeling as first developed by nagin and land (1993) 

was applied using the sas-macro (Jones & nagin, 2007).4 a quadratic function was 

used to link information on police contacts to age. We estimated models from one to 

eight groups. models were estimated for the dependent variables ‘frequency’ and 

‘frequency times seriousness’. in order to test whether the registrations in which 

the specific role of the subject was not clear did not substantially alter the identified 

models, models were also conducted for re-arrest data only. these analyses 

produced a similar result with the combined models having more statistical power. 

therefore only the models including all registrations of offending were described in 

the results section. given the age of the sampled youths, incarceration was rare and 

of short duration, so it was not controlled for in the analyses.

as described above, the association of risk factors with trajectory group 

membership was estimated jointly with the trajectories themselves, so that 

uncertainty in trajectory membership is taken into account. this procedure uses a 

reference group against which all other groups are compared. here, the re-offender 

group that was lowest in seriousness and frequency of offending was taken as the 

reference group. as post-hoc analyses, Wald tests were run to test for differences 

between the other groups. finally, in order to test for differences between groups in 
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co-occurring adverse outcomes, χ2 tests were conducted. Post-hoc bivariate group 

comparisons using χ2 were conducted at the .05 significance level. for this purpose, 

all subjects were assigned to the trajectory group of their highest probability. sPss 

12.0 was used for these analyses. 

resUlts

Re-offending trajectories

Using the trajectory method, we were able to assess whether early onset offenders 

follow distinct trajectories of police registered re-offending. first, using frequency 

of re-offending as the response variable and using the Bic criterion to identify the 

optimal fit, a three trajectory model was found to best describe the data (figure 1 

and table 1). the average posterior class membership probabilities for this three-

class solution ranged from .91 to .93, indicating good model fit.5 the first trajectory 

group consisted of children who did not or only sporadically re-offend during the 

follow-up period. this low level re-offending trajectory group was estimated to 

make up 64.8% of the sample. the second trajectory group showed an upward 

slope in recidivism frequency during the follow-up period. this escalating trajectory 

group was estimated to make up 30.0% of the sample. on average, escalators 

were re-registered by the police more than seven times during the five-year follow-

up. escalators were predominantly registered for theft offenses. finally, a small 

proportion of the sample (5.2%) consisted of highly frequent recidivists, averaging 

over 19 police contacts during the five-year follow-up. Boys on this trajectory – which 

was labeled ‘high’ – were disproportionately registered for violent offenses.

next, each boy was assigned to a trajectory based on his maximum posterior 

group membership probability score in order to create profiles for the ‘average’ 

individual following a trajectory characterized by each group. the mean level of 

offending severity was 2 (minor offending) in all three trajectory groups. however, 

on average, low level re-offenders peaked at a severity of 2, escalating offenders 

peaked at a severity of 3 (moderate offending), and high level re-offenders peaked 

at a severity of 4 (serious offending) during their offending career. 
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5. other fit criteria, like the Bic log Bayes factor approximation and occ also indicated the model to 
fit the data well.



We then fitted a group-based model using the combined frequency-seriousness 

measure of offending as the response variable. as was the case with the frequency 

only model, the Bic criterion indicated that a three-group model best fitted the data 

(figure 1 and table 1). in the frequency-seriousness model, the average posterior 

probability of class membership for this three-class solution ranged from .87 to .94, 

indicating a good model fit. although group size differed slightly compared to the 

frequency-only model, similarly shaped trajectories were identified in the frequency-

seriousness model: a low level (68.3%), an escalating (24.7%), and a high level 

(7.0%) re-offender trajectory. mean frequencies were similar in the combined 
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Fig 1. Recidivism trajectories
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BIC

-1714.75
-1565.96
-1532.10
-1542.80
-1545.84

2log
(b10)

297.58
67.72
-21.40
-6.08

Trajectory

group 1
group 2 
group 3

OCC1

6,65
18,91
195,26

# of 
groups
1
2
3
4
5

BIC

-2310.89
-2128.41
-2085.18
-2108.18
-2108.80

2log
(b10)

364.96
86.46
-46.00
-1.24

Trajectory

group 1
group 2 
group 3

OCC1

7,78
22,01
226,74



frequency-seriousness trajectories as compared to the frequency-only trajectories, 

as were offense type distributions. however, including seriousness into the response 

variable resulted in an increase of the mean seriousness level of offending in the 

high group from level 2 to level 3 (table 1). 

the identification of similarly shaped trajectories does not necessarily 

imply that all individuals stayed in the same trajectory when taking into account 

seriousness in addition to frequency of offending. although overall most children 

(90.6%) remained in the same trajectory, 16.3% of the escalating frequency and 

13.3% of the high level frequency group moved to a lower level trajectory group 

when taking into account seriousness. these were children who offended at a 

relatively frequent but mostly non-serious level. finally, 8.1% of the escalators in 

the frequency-only model moved to the high level re-offending trajectory when 

seriousness was included in the response variable, indicating that these children 

– though infrequently - were committing relatively serious offenses at a young age. 
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High 
(n=20)

19.50
4
3

.11
.39
.19
.31

mean number of re-arrests
Peak seriousness level
average seriousness
Proportion rule breaking
Proportion theft
Proportion property damage
Proportion violence

Table 1. Mean re-offending characteristics

note: individuals were assigned to the group of highest probability

Low
(n=186)

.41
2
2

.28

.26

.28

.19

Frequency

Escalating 
(n=86)

7.84
3
2

.23

.40

.19

.19

High 
(n=15)

19.50
4
2

.16

.32

.18

.34

Low
(n=196)

.44
2
2

.36

.23

.25

.17

Escalating 
(n=71)

7.45
3
2

.19

.42

.21

.18



Predictors of re-offending trajectories 

compared to the total population of 7-12 year olds in the three studied police 

regions, first time arrestees were relatively more often residing in highly urbanized 

neighborhoods (60.3% versus 51.4%), low ses neighborhoods (62.8% versus 

39.2%), and were more often of non-Western origin (46.2% versus 19.2%). the 

overrepresentation of non-Western children it is not solely caused by more non-

Western children residing in highly urbanized regions as within highly urbanized 

neighborhoods non-Western offenders are relatively overrepresented as well 

(64.1% versus 28.9%). 

table 2 shows the prevalence of the different risk factors by trajectory 

group. for the frequency-only model, significant group differences were found in 

ses neighborhood status (χ2 8.882(2), p<.05, mean age of onset (f 7.128(2), 

p<.01), and the presence of family members as co-offenders at the initial offense 

(χ2 11.578(2), p<.01). Post-hoc group comparisons revealed that escalators more 

often resided in low ses neighborhoods, were older at first arrest, and less often 

had family members as co-offenders at the initial offense than children in the low 

re-offender trajectory group. Post-hoc analyses also showed a difference between 

children in the high trajectory group and the other two trajectory groups in type of 

initial offense. for the combined seriousness-frequency model, significant group 

differences were found in ses neighborhood status (χ2 6.925(2), p<.05), mean age 

of first arrest (f 5.722(2), p<.01), the presence of family members as co-offenders 

at the initial offense (χ2 6.720(2), p<.05), and notification of parents by the police 

after first arrest (χ2 8.524(2), p<.05). although age of onset and prevalence of 

low ses status were similar in both escalating and high level re-offenders, post-

hoc comparisons were only significant for the escalators compared to the low level 

re-offenders. further, compared to parents in the low level group, parents in the 

escalating group were less often notified while parents in the high level trajectory 

group were more often notified of the initial arrest. 
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Frequency*Seriousness

High 
(n=20)

65.0 
70.0 
63.2 
10.4

15.0 
40.0 
20.0 
25.0 

2.4
35.0 
10.0 

10.0 

84.2 

15.0 
35.0 
50.0 

5.0 

%

Individual characteristics
non-Western
low ses
high urban
age at onset

Characteristics fist police 
contact
type of offense2

Mischief
Theft
Violence
Property damage

seriousness
committed alone
co-offender family member
co-offender 4 years 
or more older

Police follow-up first 
police contact
Parents notified
Police reaction

None
Reprimand
Arrest

diversion project (stop)

 Table 2. Prevalence of risk factors by trajectory group

note: individuals were assigned to the group of highest probability to compute prevalence
* p < .1; ** p < .05; ***p < .01 using χ2 for the categorical and anova for the continuous 
measures
na: overall tests not available due to low expected count in cells
a. p < .01 difference between low and escalating
b. p < .01 difference between low and high 
c. p < .01 difference between escalating and high 

Low
(n=186)

43.8 
56.5 
56.5 

9.8

21.5 
22.6 
17.7 
38.2 

2.3
18.8 
22.0 

13.4 

69.7 

34.4 
38.2 
27.4 

4.3 

Frequency

Escalating 
(n=86)

54.1 
74.4 
65.9 
10.5

24.4 
19.8 
22.1 
33.7 

2.4
23.3 

6.1 

12.8 

59.5 

32.6 
37.2 
30.2 
10.5 

High 
(n=15)

60.0 
73.3 
57.1 
10.8

20.0 
53.3 
20.0 

6.7 
2.3

33.3 
.0

.0 

78.6 

20.0 
46.7 
33.3 

6.7 

Low
(n=196)

44.7 
57.7 
58.8 

9.8

21.9 
21.9 
19.4 
36.7 

2.4
18.4 
20.4 

13.3 

70.1 

32.1 
39.8 
28.1 

5.6 

Escalating 
(n=71)

51.4 
74.6 
60.0 
10.5

25.4 
22.5 
18.3 
33.8 

2.3
23.9 

7.5 

11.3 

54.3 

40.8 
35.2 
23.9 

8.5 

Post-hoc

a

a

a

ab

**

***

na

**

**

Post-hoc

a

a

bc

a

** 

*** 

na

*** 
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Frequency*Seriousness

Individual 
characteristics
non-Western
low ses
high urban
age at onset

Characteristics 
fist police contact
type of offense2

Mischief
Theft
Violence
Property damage

seriousness
committed alone
co-offender family 
member
co-offender 4 years 
or more older

Police follow-up first 
police contact
Parents notified
Police reaction

None
Reprimand
Arrest

diversion project (stop)

Table 3. Coefficients of risk factors by trajectory group (Low group is reference group)

coef.

0.23
0.88
0.07
0.52

-0.58
0.53
0.68

-0.03
0.80

-1.19

1.14

-0.74

-0.23
0.32
1.00

coef.

0.82
0.86

-0.60
0.36

0.98
0.98

-0.73
-0.36
0.30

-24.09

-13.54

0.15

0.82
0.04
1.09

*

***

**

**

s.e.

0.44
0.47
0.46
0.16

0.69
0.78
0.67
0.29
0.50

0.61

0.59

0.46

0.49
0.56
0.80

s.e.

0.85
0.87
0.93
0.31

1.15
1.28
1.60
0.50
0.79

0.88

1.20
1.47
1.31

Escalating 
(n=86)

High 
(n=15)

Frequency

coef.

0.02
1.45

-0.25
0.55

0.90
0.36
0.62
-0.40
0.78

-1.19

0.92

-1.17

-1.09
-1.47
1.70

coef.

1.13
-0.02
-1.00
0.35

0.95
1.67
1.85
-0.11
0.72

-1.13

0.25

0.05

2.30
3.02

-0.96

***

***

*

**

*
**
*

s.e.

0.53
0.57
0.53
0.18

0.87
0.85
0.88
0.44
0.55

0.72

0.70

0.51

0.61
0.73
0.95

s.e.

0.69
0.74
0.71
0.21

1.05
1.21
1.06
0.38
0.63

1.13

0.91

0.72

1.16
1.17
1.30

Escalating 
(n=71)

High 
(n=20)

escalating 
vs high1

*

*

*

**
***
 

escalating 
vs high1

*

*

***
***
*

range

0-1
0-1
0-1

ref.
 0-1
0-1
0-1
1-5
0-1

0-1

0-1

0-1

ref.
0-1
0-1
0-1

note: * p < 0.1; ** p < .05; ***p < .01
1. differences between the escalating and high groups were computed using a Wald test. significance 
levels are displayed



78

chapter 4

table 3 shows results from the multivariate analysis in which risk factors were added 

to the group-based model. individual predictors differentiated somewhat better 

among the trajectory groups when using the combined frequency-seriousness 

outcome measure than when using the frequency-only outcome measure. for both 

outcome measures, escalating re-offenders were older and more often resided in low 

ses neighborhoods compared to low level re-offenders – the latter more outspoken 

in the frequency-seriousness model. high level re-offenders only differed from low 

level re-offenders in the combined frequency-seriousness trajectory in that they were 

somewhat older and more often of non-Western ethnic background. 

different first offense characteristics differentiated between the low and escalating level 

offenders in the frequency-only and in the combined frequency-seriousness trajectories 

(see table 3). in the frequency-only trajectory, escalators more often committed their 

Police record
home risk
child risk
victim violence on street
Witness violence on street

Child welfare agency records
civil file 
Placed under custody
out home placement

Table 4. Prevalence of other detrimental outcomes by trajectory group

note: individuals were assigned to the group of highest probability to compute prevalence
* p < .1; ** p < .05; *** p < .01

Low
(n=186)

2.2
3.2
9.1
3.8

3.2
3.2
1.1

Frequency

Escalating 
(n=86)

14.0
16.3
24.4

14.0.

12.8
9.8
8.1

High 
(n=15)

33.3
53.3
53.3
26.7

53.3
40.0
20.0

x2
(df 2)

27.877***
45.518***
26.566***
15.754***

46.397***
29.852***
17.211***

a,b,c
a,b,c
a,b,c
a,b,c

a,b,c
a,b,c
a,b,c

Police record
home risk
child risk
victim violence on street
Witness violence on street

Child welfare agency records
civil file 
Placed under custody
out home placement

Low
(n=196)

3.1
3.6
9.2
4.1

2.6
3.1
1.0

Escalating 
(n=71)

15.5
19.7
28.2
15.5

12.7
11.8
8.5

High 
(n=20)

20.0
35.0
40.0
20.0

55.0
31.6
20.0

x2
(df 2)

16.977***
30.995***
23.137***
13.396***

64.646***
24.455***
20.610***

a,b,c
a,b,c
a,b,c
a,b,c

a,b,c
a,b,c
a,b,c

Frequency*Seriousness

a: p < .01 difference between low and escalating
b: p < .01 difference between low and high 
c: p < .01 difference between escalating and high



first official offense with older co-offenders and without family. in addition, they more 

often committed property damage compared to rule breaking offenses. however, in 

the combined frequency-seriousness trajectory, the only difference between low level 

re-offenders and escalators was the higher prevalence of family as co-offenders in 

the low level trajectory group. having a family member present was rare in all three 

groups. it was even non-existent in the high level group, resulting in the substantial 

standard errors in the model. regarding differences with the high level re-offenders, in 

the frequency-only trajectory, first offense characteristics did not differentiate high level 

offenders from the other two groups, while in the frequency-seriousness trajectory 

property damage was more common in the high level group compared to the low level 

and escalating groups. 

the intervention by the police after the first offense differentiated well among 

the frequency-seriousness trajectories, but only poorly for the frequency-only 
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Police record
home risk
child risk
victim violence on street
Witness violence on street

Child welfare agency records
civil file 
Placed under custody
out home placement

Table 4. Prevalence of other detrimental outcomes by trajectory group

note: individuals were assigned to the group of highest probability to compute prevalence
* p < .1; ** p < .05; *** p < .01

Low
(n=186)

2.2
3.2
9.1
3.8

3.2
3.2
1.1

Frequency

Escalating 
(n=86)

14.0
16.3
24.4

14.0.

12.8
9.8
8.1

High 
(n=15)

33.3
53.3
53.3
26.7

53.3
40.0
20.0

x2
(df 2)

27.877***
45.518***
26.566***
15.754***

46.397***
29.852***
17.211***

a,b,c
a,b,c
a,b,c
a,b,c

a,b,c
a,b,c
a,b,c

Police record
home risk
child risk
victim violence on street
Witness violence on street

Child welfare agency records
civil file 
Placed under custody
out home placement

Low
(n=196)

3.1
3.6
9.2
4.1

2.6
3.1
1.0

Escalating 
(n=71)

15.5
19.7
28.2
15.5

12.7
11.8
8.5

High 
(n=20)

20.0
35.0
40.0
20.0

55.0
31.6
20.0

x2
(df 2)

16.977***
30.995***
23.137***
13.396***

64.646***
24.455***
20.610***

a,b,c
a,b,c
a,b,c
a,b,c

a,b,c
a,b,c
a,b,c

Frequency*Seriousness

a: p < .01 difference between low and escalating
b: p < .01 difference between low and high 
c: p < .01 difference between escalating and high



trajectories (table 3). in the frequency-seriousness trajectories, the escalating group 

was characterized by having their parents less often notified and the youths not 

officially being reprimanded or taken to the police station. on the contrary, escalating 

re-offenders were more often referred to a voluntary diversion project. furthermore, 

compared to both other trajectory groups, high level re-offenders were more often 

reprimanded and taken to the police station, and their parents were more often notified 

by the police. 

Co-occurring detrimental outcomes

as table 4 shows, the more serious the trajectory, the more common other adverse 

outcomes were, with highest rates of adverse outcomes in the high re-offender 

trajectory group. in the frequency-only trajectory, over half of the high re-offender 

trajectory group was known to the police for street violence victimization or for 

status offenses such as truancy, running away, or substance use. one third was 

registered in relation to domestic problems, and over one quarter for witnessing 

street violence. in the combined frequency-seriousness model, prevalence rates 

were lower, but remained higher than those of the low level and the escalating 

trajectory groups (see table 4). 

child Welfare agency records paint a similar picture, with high level re-

offenders showing higher rates of overall problematic functioning than both other 

trajectory groups and the escalating trajectory group showing higher rates than 

the low level re-offender trajectory group. in contrast to the police records, there 

was little difference in prevalence rates of child Welfare agency records among the 

trajectory groups as identified by frequency-only or by the combined frequency-

seriousness measure of re-offending. over half of the boys in the high level offender 

group were known to the child Welfare agency because of individual child or 

family problems not directly related to the offending. one third was placed under 

custody of a guardian, while one fifth was placed outside the home at some point 

during follow-up. although prevalence rates were lower in the escalating and low 

re-offender trajectory groups, they were still high compared to the normal dutch 

population, as the prevalence rate of juvenile custody placement in the general 

population is .07% (Ploegmakers, de smet, Wiebes & van dam, 2005). 
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discUssion 

examining recidivism in juveniles with a first police arrest prior to the age of 12, 

this study identified three re-offending trajectories: low level, escalating, and high 

level re-offenders. these three trajectories were independently identified with two 

different re-offending outcomes, one focusing on frequency only and the other on 

frequency combined with seriousness. despite the high-risk nature of our sample 

nearly two-thirds of the sample either desisted completely or only re-offended at a 

sporadic and non-serious level after their initial police contact. this finding greatly 

qualifies the popular notion that an early start inevitably results in a prolonged and 

escalating criminal career. the remaining third of the sampled boys were registered 

repeatedly over the next five years, with a small proportion of boys recidivating at 

a very high frequency/seriousness level – averaging four police registrations per 

year. 

Within the limits of the follow-up period of the study, the high level re-offending 

trajectory seems to resemble moffitt’s persistent offender group and Patterson’s 

early starter group in frequency, seriousness and proportion of violent offenses. 

surprisingly, the prevalence rates of high level re-offenders in this study were similar 

to the prevalence rates found in the general population. one reason for this could 

be that the escalating group distinguished in the current sample would also have 

been regarded as high level offenders in the general population. the escalating 

group accelerated in official offending around age 12, an age which is still regarded 

as ‘early onset’ in most studies and theories. contrary to findings in other studies 

we did not identify a desisting trajectory that first peaked in childhood offending 

frequency before desisting in adolescence. still, a non-trivial proportion of boys 

in the low level trajectory group may have actually offended at a substantial level 

during childhood while only being arrested once or twice. not getting arrested for 

childhood offending may be more likely than not getting arrested for adolescent 

offending as with age offending behavior is increasingly displayed outside the 

home (Patterson, 1996; loeber et al., 1998). 

there may have been several reasons for the limited prognostic value of 

the offense related and socio-demographic characteristics. first, the limited size of 

the high re-offending group may have contributed to this. for instance, in line with 
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theories predicting social disadvantage to be related to the level of re-offending 

in early onset offenders, the prevalence of low ses status was high in both the 

high level and escalating re-offender trajectory groups. Yet, only the difference 

with the larger escalating group reached statistical significance. second, this 

study only included risk factors readily known to the police. it might be, as moffitt’s 

typology suggests, that intrinsic risk factors, rather than demographics, are better 

predictors of prolonged delinquency in early onset arrestees. the high prevalence 

of domestic problems and child Welfare agency involvement in the high risk group 

found in this study might be interpreted as indicative of such individual difficulties. 

however, since no childhood measures of individual impairment were included 

in the current study the causal direction of this association remains unidentified. 

finally, the limited predictive value of the measured risk factors may represent the 

actual limited power of characteristics measured in childhood to predict offending 

in adolescence. this would be in line with sampson & laub’s theory stressing the 

plasticity of development, and thereby the unpredictability of offending careers. 

regardless of the theoretical implications, for daily practice our findings 

stress the difficulty of predicting who will desist and who will persist based on 

characteristics generally known to the police. therefore, future study into this specific 

high risk, early onset group is warranted. first, to further test the discriminating value 

of existing developmental theories in identifying different re-offending trajectories 

within this group, and second, to contribute to providing professionals with reliable 

tools to help direct their efforts to those youths most in need.

notwithstanding the limited predictive value of the potential risk factors, the 

police did react more severely at the initial offense to boys in the high level re-

offending group. one could argue that the first police reaction triggers a negative 

spiral increasing the likelihood of subsequent offending. on the other hand, it is also 

likely that the reaction of the police is based on other information than the offense 

itself. for instance, high-risk boys may have more often reacted indifferently or even 

disrespectfully to the police encounter during prior encounters. in addition, some 

of the boys or their families may have already been known to the police because 

of other incidents in the family – something our co-occurrence analysis seems to 

support – resulting in more severe follow-up by the police following a first arrest. if 
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this is the case, more detailed study is needed to find out what exactly causes the 

police to react more severely to children who are at higher risk of re-offending, in an 

effort to optimize this screening ability. 

finally, all the children in our sample experienced high prevalence rates 

of non-delinquent detrimental outcomes. compared to the dutch population a 

disproportionate number of youths in our sample – especially those on escalating 

or high level offending trajectories – were victimized, faced substantial domestic 

problems, and eventually became known to the child Welfare agency. this indicates 

that early onset offenders face substantial difficulties limiting their chances of healthy 

development into adolescence. it also stresses the need to focus on children with 

an early police encounter in order to offer them the appropriate care.

Limitations

like any dataset, the one used here has limitations that need to be considered. first, 

the data only pertain to officially registered delinquent acts. While neither official data 

nor self-reports constitute a true measure of delinquency, self-report studies have 

the advantage that they can monitor a wider array of antisocial behavior, including 

behavior that is less likely to result in a police contact. on the other hand, official data 

may be more reliable regarding the timing of offenses as well as the occurrence of 

more serious offenses. in contrast to conviction records, police records also include 

less serious offenses that do not end up in court. second, the current study used 

an aggregated offense measure that did not distinguish between offense types. 

different types of offenses have been found to be marked by different developmental 

pathways (Barker et al., 2007). as a result factors specifically predictive for certain 

offense types may not have emerged. third, the follow-up period of the study was 

relatively short. future studies should include a longer follow-up period to study 

childhood onset offending trajectories into adulthood. last, self-report studies 

often include information on other characteristics assumed to be associated with 

persistent delinquency, like psychological and family risk factors. however, this kind 

of information is unlikely to be available to the police. therefore, for daily practice, 

it is important to be able to predict delinquency trajectory outcomes based on 

information that is readily known to the police.

Delinquent development in Dutch childhood arrestees
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aBstract

this study aims to identify risk factors for level of offending among childhood offenders 

from different socio-economic status (ses) neighborhoods and ethnic origins. three 

groups of childhood first time police arrestees were studied using standardized 

instruments for individual and parental characteristics: native dutch offenders 

from moderate to high ses neighborhoods, native dutch offenders from low ses 

neighborhoods, and offenders of non-Western origin from low ses neighborhoods. 

all subgroups showed high rates of externalizing disorders (27.2% to 41.8%) and 

familial difficulties (25.7% to 50.5%). in the dutch moderate to high ses group, 

22.7% of the variance in level of offending was explained by adhd and behavioral 

problems; in the dutch low ses group, 29.0% of the variance was explained by 

behavioral problems and proactive aggression; and in the non-Western low ses 

group, 41.3% of the variance was explained by substance use, sensation seeking, 

behavioral peer problems, and parental mental health problems. thereby, the study 

does not identify risk factors that are specific for neighbourhood ses level, while 

individual and parental risk factors may differ between ethnic groups. 

introdUction

inconsistency surrounds the issue of the impact of risk factors on juvenile offending 

in affluent versus disadvantaged neighborhoods (e.g., schonberg & shaw, 2007a; 

Beyers, loeber, Wikström & stouthamer-loeber, 2001). some argue that juveniles 

in disadvantaged neighborhoods are marked by more but not different risk factors, 

while others have found no differences in risk factors, but found the impact of 

certain risk factors on offending to be stronger among juveniles of disadvantaged 

neighborhoods (for a review see schonberg & shaw, 2007a). as most studies on 

juvenile offending included samples from disadvantaged neighborhoods only, 

empirical studies on this issue are limited. 

the issue is further complicated as neighborhoods of different socio-economic 

status (ses)  also tend to differ on other population characteristics. for instance, 

minority groups are over represented in disadvantaged as compared to better-off 

neighborhoods (Philips & Bowling, 2002). so far, studies on the influence of ethnic 

background on offending have been inconsitent and due to the overrepresentation 
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of minorities in low ses neighborhoods, most studies have not been able to rule out 

the influence of ses (for a review see schonberg & shaw, 2007a; Philips & Bowling, 

2002). therefore, the role of ethnic background cannot be ignored when studying 

the influence of neighborhood ses on risk factors for offending. 

in addition, the impact of neighborhood ses has only been studied in general 

population studies, while no studies have focused on the impact of risk factors on the 

level of offending among children who have already committed an offense. focussing 

on offending in younger children, defined as committing a first offense before puberty, 

may bear specific relevance, as childhood onset offenders, particularly those with an 

early official police arrest, have a higher risk of becoming serious and persistent 

offenders when compared to adolescent onset offenders (farrington & loeber, 

2000; moffitt, 1993; snyder, 2001). therefore, this study aims to identify risk factors 

for frequency of (self and parent reported) offending in childhood first-time police 

arrestees1 from different neighborhoods, taking into account ethnic origin. 

there is some theoretical basis to assume a different impact of risk factors on 

offending in juvenile offenders according to neighborhood ses. several theories 

have related environmental and familial risk factors such as family difficulties, parental 

stress, and antisocial peers to social disadvantage (e.g., thornberry & Krohn, 2001; 

moffitt, 1993; Patterson, forgatch, Yoeger & stoolmiller, 1998). therefore, these 

risk factors are expected to be present more often in offenders living in low ses 

neighborhood families. risk factors that are less obviously related to neighborhood 

sesare individual risk factors, such as temperament, sensation seeking, aggression 

and more ‘biologically’ based psychiatric disorders such as attention deficit 

hyperactivity disorder (moffitt, 1993; Popma & raine, 2006), are likely to play a role 

in offenders from any neighborhood. in the absence of other risk factors, ndividual 

risk factors may be expected to exert a stronger impact on juveniles in advantaged 

areas than on those from disadvantaged neighborhoods, who will additionally show 
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more environmental and familial factors (schonberg & shaw, 2007b; Beyers et al., 

2001). further, differences in risk factors between neighborhoods might be caused 

by neighborhood specific interactions (e.g., cummings, davies & campbell, 2000). 

for instance, attachment problems may exert a stronger impact in disadvantaged 

neighborhoods, because disadvantaged neighborhoods may provide these children 

with access to criminal opportunities and peer groups (hay, fortson, hollist, altheimer 

& schaible, 2006). in sum, differences between neighborhoods can be expected 

in both the prevalence of risk factors for offending and the impact of risk factors on 

frequency of offending.

Until now, studies on correlates of juvenile offending by neighborhood ses have 

mainly focused on general population samples, using different outcome measures, 

such as antisocial behavior, aggression, conduct problems and delinquency. 

regarding individual risk factors, both schonberg and shaw (2007b) and Beyers et 

al. (2001) reported that these characteristics exerted a greater impact on children 

living in high ses neighborhoods. however, specific results have been inconsistent 

(schonberg & shaw, 2007a). for instance, lynam et al. (2000) reported that impulsivity 

exerted a stronger influence in low ses neighborhoods, while in the study of Beyers et 

al. (2001), adhd had the strongest impact in high ses neighborhoods. in contrast, 

family characteristics have consistently been found to exert a greater impact in low 

ses neighborhoods (e.g., schonberg & shaw, 2007a; hay et al., 2006; Beyers et al., 

2001). finally, while some studies reported the influence of deviant peers to be most 

pronounced in low ses neighborhoods (e.g., Beyers et al., 2001), others found no 

area-specific relationships (e.g., hoffmann, 2003). overall, general population studies 

found mixed results regarding differences in impact of individual and peer related 

risk factors on level of offending according to neighborhood ses. While findings from 

general population based studies on the influence of neighborhood on offending 

carry substantial relevance, one may question the generalizability to specific offender 

subgroups, such as children with a first police contact.

as for the role of ethnic background, some scholars state that mechanisms explaining 

offending are universal for all ethnic backgrounds, while others argue that these 

mechanisms differ by ethnic group because of cultural differences (for a review see 
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schonberg & shaw, 2007a). for instance, a distinction that hase been made between 

individualistic versus collectivistic cultures (e.g., hofstede, 1994). many non-Western 

immigrants originate from collectivitstic cultures in which the group is identified as the 

most important entity, while Western countries are generally regarded as individualistic 

cultures in which the individual is regarded as the most important entity (hofstede, 

1994). it has been suggested that, because of the focus on the well being of the group, 

the impact of relational stress, for instance problems with peers or parents, on problems 

behaviors such as delinquency may be higher in collectivistic cultures (tafarodi & 

smith, 2001). further, because parental control may be seen as more legitimate in 

collectivistic cultures, it has been hypothesized that restrictive parental control, wich is 

generally regarded as a risk factor for juvenile offending, does increase offending risk 

among minorities (deater-deckard & dodge, 1997). however, findings on differences 

in impact of family factors on problems behavior have been inconsitent (stevens & 

vollebergh, 2008; murad, Joung, van lenthe, Bengi-arslan & crijnen, 2003; sampson, 

morenoff & raudenbush, 2005; Beyers, Bates, Petitt & dodge, 2003). further, it has 

been hypothesized that children of non-Western origin display more individual and 

family risk factors for offending than Western juveniles due to migration processes (for 

a review see stevens & vollebergh, 2008). this higher level of risk factors is assumed to 

stem migration stress (e.g., hicks et al., 1993), but also by the minority position in the 

receiving country (garcia coll et al., 1996). furtermore, children may not only suffer 

from their own migration stress, but also from the migration stress of their parents as 

stress may lead to inadequate parenting, and from the family conflicts that may arise 

as children tend to adjust faster to their new home country than their parents (hicks 

et al., 1993). however, again, findings have been inconsistent (stevens & vollebergh, 

2008). in adition, none of the studies have focused on differences in prevalence and 

impact of risk factors on offending among childhood onset offenders. 

considering the above-mentioned inconsistency with regard to the relationships 

between offending, neighborhood ses and ethnicity, and the scarcity of research on 

these issues in childhood offenders, the aim of the current study was twofold. first, to 

describe risk factors in a sample of children with a first police contact below age 12 

and to compare individuals from low versus moderate to high ses neighborhoods 
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and from dutch and non-Western origin. second, to study the association between 

risk factors and frequency of offending within each of the groups. Because affluent 

neighborhoods were expected to include a low number of children from non-Western 

origin, we expected to be able to compare the following groups: 1) native Dutch offenders 

from moderate to high SES neighborhoods, 2) offenders of non-Western origin from 

low SES neighborhoods. it was hypothesized that offenders from high as compared 

to low ses neighborhoods display more individual risk factors, while offenders from 

low ses neighborhoods display more family and peer related risk factors. further, it 

was hypothesized that individual risk factors would be the strongest correlates of the 

level of offending in offenders from high ses neighborhoods, while in offenders from 

low ses neighborhoods, both individual and familiy related risk factors would have a 

strong correlation with the level of offending. With regard to ethinic differences, non-

Western offenders were hypothesized to display more individual and family risk factors 

that dutch offenders. finally, it was hypothesized that besides individual risk factors, 

parental and peer problems would be important correlates of the level of offending 

among low ses non-Western offenders, while parental control would be correlated with 

lower levels of offending. 

method

Sample

the sample consisted of 230 children who had been arrested by the police for the 

first time prior to age 12 because of delinquent behavior in the period July 2003-

december 2005. mean age at first arrest was 10.50 (sd 1.16), with a range from 8 to 

12. only 13.9% was female. all offenses were of minor severity, including trespassing, 

shoplifting, and fighting. almost half (45.7%) of the total group was of non-Western 

origin. the ethnic origin of the non-Western group was distributed as follows: moroccan 

(34.1%), turkish (23.8%), surinamese (10.3%), dutch caribbean (13.5%), and 18.3% 

of other descent. 

Based on neighborhood socio-economic status (ses) and ethnicity, the following 

groups could be distinguished: 1) native dutch offenders from moderate to high ses 

neighborhoods (n=70), 2) native dutch offenders from low ses neighborhoods (n=55), 

and 3) offenders of non-Western origin from low ses neighborhoods (n=105). 
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Procedure

Police data were obtained from local police registration systems from three different 

police regions covering rural and urbanized areas and different ses (Gelderland-

Midden, Utrecht, and Rotterdam-Rijnmond). offending was defined as behavior that 

could be prosecuted or fined if displayed at the age of twelve or older (dutch age 

of criminal liability). Participants’ names were given by the police to the researchers 

when permission was granted by the parents. next, researchers gave oral and 

written information about the study and obtained written informed consent from 

both children and parents before starting the study. the study was approved by the 

vU University medical ethics committee and the ministry of Justice.

a child was considered to have a non-Western background if at least one of 

his or her parents was born in a non-Western country (statistics netherlands, 2001). 

neighborhood ses was based on a five-level scale as provided by the social and 

cultural Planning office of the netherlands (2002). the original five levels were 

dichotomized into a low and moderate to high ses neighborhood grouping variable 

by contrasting (1)-(2) to (3)-(5)2. 

overall, 74.3% (n=290) of the children referred to the researchers by the 

police participated in the study. of the non-participants (n= 101), 26 parents could 

not be located and 75 refused participation. non-participants did not differ from 

participants on gender, age at first arrest, ses neighborhood status, or seriousness 

of offense resulting in arrest. non-participants more often had a non-Western ethnic 

background than participants (69.6% versus 42.4%; χ2 27.798(1), p .000)3. 

of the 290 participants, 60 were excluded, resulting in a final sample of 230 

children. reasons for exclusion were: 1) being from non-dutch but Western origin 

(n=12), 2) being from non-Western origin but residing in affluent neighborhoods 
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(n=18), and 3) verbal ability as measured by the vocabulary subtest of the Wisc-r 

intelligence scale (1974) was below 4, making comprehension of the questionnaires 

difficult (n=30). excluded children did not differ from included children on gender, 

age of first arrest, or seriousness of offense leading to arrest.

Instruments 

Dependent variable: Level of offending

the observed antisocial Behavior Questionnaire (oaB: Vragenlijst Waargenomen 

AntiSociaal gedrag; slot, orobio de castro & duivenvoorden, 2000) is based on 

the self-report of antisocial Behavior (loeber, stouthamer-loeber, van Kammen & 

farrington, 1987) and investigates antisocial behavior over the past half year. the 

child self-report and parent report versions were used to create a combined score 

(range 0 to 17). the score was based on the following 17 items: 1) stealing outside 

the home (5 items), 2) hitting or fighting outside the home (5 items), 3) property 

damage and arson (4 items), 4) rule breaking and fare dodging (2 items), and 5) 

weapon possession (1 item). 

Independent variables

Child characteristics.

the oaB Parent and child report was used to investigate status offending over the 

last half year, by means of the following items: truancy, running away, and being 

expelled from school. similarly, substance use without parental permission was 

based on five questions on alcohol (2 items), smoking (1 item), and drug use (2 

items). Both variables were dichotomized and considered positive when scoring 

affirmative on at least one of the items. 

Behavioral and emotional problems of the child were measured using the 

strengths and difficulties Questionnaire parent report and child report (sdQ: van 

Widenveld, goedhart, treffers & goodman, 2003), which include the following 

problem scales: behavioral problems, hyperactivity, peer problems, and emotional 

difficulties. the sdQ is a brief behavioral screening questionnaire for 4-16 year olds 

(goodman, 1997), which can be used reliably in children from age 8 onwards (van 

Widenveld et al., 2001). the internal consistency of the scale for both parent and 
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child report is good (a=.81 and .72; van Widenfeld et al., 2001).

reactive and Proactive aggression were measured with the reactive and 

Proactive Questionnaire (rPQ: raine et al., 2006; van domburgh & Popma, 2003). 

the 11-item reactive subscale assesses aggression that is displayed in reaction to 

alleged provocation by others. the 12-item proactive subscale assesses aggression 

that is displayed for obtaining something, i.e. not in reaction to provocation by others 

(e.g., “how often have you fought to show who was in charge?”). items on both 

scares are answered on a three-point scale (“never”, “sometimes” or “often”). the 

internal consistency of both subscales in the current sample was good (reactive a 

=.80 and proactive a =.78). 

sensation seeking was assessed using a seven-item scale asking whether 

or not a child would like to do exciting things (e.g., bungee jumping, exploring 

new places). the scale is derived from the dutch version of the social and health 

assessment, an assessment package used for population studies in various countries 

(saha: ruchkin, schwab-stone & vermeiren, 2004; dutch translation by Jespers 

& mussche, 2002). children answer on a five-point likert-type scale (ruchkin et 

al., 2004). in the current sample, the internal consistency of the scale was good  

(a =.70).

affiliation with delinquent Peers was assed with a nine-item scale derived from 

the saha and asks respondents how many of their close friends (“none; “a few”; 

“some”; or “most or all”) are involved in different types of risk taking behavior such 

as: of school, truancy, smoking cigarettes, and offending. in the current sample, the 

internal consistency of the scale was moderate (a =.54).

externalizing disorders we measuring with the national institute of mental 

health (nimh) diagnostic interview schedule for children (disc), version iv 

(shaffer, fisher, lucas, dulcan & schwab-stone, 2000). attention-deficit hyperactivity 

disorder (adhd), oppositional defiant disorder (odd), and conduct disorder (cd) 

were assessed. a diagnoses adhd was assigned if the child met diagnostic criteria 

for add, hd or adhd. the diagnosis dBd was considered present if the diagnostic 

threshold of the number of symptoms was reached for cd or odd. for adhd, the 

additional requirements were that the symptoms were present in more than one 

setting (school, home, outside the home) and had started prior to age 7. since odd 
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and cd are highly interrelated (lahey, loeber, Quay, frick & grimm, 1992), and 

because cd at such a young age occurs infrequently and mostly in a mild form, 

subjects who scored either or both of these diagnoses were classified as having a 

disruptive behavior disorder (dBd). 

Family and parenting characteristics.

a structured checklist (vreugdenhil, 2003) was used to assess ethnic background, 

teen motherhood (below age 20), and family composition. in line with the dutch 

definition, a child was considered to have a non-Western ethnic background if 

the child or one of his/her parents was born in a non-Western country (heeten & 

verweij, 1993).

Parental mental health problems were investigated with the symptom 

checklist scl-90 (derogatis, lipman & covi, 1973; arrindel & ettema, 1986) and 

four questions concerning psychological or psychiatric problems, alcohol abuse 

and drug use difficulties in the family (vreugdenhil, 2003). if one or both of the 

parents scored affirmatively on at least one of the four questions or in the clinical 

range of the scl-90, the variable was considered to be present.

Positive parenting and parental control were measured with the parenting 

scale as used in the saha. the 11-item positive parenting subscale was created 

by combining the parental warmth and parental involvement scale. it assesses the 

child’s perception of parental warmth (e.g., “how often do your parents give you 

a hug?”) and involvement (e.g., “how often do your parents ask you about your 

friends?”). the 8-item parental control subscale measures the child’s perception 

of parental control by items such as “how often do your parents tell you at what 

time you need to come home?”. items on both scales are answered on a four-point 

scale (“never”, “sporadically”, “sometimes” or “often”). the internal consistency of 

the positive parenting subscale in the current sample was good (a =.74) and of the 

parental control scale low (a =.48). 
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Statistical analyses

for statistical analysis, sPss 13.0 was used. for all continuous measures, scores 

3 standard deviations above the mean were considered outliers. the 3 sd cut-off 

point was chosen because a large proportion of the children in the sample scored 

extremely high, which may well be a reflection of the high risk sample instead of 

simply an outlier. outliers were recoded to the highest value below cut-off4. 

first, variables were described using means for continuous and percentages 

for categorical variables. inter-group comparison (dutch moderate to high ses, 

dutch low ses, and non-Western low ses) was computed with χ2 for categorical 

and analysis of variance (anova) tests for continuous variables. for anova, 

post-hoc pair-wise comparisons were adjusted for multiple calculations with the 

Bonferroni procedure. second, correlations between potential risk factors and level 

of offending were computed per offender subgroup using Pearson’s r for continuous 

and spearman’s rho for dichotomous variables. finally, in order to predict level of 

offending within each of the three groups, regression models were constructed. 

Per subgroup, separate models were run for the child and family characteristics. 

the characteristics that uniquely contributed to these models were entered into the 

final model. characteristics were entered into the model using forward selection 

procedures. to limit the number of variables, only variables that correlated with the 

dependent at a significance level of p < .05 were included. in addition, in case 

of the sdQ scales that were measured both in parents and in children, only the 

strongest correlation was entered. due to language difficulties of the parents of the 

non-Western group, a substantial number of disc based diagnoses (adhd, dBd) 

were missing. therefore, regression analyses for the low ses non-Western group 

were run without these variables. 
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mean numbers of offenses were respectively 1. 61 (sd 1.60) for the moderate to high 

ses dutch offender group, 1.67 (sd 1.80) for the low ses dutch offender group, 

and 1.75 (sd 1.86) for the low ses non-Western offender group. the distribution 

of the number offenses was scewed to the left, as most children reported a low 
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Level of offending
number of reported offenses (ln)
Child characteristics
age onset first offense
Child report
emotional problem scale
Behavioral problem scale
hyperactivity scale 
Poor relationship with peers 
Proactive aggression (ln)
reactive aggression
affiliation delinquent peers (ln)
sensation seeking
Parent report
emotional problem scale
Behavioral problem scale
hyperactivity scale
Poor relationship with peers
Family characteristics
low positive parenting
low parental control

note. (ln) transformed using natural logarithm to meet criteria of normal distribution

mean

.54

10.92

2.22
2.77
4.85
1.86
1.10
8.56
2.18

18.92

2.01
2.13
4.36
1.47

7.43
4.80

sd

.32

1.22

1.72
1.70
2.52
1.48

.71
3.60

.16
5.70

2.11
2.47
3.24
1.80

4.24
2.88

mean

.51

11.10

2.89
3.23
4.91
2.94
1.28
9.75
2.29

19.06

2.38
2.35
4.85
2.04

8.40
5.36

sd

.38

1.21

2.15
1.61
1.90
2.02

.75
4.06

.20
4.85

2.30
2.07
2.89
2.15

4.32
3.57

mean

.54

10.75

2.85
2.69
3.73
2.48
1.18
8.91
2.19

17.00

2.68
2.46
3.80
2.24

7.12
3.89

sd

.36

1.12

2.33
2.01
2.50
1.89

.80
4.48

.22
5.87

2.29
2.35
2.51
1.79

4.54
3.09

Table 1. Continuous risk variables by SES and ethnic subgroups 

moderate/high ses dutch 
(n=70)

low ses dutch 
(n=55)

low ses non-Western 
(n=105)

resUlts  

Prevalence of offending and risk factors per group
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number of offenses. therefore, in order to meet the criteria of a normal distribution, 

a log-transformed scale using the natural logarithm was used for further analyses. 

as table 1 shows, no differences were found between the subgroups in the log 

transformed number of offenses. 

mean

.53

10.88

2.67
2.84
4.34
2.41
1.18
9.01
2.21

18.06

2.41
2.33
4.24
1.94

7.52
4.51

sd

.35

1.17

2.14
1.84
2.43
1.85

.76
4.15

.20
5.65

2.24
2.32
2.87
1.91

4.41
3.19

Level of offending
number of reported offenses (ln)
Child characteristics
age onset first offense
Child report
emotional problem scale
Behavioral problem scale
hyperactivity scale 
Poor relationship with peers 
Proactive aggression (ln)
reactive aggression
affiliation delinquent peers (ln)
sensation seeking
Parent report
emotional problem scale
Behavioral problem scale
hyperactivity scale
Poor relationship with peers
Family characteristics
low positive parenting
low parental control

f(df), p

-

-

-
-

6.368(2), .002
5.344(2), .005

-
-

5.132(2), .007
3.467(2), .033

-
-

2.469(2), .087
3.443(2), .034

-
4.196(2), .016

b, c
a

a, c

b

b

a. post-hoc difference between moderate to high ses dutch and low ses dutch
b. post-hoc difference between moderate to high ses dutch and low ses non-Western
c. post-hoc difference between low ses dutch and low ses non-Western

all
(n=230)

Post-hoc



given the young age of these offenders, most risk factors were highly prevalent in all 

three groups; e.g., status offenses (16.1%) and substance use (18.3%). in addition, 

almost one third of the children met criteria for dBd or adhd, while almost half of 

those children (13.2%) had both dBd and adhd (tables 1 and 2). furthermore, 

one third of the children had a parent with clinical levels of mental health problems 

and 42.1% were not living with both their biological parents. 

tables 1 and 2 show differences in prevalence of risk factors between groups. 

first, a number of characteristics were more prevalent in children from low ses 
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Child characteristics
gender (% girl)
status offense
substance use
externalizing disoder

adhd
dBd
adhd+dBd1

Family characteristics
teen mother
not both biological
parents in home
Parental mental
health problems

Table 2. Dichotomous risk variables by SES and ethnic subgroups

note. 
a. post-hoc difference between moderate to high ses dutch and low ses dutch 
b. post-hoc difference between moderate to high ses dutch and low ses non-Western 
c. post-hoc difference between low ses dutch and low ses non-Western 
1.  children in the adhd+dBd group are also represented in the adhd and dBd groups above

%

5.7
7.1

18.6
27.2
22.9
15.7
11.4

2.9

25.7

28.6

%

18.2
10.9
23.6
41.8
23.6
30.9
12.7

5.5

47.3

41.8

%

17.1
24.8
15.2
30.2
24.7
20.8
15.3

28.0

50.5

32.0

moderate/high ses 
dutch

(n=70)

low ses 
dutch

(n=55)

low ses 
non-Western

(n=105)

%

13.9
16.1
18.3
32.3
23.7
21.8
13.2

14.7

42.1

33.3

all

(n=230)

x2(df), p

5.680(2), .058
11.094(2), .004

-

-
-
-

25.474(2), .000

11.285(2), .004

-

Post-hoc

a, b
b, c

b, c

a, b



neighborhoods (regardless of ethnic background) than in offenders from moderate 

to high ses neighborhoods. offenders from low ses neighborhoods were more 

often female, reported significantly poorer relationships with peers (child report 

dutch group and parent report in the non-Western group), and more often came 

from broken families. in addition, children from the low ses dutch offender group 

more often affiliated with delinquent peers than children from the moderate to high 

ses dutch offender group. 

compared to the low ses non-Western offender group, (tables 1 and 2), both 

dutch groups were higher in self-reported levels of hyperactivity. further, dutch 

offenders from low ses neighborhoods reported more delinquent peer affiliation 

than non-Western children from low ses neighborhoods. on the other hand, non-

Western children reported more status offenses than dutch children from low and 

moderate to high ses neighborhoods. finally, both dutch groups less often had 

a mother who was a teenager at birth and reported higher levels of low parental 

control. 

Correlations between offending and risk factors

tables 3 and 4 provide correlations between risk factors and level of offending for 

each of the three groups. first, the common correlations will be described, followed 

by the correlations that were specific to each group. overall, most correlations were 

low (.20-.40). in all three groups, behavioral problems, reactive aggression and 

proactive aggression as reported by the child were positively related to level of 

offending, as well as status offenses and parent reports of dBd, adhd, behavioral 

problems, and hyperactivity. moderate correlations were found for dBd and parent 

reported behavioral problems in both low ses groups and for status offenses in the 

low ses dutch group. 

additionally, level of offending was correlated in the moderate to high ses dutch 

offender group with sensation seeking and the family characteristics of low positive 

parenting and not living with both biological parents. frequency of offending was 

positively correlated with parent reported emotional problems, poor relationships 
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with peers en mental health problems of the parents in both the low ses dutch 

and the low ses non-Western offender group. in the low ses non-Western group, 

additional relationships were found with substance use, the child’s report of 

hyperactivity, and at risk peer affiliation. finally, sensation seeking was moderately 

correlated with frequency of offending in the low ses non-Western group. 
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note.  * p <.1, ** p <.05, *** p <.01

Child characteristics
age onset first offense
Child report
emotional problem scale
Behavioral problem scale
hyperactivity scale 
Poor relationship with peers 
reactive aggression
Proactive aggression(ln)
at risk peer affiliation (ln)
sensation seeking
Parent report
emotional problem scale
Behavioral problem scale
hyperactivity scale
Poor relationship with peers
Family characteristics
low positive parenting
low parental control

Table 3. Parametric correlations of risk variables with level of offending per group

r

021

.006

.344
.146-
.038
.268
.210
.029
.247

.104
.365
.319
.176

.299

.045

***

**
*

**

***
***

**

r

.132

.046

.340

.196

.021

.272

.363

.201
.211

.310
.463
.340
.266

.125

.000

***

**
***

**
***
**
*

r

-.122

.070

.313

.377
.110
.257
.277
.243
.405

.275

.437
.341
.389

.207
.150

***
***

***
***
**
***

***
***
***
***

**

r

-.017

.044

.317

.259

.040

.255

.286

.188

.308

.234
.415
.324
.283

.204
.074

***
***

***
***
**
***

***
***
***
***

***

low ses 
dutch

(n=55)

low ses 
non-Western

(n=105)

all

(n=230)

moderate/high ses 
dutch

(n=70)



Prediction of frequency of offending

table 5 shows risk factors that contributed independently to the variance in level 

of offending for each group separately. in the dutch moderate to high ses group, 

adhd and behavioral difficulties as reported by the parent explained 22.7% of 

the variance in the individual risk factor model. low positive parenting and not 

living with both biological parents predicted 14.7% of the variance when entered 

in the family model, but no longer uniquely explained variance in offending in the 

combined model. 

in the low ses dutch offender group, 29.0% could be explained by parent 

reports of behavioral problems and child reports of proactive aggression. mental 

health problems of the parent did only explain 9.2% of the variance in the family 

model and no longer uniquely contributed in the combined model.
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Child characteristics
gender (% girl)
status offenses
substance use
adhd
dBd
Family characteristics 
teen mother
not both biological parents 
in home
mental health problems parent

Table 4. Non-parametric correlations of risk variables with level of offending per group

note.  * p <.1, ** p <.05, *** p <.01

rho

-.040
.288
.198
.394
.301

-.055

.272
.101

**

***
***

**

rho

.057

.446

.060

.358
.401

.267

.220

.269

***

***
***

**

**

rho

.031

.253

.367

.374

.459

.099

.255

.306

***
***
***
***

***
***

rho

.030

.298

.230

.377

.387

.095

.247

.239

***
***
***
***

***
***

moderate/high ses 
dutch

(n=70)

low ses 
dutch

(n=55)

low ses 
non-Western

(n=105)

all

(n=230)



finally, in the low ses non-Western offender group more than a third of the variance 

(41.3%) could be explained by substance use, sensation seeking, and problems 

in the relationship with peers of the child, and parental mental health problems. 

although both parental mental health problems and not living with both biological 

parents uniquely contributed to the family model, only mental health problems 

entered the combined model.
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moderate/high ses dutch1

low ses dutch2

low ses non-Western
(excl. diagnoses)3

Table 5. Regression analyses per group

note. (p) parent report, (c) child report, r2 = nagelkerke

child characteristics4

family characteristics

combined model

child characteristics5

family characteristics
combined model

child characteristics6

family characteristics

combined model

n

64

66

64

53

53
53

94

100

93

variables

adhd (p)
Behavior problem (p)
low positive parenting
not both biological parents in the home
adhd (p)
Behavior problem (p)

Behavior problem (p)
Proactive aggression (c)
mental health problems parent
Behavior problem (p)
Proactive aggression (c)

sensation seeking
Behavior problem(p)
substance use
Poor relationship with peers
mental health problems parent
not both parents in the home
Behavior problem (p)
Poor relationship with peers (p)
substance use
mental health problems parent
sensation seeking (c)
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Beta 

.315

.258

.272

.242

.315

.258

.396

.273

.304

.396

.273

.233

.253

.244

.225

.298

.250

.199

.244

.238

.226
.207

sign (p)

.015

.044

.023

.042

.015

.044

.002

.032

.027

.002

.032

.010
.009
.006
.018
.002
.009
.038
.005
.006
.010
.025

r2

.227

.147

.227

.290

.092

.290

.371

.160

.413

anova f(df), p

8.971(2), .000

5.446(2),.007

8.971(2), .000

10.229(2), .000

5.184(1), .027
10.229(2), .000

13.138(4), .000

9.235(2), .000

12.227(5), .000

given the limited sample sizes of both dutch sub-
samples, only the strongest correlations were entered 
in the regression analyses up to a maximum of 5. 
collineairity proved not to be a problem. however, 
to limit overlap between constructs, if both child and 
parent report on the same sdQ scale were correlated, 
the strongest one was entered. in both dutch groups, 
if both a behavior problem scale and a dBd diagnoses 
or both a hyperactivity scale and a diagnoses adhd 
were correlated, the strongest one was entered.
1. if the analyses were run excluding the psychiatric 
diagnoses adhd en dBd, only behavior problems 
entered the model.
2. running the regression analyses without the psychi-
atric diagnoses adhd and dBd produced the same 
model.
3. the regression analyses including the psychiatric 
diagnoses adhd and dBd produced the same mode 
but in a smaller sample.
4. adhd, parent report behavioral problems, status 
offenses, reactive aggression, sensation seeking and 
proactive aggression were entered in the model.
5. parent report emotional problems, parent report 
behavioral problems, proactive aggression, adhd en 
status offenses were entered in the model.
6. sensation seeking, parent report behavioral prob-
lems, substance use, parent report poor relationship 
with peers and child report hyperactivity were entered.



discUssion

the current study focused on the prevalence of risk factors and the correlation 

of these factors with level of self- and parent reported offending in childhood 

arrestees from different neighborhoods and ethnic backgrounds. first, high rates 

of risk factors were found in each of the groups, particularly family difficulties and 

externalizing disorders. second, only a limited number of differences were found 

between children of different neighborhood status and ethnic background. familial 

and peer related risk factors were found to be more common in the low ses groups 

than in the moderate to high ses group, while the only difference in individual risk 

factors was the percentage of girls being higher in the low ses groups. as regards 

ethnic differences within low ses neighborhoods, the dutch group was higher in 

peer related risk factors, while non-Western children had more family risk factors. 

third, risk factors correlating with frequency of offending were rather similar across 

groups. in the multivariate model, few and only behavior related individual risk 

factors independently correlated with frequency of offending across neighborhoods 

for the dutch groups: adhd and behavioral problems in the moderate to high ses 

dutch group, and behavioral problems and proactive aggression in the low ses 

dutch group. interestingly, in the non-Western low ses group, not only individual 

but also parental and peer factors correlated with frequency of offending. 

as we examined a group of first-time police arrestees under the age of 12, 

the high levels of externalizing psychiatric disorders and family difficulties may 

be considered alarming. for instance, almost one third met the criteria for cd, 

odd, and/or adhd, which is high compared to the eight percent of externalizing 

disorders found in the dutch general population (verhulst et al., 1997). moreover, 

13.2% met the criteria for both dBd and adhd, which has been found to increase 

the risk of antisocial behavior in general and future offending in specific (e.g., 

satterfield et al., 2007). a first police encounter may therefore offer an opportunity 

to identify a high-risk group, which may well be difficult to detect in the general 

population. on the other hand, although risk factors were high when compared to 

the general population, still a large proportion of participating children did not show 

an increased level of risk factors. this may also be important for prediction and 

intervention purposes. if the less troubled children are the ones who will develop 
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well and abstain from further delinquency, developing methods of early detection 

is necessary. first, to avoid over-intervention in the relatively large group that is not 

showing any problems. second, to  use scarce financial means for the treatment of  

those most in need. While children who show many risk factors are likely to need 

intensive attention, children who display few risk factors may still benefit from less 

intensive intervention as these few risk factors may serve as stepping stones to 

more severe problems if left unattended. therefore, it may be most appropriate to 

develop a stepped care model, ranging from less intensive interventions to prevent 

low risk children from becoming at risk to intensive interventions aimed at avoiding 

persistence in high risk children. 

contrary to our hypothesis, few differences were found in individual and family 

risk factors between individuals from disadvantaged versus affluent neighborhoods. 

there may be several explanations for the relative lack of differences in the prevalence 

of individual and family risk factors. first, early police arrestees are likely to be early 

onset offenders as described by moffitt (1993), a group facing substantial problems 

in several domains, regardless of neighborhood status. second, neighborhood 

ses reflects an average of the ses level of the households residing in that area. 

however, even within moderate to high ses neighborhoods, children from relative 

low ses families may be the ones who get arrested. hence, this group may 

resemble low ses arrestees quite closely with respect to familial characteristics. 

Peer related risk factors were, however, more prevalent among dutch offenders from 

low as compared to moderate to high ses neighborhoods. this could become of 

importance when these children grow older and start to spend more time outside the 

home in the presence of their peers. as a result, the interaction with antisocial peers 

may become a stronger risk factor for the persistence of offending in adolescence 

among childhood onset offenders from low ses neighborhoods. 

low ses non-Western offenders reported fewer peer related risk factors 

compared to low ses dutch children, while teen motherhood was more common. 

the higher levels of teen motherhood in non-Western minorities reflect similar 

differences between ethnic groups in the general population (statistics netherlands, 

2004). however, contrary to our hypothesis, low ses non-Western offenders did not 

report more individual and parental risk factors. however, as minority groups have 
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been described as prone to socially desirable responding concerning their behavior 

(e.g., Junger-tas, terlouw, & Klein, 1994), this may have influenced the findings 

in the non-Western group. therefore, further research should investigate whether 

these findings also hold when different informants or observational measures are 

used.

in both dutch groups, few risk factors independently correlated with level of 

offending. contrary to our hypothesis, family or parenting characteristics did not 

correlate independently with level of offending in the low ses dutch offender group. 

the finding that only individual risk factors independently predicted level of offending 

could partly be due to the larger number of individual as compared to parental and 

peer risk factors that were studied. among the individual risk factors, only those 

reflecting externalizing behavior independently predicted level of offending. the 

finding that differences in level of offending  are best explained by differences in 

the level of other problem behavior of the children may not come as a surprise. 

however, when only family characteristics were taken into account it proved difficult 

to distinguish between children in terms of reported offending. furthermore, the 

overall low correlations stress the difficulty to differentiate serious from non-serious 

dutch early onset offenders. given the finding that none of the characteristics as 

measured by the police, such as the severity of the offense leading to the first arrest, 

correlated with the level of offending and in the absence of an official offense history 

in these children, the assessment of self-reported behavioral difficulties seems of 

particular clinical relevance in this group. however, this would require a different 

approach by the police, who are now likely to rely solely on official offending data. 

given the importance of obtaining information useful for detecting high-risk children, 

the issue of an independent psychodiagnostic assessment following a first police 

contact needs further consideration. 

in line with the hypothesis, family and peer related risk factors as well as 

individual factors uniquely correlated with level of offending in the low ses 

non-Western group. as this was not so in both dutch groups, this argues for 

differentiating between ethnic origins when studying correlates of offending. in 

addition, interventions that also target the broader environment may be of particular 

importance in this group. the association between offending level and parental 
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mental health problems in the non-Western group is also of interest. minorities 

are known to receive less specialized help for their mental health problems (e.g., 

marquez, 2002), which may interfere with quality of parenting and result in less 

positive parenting styles. 

Limitations

a number of shortcomings must be considered when interpreting the results 

of the present study. first, because the study had a cross sectional design, no 

inferences can be made regarding causality. second, the non-Western group was 

heterogeneous, representing different cultural values and beliefs. third, collecting 

information was especially difficult in the non-Western sample. many parents had 

problems answering questions due to language difficulties, while cultural differences 

may have led to a different interpretation of questions. finally, due to relatively low 

subgroup sample sizes we were unable to test for interactions between potential 

risk factors or between subgroup membership and risk factors. therefore, we were 

not able to make firm inferences about differences in the impact of risk factors on 

offending between the subgroups.

notwithstanding these limitations, results from this study demonstrate that 

children with an early police encounter are a high-risk group, of whom many are in 

need of mental health treatment, regardless of their background. in order to develop 

appropriate interventions, and to target the subgroup in need of intervention, the 

predictive validity of these risk factors must be investigated prospectively. in addition, 

different ethnic minorities should be studied separately and potential cultural and 

immigration dependent risk factors should be included. 
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aBstract

this study investigated the predictive validity of externalizing pathology for 

persistence in delinquent behavior in relation to socio-demographic and first 

arrest characteristics in childhood first-time arrestees. Method: a sample of first-

time arrestees aged under twelve (n=206) was assessed using the diagnostic 

interview schedule for children (disc-iv) parent-version to diagnose adhd, cd 

and odd. level of offending was based on a combined parent-child measurement 

after arrest (t0) and at follow-up one year later (t1). three groups were 

distinguished: persistent high (n=33), occasional (n=58) and persistent low 

offenders (n=115). Results: over one third of the sample (35%) was diagnosed 

with at least one externalizing disorder, and 13% was diagnosed with both adhd 

and a disruptive behavior disorder (dBd: odd and/or cd). comorbidity of 

adhd and dBd was significantly associated with persistent high levels offending 

as compared to occasional (or=5.9; ci 1.9-18.1) and persistent low levels 

offending (or=16.0; ci 4.5–56.3), over and above socio-demographic and 

first offense characteristics. Conclusion: the number of externalizing disorders 

found in this group of very young children emphasizes the need of mental health 

services to be organized for this troubled group. since persistence in offending 

was predicted by presence of psychopathology, in particular comorbidity of 

adhd and dBd, mental health screening and intervention initiatives should be 

provided for child offenders/arrestees, thereby potentially reducing their risk of 

adverse outcome.

introdUction

Juveniles who display delinquent behavior prior to adolescence are two to three 

times more likely to become chronic violent offenders compared to those with a 

later onset (loeber & farrington, 2001). a first police contact during childhood is 

specifically a strong predictor of subsequent serious (snyder, 1998) and persistent 

delinquency (tolan, 1998; tolan & gorman-smith, 1998). still, by no means do 

all childhood delinquents persist in offending (moffitt, caspi, harrington & milne, 

2002; raine et al., 2005). therefore, identifying individuals at risk for continuous 

offending carries substantial relevance. as such, it may enable focusing scarce 
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resources on those most in need, e.g., by targeted use of prevention and 

intervention initiatives (e.g., loeber & farrington, 2000; loeber, sergeant & slot, 

2001).

at present, studies on predictors of persistence among childhood onset offenders 

have been scarce, in contrast to an abundance of studies on adolescent and 

adult offenders (espiritu, huizinga, crawford & loeber, 2001). over the last few 

decades, a number of population-based studies have focused on risk factors of 

delinquency (e.g., loeber, farrington, stouthamer-loeber, moffitt & caspi, 1998; 

West & farrington, 1973; nagin & tremblay, 1999; moffitt, 1993). however, since 

offending is rare among children, childhood onset offenders constitute only a small 

group within these population-based studies, limiting the possibility to investigate 

differences within this specific subgroup (lipsey & derzon, 1998). as a result, it is 

not known whether risk factors related to the onset of offending as identified in the 

general population bear value for the prediction of persistence among childhood 

offenders. therefore, this study will focus on such determinants for the specific 

subgroup of childhood first-time police arrestees1. 

the presence of externalizing psychopathology, which can only be diagnosed 

if behavior has occurred over a certain period of time, is likely to be a predictor 

of persistence in offending as it reflects behavioral stability. in general population 

studies, disruptive Behavior disorders (dBd), consisting of oppositional defiant 

disorder (odd) and/or conduct disorder (cd), or their symptoms have been 

identified as strong predictors of serious and persistent offending and antisocial 

behavior (e.g., loeber, Burke & lahey, 2002). further, dBd has been found to 

predict recidivism in adolescent offender populations (henn, Bardwell & Jenkins, 

1980, vermeiren, Jespers & moffitt, 2006). this might not come as a surprise, 

as cd particularly consists of delinquent behaviors itself. interestingly however, a 

diagnosis of cd has been found to predict recidivism in an adolescent offender 
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population over and above offense characteristics (vermeiren, schwab-stone, 

ruchkin, de clippele & deboutte, 2002). this indicates that a formal diagnosis 

rather than officially registered delinquency is predictive of continuation of offending. 

in childhood, odd, which is marked by less serious and oppositional behavior, 

is far more prevalent than cd, which is marked by delinquent behavior. several 

studies have shown that a substantial proportion of odd children will develop cd 

in adolescence (lahey, loeber, Quay, frick & grimm, 1997), and that in turn, a 

substantial proportion of adolescents with cd will eventually develop antisocial 

personality disorder in adulthood (loeber, Burke & lahey, 2002). therefore, dBd in 

childhood is likely to be a good predictor of future persistence in offending.

the role of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (adhd) as predictor for future 

behavioral problems is surrounded with controversy. moffitt (2003) previously 

indicated that hyperactivity, inattention and impulsivity are characteristic of the 

subgroup of life course persistent (lcP) offenders. however, findings on the 

predictive value of adhd for subsequent offending within offender subgroups have 

so far been inconclusive. While some have reported a positive relation between 

adhd and offending (mannuzza, Klein, abikoff & moulton, 2004), others have not 

found such a relationship (e.g., farrington, loeber & van Kammen, 1990). still, 

others found that adhd was not predictive of re-offending, while the comorbidity 

of dBd and adhd was (loeber, Burke, lahey, Winters & Zera, 2000; lynam, 1996; 

satterfield et al., 2007). Because comorbidity of adhd and dBd is more prevalent 

in childhood than in adolescence, this condition may even constitute an age-specific 

determinant (loeber & Keenan, 1994; van lier, verhulst, van der ende & crijnen, 

2003). therefore, the focus of this study will be on adhd and dBd, and their 

comorbidity in childhood onset offenders. identifying psychopathology at an early 

stage is particularly relevant as evidence based interventions for these disorders 

are available and research suggests that they are likely to be more effective in 

childhood than later in life (e.g., Brestan & eyberg, 1998). 

the aim of the current study was twofold. first, to investigate the prevalence of 

externalizing psychiatric disorders in a group of childhood first-time police arrestees. 
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second, to study the one-year predictive validity of externalizing disorders, socio-

demographic, family, and offense characteristics for self-reported delinquency. it is 

hypothesized that the prevalence of psychopathology in this sample will be higher 

than previously described for the general population. further, it is hypothesized that 

the presence of psychopathology, in specific comorbidity of adhd and dBd, will 

predict recidivism at follow-up over and above socio-demographic and first-time 

arrest characteristics.

method

Sample

the sample consisted of 206 first-time arrestees with a mean age of 10.3 years 

(sd 1.5, range 5- 12) who had been arrested in the period July 2003/december 

2005. the majority (87.3%) was male. about half (55%) of the sample was native 

dutch, while 11.9% was of moroccan, 7.9% of turkish, 7.9% of antillean (dutch 

caribbean), and 17.2% of another ethnic origin. nearly half (44.8%) of the children 

lived in a neighborhood of low socio-economic status (ses; social and cultural 

Planning office of the netherlands, 2002). 

Procedure

Police data were obtained from local police registration systems from three different 

police regions, covering rural and urbanized areas of different socio-economic 

status. for inclusion, offending was defined as behavior that could be prosecuted 

or fined if displayed at the age of twelve or older (dutch age of criminal liability). 

Participants’ names were given by the police to the researchers when permission 

was granted by the parents. next, researchers gave oral and written information 

about the study and obtained written informed consent from both children and 

parents before starting the study. at one year follow-up, participants were re-

assessed. the mean period between the first measurement and follow up was 1.16 

(sd 0.35) years. Participants were rewarded by means of a small present to the 

child, while parents could obtain a reimbursement for any costs incurred. the study 

was approved by the vU University medical ethics committee and the ministry of 

Justice.
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overall, 74.3% (n=290) of the children who were referred to the researchers 

(n=390) by the police participated in the first assessment. non-participants did not 

differ from participants on gender, age at first arrest, ses of the neighborhood, or 

seriousness of offense resulting in arrest. non-participants more often had a non-

Western ethnic background than participants (69.6% versus 42.4%; χ2 27.8(2), 

p<.001). of the 290 participants, 24 did not participate at follow-up while another 

60 were excluded, resulting in a final sample of 206 children. Participants were 

excluded because of missing data on the diagnostic interview, mostly due to 

language problems or parents refusing to participate. excluded children and non-

participants at follow-up did not differ from included children on gender, age of first 

arrest, or seriousness of offense leading to arrest. however, excluded children and 

non-participants at follow-up were more often of non-Western origin (χ2 18.3(2), 

p<.001) and resided in neighborhoods of lower ses (χ2 7.44(1), p<.01).

Dependent variable

Level of offending

level of offending was based on the observed antisocial Behavior Questionnaire 

(oaB: Vragenlijst Waargenomen AntiSociaal gedrag; slot, orobio de castro & 

duivenvoorden, 2000). the oaB is an age-appropriate adaptation of the self-report 

of antisocial Behavior (loeber, stouthamer-loeber, van Kammen & farrington, 

1989) and investigates antisocial behavior over the previous half year. items on 

offending were summed to create a level of offending (range 0 to 17). the score 

was based on the following 17 items: 1) stealing outside the home (5 items), 2) 

hitting or fighting outside the home (5), 3) property damage and arson (4 items), 4) 

rule breaking and fare dodging (2 items), and 5) weapon possession (1 item). Both 

child self-report and parent report versions were combined, and an item was coded 

present if one of the informants reported the behavior.

Independent variables

Socio-demographics and family characteristics 

a structured checklist (vreugdenhil, 2003) was used to assess the following 

characteristics: gender, age of mother at first birth, ethnicity, previous police-contacts 
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for offending by family members and information about the socio-economic status 

of the neighborhood in which the child lived. Parental mental health problems 

were investigated with the symptom checklist scl-90 (derogatis, lipman & covi, 

1973; arrindel & ettema, 1986) and four questions concerning the presence of 

psychological or psychiatric problems, alcohol abuse or drug use in one of the 

parents (vreugdenhil, 2003). if either one or both of the parents scored affirmatively 

on at least one of the items of the checklist and / or in the clinical range of the scl-

90, the variable was considered to be present. 

Criminological characteristics

in order to assign a level of seriousness to the first offense as registered by the police, 

a classification of seriousness of early Police registration (sePr) was developed. 

the sePr is an adaptation of the general level of seriousness classification as 

developed by loeber, farrington, stouthamer-loeber and White (2008). the following 

adaptations from the original classification were made: 1) verbal aggression and all 

non-victimizing delinquent behavior (such as trespassing, and using fire crackers 

outside the legally appointed period of time) were added to the classification and 

scored as level 1. 2) mild aggression such as threat of bodily harm was added to 

the classification and scored as level 2. 3) Physical fighting without and with bodily 

harm were added and scored at levels 3 and 4, respectively.

this resulted in five levels of seriousness in the sePr:

minor delinquency at home, minor verbal aggression, and rule breaking 

minor delinquency outside the home, e.g., shoplifting and minor 

vandalism 

moderate delinquency, e.g., fighting without bodily harm, vandalism and 

theft

serious delinquency, e.g., breaking and entering, serious arson and 

vehicle theft

very serious delinquency, e.g., sex offenses, aggravated assault, and 

robbery

if a specific police registration included multiple behaviors of varying seriousness 

level, severity was defined by the most serious behavior according to the sePr. 

115

Externalizing psychopathology and persistence of self-reported offending 

Level 1)

Level 2)

Level 3)

Level 4)

Level 5)



although inter-rater consensus was high (icc .84 in a two way mixed effect 

model with absolute agreement), to maximize reliability, consensus scores from 

the consensus meeting were used for further analyses. level of seriousness was 

dichotomized by contrasting moderate to serious delinquency (levels 3 to 5) to 

minor delinquency (levels 1 and 2).

Externalizing disorders

the parent version of the national institute of mental health (nimh) diagnostic 

interview schedule for children (disc), version iv (shaffer, fisher & dulcan, 1996; 

dutch translation: verhulst, van der ende, ferdinand & Kasius, 1997), was used to 

diagnose adhd, odd and cd. a diagnosis of adhd was assigned if the child 

met diagnostic criteria for the inattentive, the hyperactive-impulsive or the combined 

type. since odd and cd are highly interrelated (lahey, loeber, Quay, frick & 

grimm, 1992), and because cd occurs infrequently and mostly in a mild form at 

such a young age, subjects who scored either or both of these diagnoses were 

classified as having a dBd.

Analyses

for statistical analysis, the statistical Package for social sciences (sPss 12.0.1) was 

used. for all calculations p was set at 0.05. first, subgroups were created based 

on the stability of self- and parent-reported delinquency over the one-year follow-

up period. at both assessments, children who scored above the 75th percentile 

on the child and/or parent version of the oaB were considered to be high-level 

offenders. consequently, children who scored high on both assessments were 

referred to as persistent high offenders. children who scored high on only one 

of the assessments were named occasional offenders and children who scored 

below the 75th percentile in the sample distribution on both assessments were 

considered persistent low offenders. second, externalizing psychopathology, 

socio-demographics and offense characteristics were compared using means 

for continuous and percentages for categorical variables, and between-group 

differences were calculated using x2-tests for the categorical and student’s t-tests 

for the continuous variables. third, in order to predict offending stability, hierarchical 
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logistic regression analyses were performed per group comparison (persistent low 

vs. persistent high, occasional vs. persistent high, persistent low vs. occasional) 

using forward selection. characteristics that differentiated between groups in the 

bivariate analyses at a significance level p<0.1 were entered as independents 

in two blocks, (1) socio-demographic, family and offense characteristics and (2) 

externalizing psychopathology2,3. to gain insight into the predictive accuracy of the 

regression models, the false positives and false negatives were studied. Because 

the aim was to study the relation between both separate and co-morbid externalizing 

disorders and persistence in offending, diagnoses were studied as one categorical 

variable (no disorder, adhd, dBd, dBd+adhd). in the regression models, this 

categorical variable was recoded into three dummy-variables. With ‘no disorder’ as 

reference category, the dummy-variables were (1) adhd-only, (2) dBd-only and (3) 

co-morbid adhd/dBd. 

resUlts

Prevalence of self-reported offending

Based on self-reported and/or parent reported offending, 16,0% of the first-time 

arrestees scored high on both assessments and were thus considered persistent 

high offenders. combining the child and parent reports, persistent high offenders 

on average reported having committed 4.9 (sd 2.3) out of the 17 possible offenses 

at the first assessment, and 4.4 (sd 2.9) at follow-up. over a quarter (28.2%) of 

the children and/or their parents reported high levels of offending on one of the 

assessments. occasional offenders on average reported 2.4 (sd 1.7) offenses 

at the first assessment, and 2.1 (sd 2.0) offenses at follow-up. finally, over half 

(55.8%) of the children and their parents reported low levels of offending at both 
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2. as there was some variation between participants in time between initial assessment and 
follow-up, analyses were also run taking into account time to follow-up, which did not lead to 
different results.

3. to rule out that findings on the predictive value of externalizing psychopathology were 
solely based on the fact that parents both reported on externalizing psychopathology and 
level of offening, analyses were also run using only child reports on level of offending. this 
did not lead to different results.



assessments. these persistent low offenders on average reported 0.80 (sd 0.73) 

offenses at the first assessment, and 0.60 (0.76) offenses at follow-up. all groups 

differed significantly in the number of offenses committed at each assessment. 

Prevalence of externalizing psychiatric disorders

as table 1 shows, over one-third of the first-time arrestees (34.5%) met the diagnostic 

criteria for at least one externalizing disorder. one quarter (26.2%) had adhd, while 

over a fifth (20.9%) met the criteria for dBd (odd 19.5%, cd 7.4%). comorbidity 

of adhd and dBd was present in 12.6%. regarding group differences, children in 

the persistent high group were more often diagnosed with dBd and with co-morbid 

adhd/dBd than children in the persistent low group. compared to the children in 

the occasional group, children in the perisent high group more often had comorbid 

adhd/dBd.
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Externalizing 
disorder
adhd-only
dBd-only 
adhd & dBd 

Table 1. Rates of externalizing disorders in delinquent subgroups

notes. 
a=post-hoc significant difference with having no diagnosis
b=post-hoc significant difference with adhd-only
c=post-hoc significant difference with dBd-only
d=post-hoc significant difference with adhd & dBd

high 
(n=33)

%

64.7
8.8

14.7
41.2

occasional 
(n=58)

%

39.1
15.3
11.9
11.9

low
(n=115)

%

23.0
14.2

4.4
4.4

all
(n=206)

%

34.5
13.6

8.3
12.6

high vs
occasional

11.799, < 0.01

d
-

a,b

between-group comparisons x2(df=3), p

high 
vs low

38.696, 0.001

c,d
a,b
a,b

occasional 
vs low

7.565, 0.056

-
a
a



Socio-demographic, neighborhood,  and criminological characteristics

as table 2 shows, over half of the children in all three offender groups came from 

a low ses neighborhood. about 40% were of non-Western ethnicity. children in 

the persistent high and the occasional group did not differ in their percentages of 

socio-demographic and family characteristics. however, compared to children from 

the persisent low group, those from the persisent high group more often came from 

broken families (64.7% versus 38.9%) and more often had parents who reported 

mental health problems (50% versus 23%). no differences were found between the 

occasional and persisent low offender group. 

Prediction of persistence

Persisent high versus occasional offenders

only externalizing psychiatric disorders were entered as independent variables, as 

no other variable had a significance level <.10. co-morbid adhd/dBd significantly 
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low ses neighborhood
family arrests
Parental psychiatric disorder
not living with both parents
teenage motherhood
non-Western ethnicity
moderate to serious first 
arrestse

age first-arresty

Table 2. Rates of socio-demographic, family and offense characteristics in delinquent subgroups

note. chi-square tests were run, except for y in which student’s t-test was used tot test for differences.

high 
(n=33)

%

61.8
50.0
50.0
64.7

9.1
35.3

47.1
mean(sd)
10.5 (1.2)

occasional 
(n=58)

%

54.2
46.6
32.8
51.7
15.8
38.6

56.1
mean(sd)
10.0 (1.7)

low
(n=115)

%

53.2
31.5
23.0
38.9
16.8
42.0

41.6
mean(sd)
10.4 (1.4)

high vs
occasional

-
-
-
-
-
-

-

-

between-group comparisons x2(df=1), p

high 
vs low

-
3.692, 0.055

9.201, < 0.01
7.015, < 0.01

-
-

-

-

occasional 
vs low

-
3.700, 0.054

-
-
-
-

-

-



predicted being in the persisent high compared to the occasional group (Por=5.9), 

accurately classifying 71% of the children (true-positives 67%, true-negatives 72%) 

and explaining 16% of variance (table 3).

Persisent high versus persisent low offenders

to predict persistent high versus low offending, family arrests, parental psychiatric 

disorders and not living with biological parents were entered at step one, and 

externalizing psychopathology was entered in step 2. in step 1, two variables, parental 

psychiatric disorders and not living with biological parents, distinguished between 

persisent high and low offenders. after entering externalizing psychopathology in 

step two, only co-morbid adhd/dBd significantly predicted being in the persistent 

high group compared to the persisent low group. family factors no longer 

contributed significantly to the prediction model. the model explained 31% of the 

variance (table 4). the presence of adhd/dBd accurately classified 83% of the 

persistent high versus low offenders (true-positives 74%, true-negatives 84%). 

Occasional versus persistent low offenders

to distinguish between occasional and persistent low offenders, only family arrests 

was entered at step one. however, this variable was not selected in the forward 
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no disorder (ref)
adhd-only (dummy 1)
dBd-only (dummy 2)
adhd & dBd (dummy 3)

Table 3. Prediction of persisent high versus occasional offending

note. ref: the group with no diagnosis is the reference category.
Por=partial odds ratio 

B

-0.034
0.76
1.77

Wald

10.6
0.002

1.27
9.61

Por (ci95%)

1.0 (0.22-4.2)
2.1 (0.57-8.0)
5.9 (1.9-18.1)

p-value

0.014
0.96
0.26

0.002

overall model: x2=11.849, df=4, Nagelkerke R2=0.16



selection procedure. in the second step, externalizing psychiatric disorders were 

entered. again, no variable significantly predicted group membership in the 

regression model.

discUssion

the current study aimed to investigate the prevalence of externalizing psychopathology 

disorders (oppositional defiant disorder - odd, conduct disorder – cd or attention-

deficit hyperactivity disorder - adhd) in childhood arrestees and to study the value of 

these disorders in the prediction of persistence of self reported offending at one year 

follow-up. about 16% of our sample of 206 children scored persistently high on self-

reported offending both initially and at follow-up, while over half scored persistently 

low. over one third of the sample met criteria for at least one externalizing disorder, 

with comorbidity of adhd and dBd being present in 12.6%. in a combined 

regression model including socio-demographic, familial and criminological first arrest 

characteristics, only co-morbid adhd/dBd significantly predicted persistently high 
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Table 4. Prediction of persisent high versus persistent low offending

note. ref: the group with no diagnosis is the reference category. 
Por=partial odds ratio 

Step 1
Psychopathology parents
lives with biological parents

Step 2
Psychopathology parents
lives with biological parents
no Psychopathology (=ref)
adhd-only (dummy 1)
dBd-only (dummy 2)
adhd & dBd (dummy 3)

B

1.03
1.02

0.81
0.52

0.13
1.30
2.77

Wald

5.59
5.66

2.40
1.10

20.223
0.031
2.66
18.6

Por (ci95%)

2.8 (1.2-6.6)
2.8 (1.2-6.6)

2.2 (0.81-6.3)
1.7 (0.64-4.5)

1.1 (0.27-4.8)
3.8 (0.77-17.6)
16.0 (4.5-56.3)

p-value

0.02
0.02

0.12
0.29

<0.001
0.86
0.10

<0.001

overall model: x2=36.491, df=6, Nagelkerke R2=0.34



as compared to persistently low offending, and persistently high versus occasional 

offending. our findings emphasize the relevance of identifying mental health 

problems among childhood first-time arrestees, especially since these disorders 

are likely to be sensitive to evidence based interventions. 

as expected, the majority of the first-time arrestees reported having committed 

a low variety of offenses, and could hence be classified as persistent low level 

offenders. although a number of low level offenders reported offending at follow-up, 

a general decline (from .8 to .6) was noticeable. on the other hand, almost a fifth 

showed persistent high levels of offending, with the number of different offenses 

committed being above 4 at each measurement. although offending patterns of 

these children are worrisome, it may not be correct to assume that all of them will 

continue offending throughout adolescence. some studies have identified a group 

of children who desist after having displayed persistent antisocial behavior during 

childhood (moffitt et al., 2002; raine et al., 2005). longer follow-up periods are 

needed to test how many of the persistent high offenders from the current sample 

will actually persist in adolescence and adulthood. 

in line with the previous findings (chapter 3 of this dissertation), the 

seriousness of the offense leading to the first-arrest was not related to persistence in 

reported offending. this could be due to the fact that most offenses as registered by 

the police were of minor severity, giving little variation among the arrestees. another 

explanation may well be that getting arrested depends on other factors, unrelated 

to severity and frequency of offending. also, because such young individuals 

cannot be prosecuted, police officers may be less likely to register their offending 

accurately. for these reasons, some children may well have committed even more 

serious offenses without being caught and hence not being included in this study, 

while still others may be caught at their first offense. overall, the results show that 

the first-arrest is not a good indicator of the level of the actual delinquent behavior 

of the child; although some first-time arrestees show persistent high levels of 

offending, most of them have not yet established a pattern of severe and persistent 

delinquency.
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almost one third of the first-time arrestees met criteria for cd, odd, and/or adhd, 

which is high compared to the eight percent found in the general dutch population 

(verhulst et al., 1997). in line with previous studies (e.g., satterfield et al., 2007), the 

combination of dBd and adhd was particularly predictive of persistently high levels 

of offending, while adhd alone was not. thus, the interplay of adhd-symptoms 

and conduct problems in specific predicts an adverse outcome. as suggested 

by lahey and loeber (1994), this may indicate that adhd influences behavioral 

outcomes of persons already on the antisocial path, while on itself not leading to 

behavioral problems. Presence of adhd in addition to dBd may increase ones 

vulnerability through neurobiological factors related to temperamental control, while 

conduct problems without adhd may be more influenced by environmental factors 

(Popma & raine, 2006). therefore, the adhd + dBd group may bear a higher 

likelihood of continued offending. 

in our study, the categorical diagnosis of adhd was used as a predictor, and 

not subtypes or distribution of symptom patterns as the small group of adhd cases 

did not allow to further subtype this group. studying subtypes may be of interest 

as adhd is a multidimensional and therefore heterogenic concept (lynam, 1996), 

embodying the predominantly inattention type, the hyperactive-impulsive type, 

and the combined type. it could be that certain subtypes more often co-occur with 

dBd. however, studies on the relation between specific dimensions of adhd and 

persistence in delinquency have been inconclusive thus far, with some finding that 

inattention best predicts delinquency (tolan & gorman-smith, 1998) while others 

have found the same for hyperactivity/impulsivity (murphy, Barkley & Bush, 2002). 

another aspect of interest is the interaction of adhd and environmental conditions. 

lynam et al. (2000) found that impulsive adolescents who were living in a low socio-

economic environment were at high risk for offending, while impulsivity did not 

increase risk of offending when youths were living in a neighborhood of higher ses. 

for these reasons, studying adhd in relation to offending carries relevance and 

may further refine our knowledge on its influence on dBd and re-offending. 
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Limitations

as mentioned before, this study was limited, first, by the short duration of follow-up to 

determine persistence. as loeber and stouthamer-loeber (1998) have pointed out, 

desistence is a dynamic process continuing up to adult age. next, the relationship 

between offending and externalizing disorders could have been influenced by 

the overlap in concepts of dBd and offending. on the other hand, dBd in our 

group mainly consisted of odd, which is not marked by delinquent behavior. in 

addition, the combination of adhd and dBd was particularly predictive, while no 

overlap existed between adhd and offending. further, because the subgroups of 

psychiatric disorders were rather small, it was not feasible to distinguish between 

odd and cd or between the different types of adhd, or to study interactions 

between family, socio-demographic, first-offense and psychopathology predictors. 

We recommend future research to consider both investigating separate dBd, 

specific dimensions of adhd and interactions between the different predictors and 

longer duration of follow-up.

Clinical implications

given the predictive value and relatively frequent occurrence of externalizing 

psychopathology, screening for these disorders after a first police arrest seems 

needed. screening followed by intervention is not only important to prevent 

persistence in offending, but also out of a mental health perspective, for instance to 

prevent escalation into more serious psychopathology (loeber, Burke & lahey, 2002). 

screening seems particularly warranted because evidence-based interventions are 

known for adhd and dBd at this young age (e.g. Patterson, 1995; Klein et al., 

1997). finally, for several reasons family and parent characteristics may still be 

relevant for intervention even though they did not add value to the prediction of 

persistence. for instance, family and parental problems are essential components of 

the environment of the child and are therefore likely to influence the developmental 

course of externalizing psychopathology. in addition, those problems can mediate 

the relationship between psychopathology and offending as parental stress and 

ineffective parenting strategies may limit the capacity of parents to effectively deal 

with the extra demands posed by children with adhd and/or dBd.
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aBstract 

childhood predictors of adolescent offending careers were studied in 310 boys 

from the longitudinal Pittsburgh Youth study who started offending prior to age 

12. three main groups were distinguished: serious persisters (n=95), moderately 

serious persisters (n=117), desisters (n=63), and an intermittent group (n=35). 

group membership was predicted using risk and promotive factors measured in 

childhood. serious and moderately serious persisters could be distinguished well 

from desisters (29.2% and 32.3% explained variance). distinction between the two 

persister groups proved somewhat more difficult (20.9% explained variance). more 

serious persisters than desisters showed disruptive behavior, while moderately 

serious persisters fell in between. further, more moderately serious persisters were 

marked by social disadvantage. family involvement, small family and positive peer 

relationships were promotive of desistance. concluding, early onset offenders 

show considerable heterogeneity in their adolescent offending careers which 

seem to some extent to be predicted by different sets of risk and promotive factors.  

introdUction

although childhood onset offenders, i.e. those with an age of onset below age 

twelve, are at high risk of becoming serious persistent offenders (e.g., Kazemian 

& farrington, 2005; loeber & farrington, 2001), studies show considerable 

heterogeneity regarding both duration and seriousness of subsequent adolescent 

offending careers (stouthamer-loeber, loeber, stallings & lacourse, 2008; chung, 

hill, hakins, gilchrist & nagin, 2002). identification of childhood onset offenders 

most at risk of continued offending and the factors predictive of such persistence is 

crucial in reducing offending behavior (loeber & le Blanc, 1990). 

so far, the focus of persistence studies has been on the prediction of 

serious forms of delinquency or delinquency in general, while moderately serious 

delinquency has not been studied as a separate category. however, several 

studies have demonstrated that moderate forms of delinquency are part of a 

developmental pathway starting with minor delinquency followed by moderately 

serious delinquency and eventually escalating in serious delinquency (e.g., loeber 

et al., 1993; loeber & farrington, 2001). only a minority of the moderately serious 
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delinquent boys advance to the serious level. therefore, studying moderately 

serious delinquency is important, first, because it can be a stepping stone to 

serious delinquency. second, moderately serious in contrast to serious delinquency 

has a higher base rate making prediction more feasible, and constitutes a wide-

spread problem to society. therefore, identification of factors predictive of persistent 

moderately serious offending may refine our risk taxation and provide us with tools 

to better tailor interventions to prevent boys’ escalation in serious offending. further, 

the identification of factors predictive of cessation of offending behavior during a 

period in which delinquency is at its peak may also provide essential knowledge 

for the reduction of offending behavior (loeber & le Blanc, 1990). therefore, this 

study aims at identifying childhood characteristics that distinguish between serious 

persistent, moderately serious persistent and early desisting adolescent offending 

careers in a sample of childhood onset offenders.

Theories of early onset adolescent offending careers 

notwithstanding the considerable debate about the causal mechanisms, most 

causal theories on early onset persistent offending hypothesize that the interaction 

between individual characteristics of the child and his or her social environment, 

especially parenting practices, is crucial in the development of early onset 

persistent offending (e.g., moffitt, 1993; Patterson, 1996; thornberry & Krohn, 

2001). one group of theories distinguishes between two etiologically different 

subgroups of offenders, namely early-onset life-course-persistent (lcP) offenders 

and adolescent-limited (al) offenders (moffitt, 1993; Patterson, 1996). in the 

explanation of lcP offending, moffitt (1993) focused particularly on ‘biologically 

based’ individual neuropsychological deficits made apparent by cognitive deficits, 

difficult temperament and hyperactivity as the key feature of this group (moffitt, 

1993; raine, Yaralioan, reynolds, venables & mednick, 2002), while, Patterson 

(1996) focused on the coercive interaction patterns between children who display 

problematic behavior and parents with poor parental practices. 

a second group of theories hypothesizes that causal mechanisms are 

similar regardless of age of onset (gottfredson & hirschi, 1990; akers, 1998; 

sampson & laub, 2005; thornberry & Krohn, 2001). according to these theories 
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the higher risk of persistence of early onset offenders is caused by higher rates of 

risk factors and longer exposure to these factors. according to the control theory 

(gottfredson & hirschi, 1990), low self control established by age eight and apparent 

by sensation seeking, psychopathic features and substance use, is the key causal 

factor to persistent and serious delinquency. in contrast, the social learning theory 

states that persistence is guided by perceived costs and rewards (akers, 1998), which 

is determined by individual factors such as attitudes towards delinquent behavior, 

previous experiences, and social factors such as provisions of reward and punishment 

by family and peers. finally, social control theory states that adolescent persistence 

is correlated with negative and weak social bonds, low academic achievement, and 

low school commitment (hirschi, 1969). in addition, thornberry and Krohn (2001) 

postulated that the interaction between individual impairment and social disadvantage 

increases the likelihood of these mechanisms and is thereby predictive of both onset 

and persistence of offending. 

few theories focus specifically on desistance. those that address the issue 

mainly focus on desistance in late adolescence and early adulthood as crime levels 

tend to decrease (stouthamer-loeber et al., 2008; laub & sampson, 2001). in their 

review of the literature, laub and sampson (2001) summarized several plausible 

explanations of desistance. a first body of explanations views late adolescent and 

adult desistance as naturally occurring phenomena due to aging or maturation (e.g., 

glueck & glueck, 1943; gottfredson & hirschi, 1990; moffitt, 1993) and thereby do 

not consider desistance in early adolescence. second, the life course perspective of 

social control theory (sampson & laub, 1993; thornberry & Krohn, 2001) focuses on 

variations in informal social control or social bonds proximal to desistance as main 

causes of desistance. further, thornberry (2005) stated that on rare occasions, early 

adolescent desistance may also be caused by already available pro-social potential 

inhibiting the further development of an offending career. third, rational choice theory 

of desistance stresses the choices individuals make to desist (Paternoster, 1989), 

which requires some level of maturation, and is therefore less likely to occur at a 

young age. finally, social learning theory hypothesizes that the basic variables that 

explain initiation also in a reverse manner account for desistance (e.g., akers, 1990). 

in summary, on the one hand, some theories stress that individual stable risk factors 
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for persistence develop early in life from the interaction between individual and 

environmental factors and stress that desistance in early onset offenders is rare 

(moffitt, 1993; gottfredson & hirschi, 1990). on the other hand, some theories 

focus on developmental changes and as such stress the importance of proximal 

social bonds and academic achievement for persistence and desistance (laub & 

sampson, 2001; thornberry, 2005). none of these theories focus on the persistence 

of less serious forms of delinquency as they either concentrate on serious offending 

or delinquency in general. however, according to the more dimensional theories it 

can be expected that moderately serious persisters in contrast to serious persisters 

in offending display intermediate levels of risk factors. none of the theories focused 

on the explanation of desistance in offending at an early age.

 

Studies on early onset adolescent offending careers

studies on the value of childhood measures when predicting early onset adolescent 

persistence versus desistance have been inconclusive (fergusson, lynskey & 

horwood, 1996; chung et al., 2002; cottle, lee & heilbrun, 2001; aguilar, sroufe, 

egeland & carlson, 2000; moffitt et al., 2002; raine et al., 2005; stouthamer-

loeber et al., 2008; farrington & hawkins, 1991). some studies reported that 

similar childhood individual and environmental risk factors operate in adolescent 

desisters and persisters, with desisters having risk profiles intermediate between 

persisters and non-offenders (fergusson et al., 1996; chung et al., 2002; cottle 

et al., 2001). in contrast, other studies reported desisters to show as much 

individualrisk factors as persisters in childhood (aguilar et al., 2000; moffitt et al. 

2002; raine et al., 2005), in addition to higher levels of internalizing difficulties such 

as depression, anxiety, and withdrawal, and higher levels of cognitive functioning 

(moffitt et al., 2002; raine et al., 2005). however, still others reported internalizing 

difficulties to be related to persistence instead of desistance in offending (cottle et 

al., 2001; stouthamer-loeber et al., 2008). in contrast to individual characteristics, 

poor parenting practices, familial difficulties and social disadvantage have been 

consequently related to persistence, while low parental stress, good supervision 

and good housing quality have been related to desistance in delinquency 

(stouthamer-loeber et al., 2008; cottle et al., 2001; farrington & hawkins, 1991). 
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however, Wikström and loeber (2000) found only no direct impact of neighborhood 

disadvantage on early onset serious offending. these results are also found when 

taking into account a broader context of antisocial behavior (nagin & tremblay, 

2001, 1999; granic & Patterson, 2006; Patterson et al., 1998; aguilar et al., 2000; 

fergusson & horwood, 2002). finally, although peer interaction is a key feature 

in several theories it has not been studied extensively in early onset offenders. a 

limited number of studies have found childhood antisocial peer affiliation and gang 

membership to be related to adolescent delinquency (lacourse, nagin, tremblay, 

vitaro & claes, 2003; stouthamer-loeber et al., 2008). in summary, results on the 

predictive value of individual difficulties have been inconclusive, while parenting 

practices, social background, and peer affiliation seem to differentiate between 

early adolescent desistance and persistence. 

several studies on juvenile delinquency have shown a dose response 

relationship between the severity of offending and risk and promotive factors, 

indicating that the more serious the offending, the higher the number of risk factors 

and the lower the number of promotive factors (e.g., stouthamer-loeber, Wei, 

loeber & masten, 2004). along that line, more of the early onset serious persistent 

offenders as compared to the moderately serious persistent offenders are expected 

to be exposed to risk factors and fewer to promotive factors. further, a limited 

number of studies have focussed on the identification of childhood predictors of 

adolescent offense severity (miller-Johnson, coie, maumary-gremaud, lochman & 

terry, 1999; nagin & tremblay, 1999; lee & hinshaw, 2004). however, results are 

contradictory and the studies often were limited to a few potential predictors. some 

researchers have reported that childhood aggression and peer problems predict 

severity of offending in adolescence (miller-Johnson et al., 1999; nagin & tremblay, 

1999) while others did not find such a relationship (lee & hinshaw, 2004). 

the studies described above have several limitations. first, although several 

studies have focused on early onset re-offending, only a few studies have focused 

on desistance in early adolescence while none have distinguished between different 

severity levels of adolescent persistence. second, most identified predictors have 

been risk factors, defined as factors that increase the probability of later delinquency, 

rather than promotive factors associated with a decreased probability of later 
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delinquency (but see Pollard, hawkins & arthur, 1999; lösel & Bender, 2003). 

however, various studies have shown that both persistence and desistance are 

best predicted by a combination of risk and promotive factors (stouthamer-loeber 

et al., 1993, 2002, 2004; loeber et al., 2008). third, most studies used either self 

reports or court records. however, self-report can underestimate serious offenses 

such as rape and homicide, while official records have the disadvantage that they 

underestimate the prevalence of offending in general. 

this paper addresses two questions. first, what is the prevalence of serious 

persistent offending, moderately serious persistent offending and desistance in a 

sample of childhood onset offenders? to counter the measurement weaknesses 

of earlier studies, a combined measure of both self-reported delinquency and 

court records will be used. early onset will be defined as any moderate to serious 

offending prior to age twelve, while a distinction will be made between adolescent 

serious persistence, moderately serious persistence, and desistance. thus, this 

study further refines earlier findings by stouthamer-loeber et al. (2008), who studied 

serious and moderately serious adolescent persisters as one combined group. the 

second question will be: which characteristics measured in middle childhood, that 

were found highly predictive of persistence in the general population (loeber et 

al., 2008) and/or desistance in the combined moderate to serious offender group 

as studied by stouthamer-loeber et al. (2008), prospectively discriminate between 

early onset serious persistent, moderately serious persistent, and desistant 

adolescent offending careers? 

method

Participants

the participants of this study were inner-city adolescent boys from the youngest 

cohort of the Pittsburgh Youth study, an ongoing longitudinal study that began 

in 1987. the sample of boys was randomly drawn from the first-grade of public 

schools; 85% of the boys and their caretakers (93% of whom were biological 

mothers) consented to participate in a screening assessment. the top 30% of boys 

with the highest rates of antisocial behavior were selected, along with an equal 

number of boys randomly selected from the remaining 70%. every six months for 

131

Childhood predictors



the first six follow-up assessments and yearly thereafter, information on the child 

was gathered using self report, parent report, and teacher report. full details of 

participant characteristics and data collection have been published previously 

(loeber et al., 2008; loeber, farrington, stouthamer-loeber, & van Kammen, 

1998). the present investigation focused on those boys who have shown antisocial 

behavior before the age of twelve as reported by child, parent and/or teacher  

(n=333). at the last data phase used, the participation rate was 89%, reflecting a 

low attrition rate. due to missing data in several assessments, 23 children were not 

included in the analyses.

for this study, data from the assessments were combined to reflect behaviors 

occurring in five periods starting at first grade. Because not all children in first grade 

are of the same age, there was some overlap in age between the time periods. the 

mean ages at the first and last assessment of each time period were as follows: 

middle childhood (7.43 years (sd .56) – 8.96 years (sd .56)), late childhood (9.46 

years (sd .56) - 10.94 years (sd .56)), early adolescence (11.99 years (sd .56) - 13.99 

years (sd .56)), middle adolescence (15.05 years (sd .57) - 16.97 years (sd .57)), 

and late adolescence (17.92 years (sd .61) - 20.05 years (sd .63)). the childhood 

time periods were based on four assessments each, while the adolescent periods 

were each based on three assessments. middle and late childhood were used to 

determine early onset, while subsequent adolescent offending careers were based 

on data from the early, middle and late adolescent time periods. Potential predictors 

of offending careers were measured in middle childhood. in the early onset 

sample, about 38% of the boys were caucasian and 63% were african american, 

compared to 72.1% in the general population of Pittsburgh (2000 census report 

on the Pittsburgh area). during the first time period, about 26% of the boys were 

living with both biological parents at home, and about 63% of the families were on 

welfare, compared to the 17.1% children in Pittsburgh that are living below poverty 

level (2000 census report on the Pittsburgh area). 

Measures

information from multiple informants was combined whenever possible. correlations 

between the informants had to be above .3 to be combined. if one of the informants 
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scored affirmative on an item, the behavior was assumed to be present. this strategy 

made it possible to: a) measure behaviors occurring in multiple settings, such as 

home and school, and b) use a ‘best estimate’ algorithm to establish whether the 

behavior occurred at all within the assessment period. Per construct, assessment 

scores were combined into a mean score per time period if the construct consisted 

of a scale or into a proportion if the construct was dichotomous. constructs with an 

alpha consistently below .70 were not used in the analyses. 

Dependent variable

data on delinquency during the first two time periods, middle and late childhood, 

were used to select the early onset offenders from the youngest cohort of the 

PYs. following, their adolescent offending careers were studied in three time 

periods: early, middle, and late adolescence, based on the boys’ self-reported 

delinquency scale (srd; elliott, huizinga, & ageton, 1985), Youth self report (Ysr; 

achenbach & edelbrock, 1987), the antisocial Behavior scale (loeber et al., 1989), 

the caretakers’ child Behavior check list (cBcl; achenbach & edelbrock, 1979, 

1983, 1987), the teachers’ teacher report form (trf; edelbrock & achenbach, 

1984), and court records. several items were added to the parent and teacher 

forms to increase the common-item pool and to gain more information on delinquent 

behavior. delinquency was classified according to five levels of severity (loeber et 

al., 2008): level 1: minor delinquency at home, such as vandalism or theft < $5; 

level 2: minor delinquency outside the home, such as vandalism < $100 or theft 

< $5; level 3: moderate delinquency, such as gang fights, theft > $5, fraud or 

joyriding; level 4: serious delinquency, such as breaking and entering, robbery, and 

sex offenses; and level 5: multiple serious acts. Participants who displayed at least 

level 2 antisocial behavior in middle and/or late childhood as reported by parent, 

child and/or teacher were included in the study.

Childhood predictors

Because of the large number of constructs, the potential childhood predictors are 

summarized in table 1 (more details are available on request). the measures and 

variables have been described in earlier publications (loeber et al., 2008; loeber et 
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Childhood offense characteristics 
diversity of offending

offending frequency 
Participant substance use
any substance use 

Participant psychopathology 
disruptive
attention-deficit hyperactivity
oppositional behavior 
Other disruptive problems
Physical aggression 
Psychopathic features 

truancy 
running away 
serious injuries 
Depression and anxiety
depressed mood 
shy/withdrawn 
anxiety 
Participant competence
attitude to delinquency 
attitude to substance use 
Perception of likelihood of 
getting caught 
Perception of problem behavior 
Physical development
Prenatal problems 
Perinatal problems
mother smoking during pregnancy
mother drinking during pregnancy

Table 1. Constructs tested for their potential promotive and/or risk effects

notes: instruments: atdBs, attitude toward delinquent Behavior scale; cBcl, child Behavior child checklist, Parent ver-
sion (achenbach & edelbrock, 1997, 1983); teacher report form (edelbrock & achenbach, 1984); Youth self-report version 
(achenbach & edelbrock, 1987); disc-P, diagnostic interview schedule for children-Parent version (for dsm-iii-r diagnoses; 
costello, edelbrock, & costello, 1985); lBc, likelihood of getting caught scale; PaBs, Perception of antisocial Behavior 

instrument

cBcl, srd, 
aBs
srd

sUs

disc-P
disc-P

cBcl
cBcl

srd, cBcl
srd, cBcl
fhQ

rmf
cBcl
cBcl

srd
atdBs
lBc
PaBs

PBd
PBd
PBd
PBd

informant (no. items)

c,P, t
c

c (4)

P (28)
P (13)

P (7), t (5)
P (32), t (32)

c (2),P (1),t (1)
c (2), P (1), t (1)
P (1)

c (13)
c (7), P (7), t (7)
c (7), P (7), t (8)

c (11)
c (??)
c (10)
c (15)

P (1)
P (1)
P (1)
P (1)

description/example

number of different types of 
offenses reported in the time period.
mean frequency of offending per half year

any involvement in smoking, secret 
drinking, or substance use

dsm-iii-r adhd symptom score
dsm-iii-r odd symptom score

childhood psychopathic features 
without delinquent actsab

frequency of sustained serious injuries

dsm-iii-r major depression criteria
likes to be alone, does not talk
clingy, nervous, tense

acceptability of delinquent acts
acceptability of illicit drug use
likelihood to be caught by the police
acceptability of problem behavior e.g., fighting

medical problems during pregnancy
medical problems during birth
has mother smoked 
has mother used alcohol 
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Peer behavior
Peer delinquency  
relationship with siblings 
relationship with peers 

Family functioning
Boy involvement  
Persistence of discipline 
Physical punishment  
supervision 
Positive parenting 
Parent
Behavioral problems father 

Biological parent police contact
Parental stress 
caretaker antisocial attitude 
School
academic achievement  
attitude to school 
repeated grade 
Neighborhood
neighborhood impression 
Demographics
house size 
housing quality  
number of biological 
parents in home
number of children in home 
race
age mother at first birth
family ses
Welfare 

instrument

srd
demographic
cBcl
instrument

discipline
discipline
si
PPs

fhQ

PPB

cBcl
resources
cBcl

Your neigh.

demographic
hQa

demographic
demographic
demographic
demographic
demographic
demographic

informant (no. items)

c (9)
c (1), P (1)
c (1), P (1), t (1)
informant (no. items)

c, P
P (4)
P (1), c (1)
c (4), P (4)
P (9), c (7)

P(1)

P (14)
P (18)

c (7), P (7), t (7)
c (7)
t (1)

P (17)

P (1)
i 

P (1)
P (1)
P (1)
P (1)
P 
P (1)

description/example

Participation in delinquent acts
With siblings living in the same home
how well he got along with peers

Boys involvement in family activities

hit / slap / spank for misbehavior
Knowledge of boy’s activities
giving rewards

has biological father ever sought 
help for behavioral problems?
arrested or detained by the police
stress and ability to handle problems
opinions on son fighting, skipping school

Performance in academic subjects
e.g.,: ”Ïs homework a waste of time?”
Boy too old for grade

Unemployment, crime, vandalism

number of rooms in the house
assessment of housing quality

count of biological parents in the home
count of number of children
african american/caucasian
age of mother at the birth of her first child
calculated socio-economic scores
has one of the family members received  
financial support from the state

scale; PBd, Problems Birth & development questionnaire ; PPB, Perception of Problem Behavior Questionnaire; PPs, 
Positive Parenting scale; rmf, recent mood and feelings Questionnaire (costello & angold, 1988); si, supervision 
and involvement scale; srd. self-reported delinquency scale (loeber et al., 1998); sUs substance Use scale (elliot, 
huizinga & ageton, 1985). a childhood psychopathic features without delinquent acts, developed by lynam (1997)



al., 1998; stouthamer-loeber et al., 1993). only those independent variables were 

included that predicted serious persistence or distinguished between the combined 

moderate to serious persisters group and early desister group (loeber et al., 2008). 

the independent variables were organized into six domains: child behaviors, child 

attitudes, school, peer, family, and demographic characteristics. the direction of the 

scoring of the independent variables linked high scores to a negative, less desirable 

connotation. 

Analyses 

for all analyses, sPss version 12.0 was used. analyses were run in four steps. 

first, we examined the prevalence, desistance and persistence of childhood onset 

offending. Persistence and desistance were applied to early onset offenders whose 

offending started in middle and/or late childhood and refer to the extent to which 

they continued offending during adolescence. Persistent offending was defined as 

having offended in at least two out of three adolescent time periods. desistance 

was defined as not having shown any offending behavior in either middle or late 

adolescence. all boys who did not meet the definition criteria of either persistence 

or desistance were regarded as intermittent offenders. level of severity was defined 

by the most serious offense displayed during adolescence. Based on these results, 

subgroups of serious persisters, moderately serious persisters, desisters and 

intermittent offenders were formed. two groups of offenders were excluded from 

further analyses, the intermittent offenders and the persistent offenders who had not 

shown any offending behavior in either late childhood or early adolescence. 

second, for the analysis of potential risk and promotive effects, the independent 

variables were trichotomized as closely as possible at the 25th and 75th percentiles 

to create potentially promotive, neutral, and risk categories. these cut-offs were 

based on earlier work by stouthamer-loeber and colleagues (stouthamer-loeber et 

al. 2002; loeber et al., 1998; stouthamer-loeber et al., 1993). similar cut-off scores 

were used to enhance comparability and compensate for skewed distributions. 

in addition, the trichotomization of the variables allowed for examination of both 

their risk and promotive relationships with persistence of adolescent delinquency in 

2X2 tables. Which variables acted as risk variables was established by comparing 
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individuals in the risk range (highest 25%) to individuals in the neutral range (middle 

50%). to establish promotive effects, individuals in the promotive range (lowest 

25%) were compared to those in the neutral range (middle 50%). some variables 

could only be used dichotomously, for example having a diagnosis or substance 

use. in that case the variable was regarded as a risk variable. logistic regression 

on all these 2X2 tables was used to determine significance and establish odds 

ratios. in analyzing the predictors of desistance, we faced problems of modest 

statistical power because of low cell sizes for some outcomes. for this reason, we 

report on factors that significantly discriminated at a p < .10 level. Because of 

the large numbers of comparisons, we established whether findings could have 

been produced by chance alone before moving to the next step of the analyses. 

to be conservative, we required a minimum p-value of .10 (e.g., if less than 10 out 

of 100 tests were significant, then we did not include that whole set of tests). in all 

comparisons, the number of predictors measured in middle and late childhood was 

higher than our pre-established p-value of .10. therefore, all sets of tests could be 

run. 

third, the variables identified in the univariate analyses were entered into 

multiple hierarchical logistic regression analyses comparing between the serious 

persistent group, the moderately serious persistent and the desistant group. as 

this paper focuses on desistance and moderately serious versus serious offending, 

childhood promotive effects were entered first, followed by risk effects. a chi-square 

test of the difference between the two log-likelihood ratios determined whether the 

introduction of the next block of variables improved the prediction model. Promotive 

and risk factors were entered as binary variables contrasting the highest or lowest 

25% to the other 75%. all correlates were tested for multicollinearity, which proved 

not to be a problem. if the number of significant findings in the bivariate analysis 

was above 10% of the subsample size, the maximum number of variables that can 

be reliably entered into a regression analysis, variables with the lowest odds ratios 

were excluded until the 10% maximum was reached. 
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Persisters (n=212)

Desisters (n=63)

Intermittent (n=35)

Table 2. Prevalence adolescent offending per age block

notes: 1. Boys who did not offend in both late childhood and early adolescence were not classified as persisters but as 
intermittent offenders.
2. six of these children had offended in middle childhood and early adolescence and not in late childhood. one could argue 
these children are in fact intermittent offenders. however, the fact that they did not show offending behavior in the following 
two adolescent age blocks made us decide to regard them as desisters.
23 boys were left out of the classification because of too much missing data.

n

84
61

14
108
29

342

25
7

31

early 
12-14 years

X
-
X
X
-
X
-
-
-

middle 
15-17 years

X
X
-
X
-
-
X
-
X

late 
18-19 years

X
X
X
- 
-
-
-
X
X

Proportion 
of sample

%

68.4

20.3

11.3

Prevalence of adolescent offending

%

Minor serious offending
Moderately serious offending
Serious offending

Table 3. Peak levels of offending severity in adolescence

note: 1. in the desister group the maximum seriousness refers only to maximum seriousness of offending displayed in early 
adolescence.

Persisters 
(n=212)

13.2
42.0
44.8

desisters1
(n=63)

36.5
15.9

1.6

intermittent
(n=35)

40.0
48.6
11.4



the first question concerned the prevalence of serious persistent, moderately 

serious persistent and desistant offending during adolescence in a sample of 

childhood onset offenders. overall, 57.7% of the children in the youngest cohort 

of the Pittsburgh Youth study committed one or more offenses of at least minor 

seriousness (level 2) prior to age twelve. as tables 2 and 3 show, most children 

who started offending prior to age twelve (68.4%) persisted in moderate to serious 

offending during adolescence as defined by offending in at least two out of three 

time periods. nearly half of the persistent offender group (44.8%) offended seriously 

during adolescence (peak level of 4 or 5), and are therefore hereafter called serious 

persisters. the other half (55.2%) persisted offending at a minor (level 2) to moderate 

(level 3) peak level of severity. since the vast majority of these less serious persisters 

offended at a moderate peak level, they are hereafter called moderately serious 

persisters. furthermore, about a fifth of the sample (20.3%) desisted offending as 

defined by absence of any level 2 to 5 offending from early adolescence on (ages 

14 - 19), and are hereafter called desisters. finally, 11.3% of the sample re-offended 

intermittently in adolescence. intermittent offenders showed considerable variation 

in offending seriousness and are therefore likely to form a heterogeneous group 

of offenders. Because of this heterogeneity and the small sample size (n=35), the 

intermittent group was excluded from further analyses.

Prediction of early onset adolescent offending careers

the second question concerned the prospective discrimination between serious 

persistent, moderately serious persistent, and desistant offenders. odds ratios of risk 

factors are presented in such a way that they are above one if higher percentages 

were found in the more serious group. to improve readability, promotive factors 

were transformed so that odds ratios above one represent a higher likelihood of 

the characteristics in the less serious group. results will be provided per between 

group comparison.

Serious persisters versus moderately serious persisters

in middle childhood, 15.2% of the factors (two promotive and 10 risk) distinguished 

between boys who persisted in moderately serious and boys who persisted in 
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serious offending, which is better than chance (table 4). on the promotive side, 

more of the moderately serious persisters compared to the serious persisters had 

not experienced perinatal problems (or=1.8), and had parents who supervised 

their sons well (or=2.0). on the risk side, more of the serious persisters compared 

to the moderately serious persisters showed different types of offenses (or=2.0), 

high frequency of offending (or=2.9), were truant (or=1.7), and running away 

from home (or=2.5), had a poor relationship with peers (or=1.7), got along 

poorly with siblings (or=1.8), and had parents who reported high levels of stress 

(or=2.0). in contrast, more of the moderately serious persisters compared to the 

serious persisters resided in poor quality housing (or=.59), had parents who 

poorly supervised them (or= .48), and displayed a low perceived likelihood of 

getting caught (or=.53). in summary, albeit some exceptions, in middle childhood 

more of the boys who persisted in moderately serious offending had been exposed 

to promotive factors, while more of the boys who persisted in serious offending 

had been exposed to risk factors. however, given the rather low odds ratios, the 

between group differences were only moderate.

next, the significant predictors were entered into a hierarchical regression 

model (table 5).1 one of the promotive and four of the risk factors independently 

differentiated between moderately serious and serious persistent offenders. more 

of the boys who grew up to become moderately serious persisters had experienced 

no birth complications (Por=2.5), perceived a low likelihood of getting caught 

(Por=.31), and lived in poor quality housing (Por=.43). in contrast, more of 

the serious persistent compared to the moderately serious persisent offenders 

in adolescence showed a high frequency of offending during middle childhood 

(Por=3.8), and had parents reporting high stress (Por=2.1). in summary, 

while individual deviancy and parent problems predicted serious persistence as 

compared to moderately serious persistence in offending, a risky attitude and social 

disadvantage predicted moderately serious as compared to serious persistence. 
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Serious persisters versus desisters

table 4 shows that in middle childhood, 29.1% of the factors (eight promotive 

and 15 risk) distinguished desisters from serious persisters in offending, which 

was better than chance. in middle childhood, more of the desisters as compared 

to the serious persisters showed a low frequency of offending (or=1.9), low 

adhd symptoms (or=2.4), and a negative attitude to delinquency (or=2.2). 

furthermore, more of the desisters were involved in family activities (or=2.7), 

lived with both parents (or=1.9), in small families (or=2.1), and in good quality 

housing (or=2.3). in contrast, more of the serious persisters experienced little 

physical punishment (or=.47). on the risk side, a larger proportion of serious 

persisters, compared to desisters, showed different offense types (or=2.6), high 

offense frequency (or=2.3), physical aggression (or=2.1), and psychopathic 

features (or=2.1). furthermore, more of the serious persisters as compared to 

the desisters were truant (or=3.5), running away (or=3.4), sustained serious 

injuries (or=4.8), were depressed (or=2.0), had highly stressed parents 

(or=2.5), came from large families (or=2.1), were on welfare (or=2.8), and 

had young mothers (or=2.2). in contrast, desisters as compared to serious 

persisters more often perceived the likelihood of getting caught to be low (or=.46), 

and more often had experienced two or more prenatal problems (or=.50). in 

summary, several individual factors, in particular those indicative of deviancy, and 

family factors distinguished between serious persistent offenders and desistant 

offenders. however, we found some exceptions to desisters being exposed to 

fewer risk factors and more promotive factors than persisters in offending.

When the significant univariate findings were entered in a logistic regression 

(table 5), two promotive and four risk factors prospectively distinguished between 

serious persisters in offending and desisters. more of the desisters were involved 

with family activities (Por=4.3), lived in small families (Por=3.5), perceived a 

low likelihood of getting caught (Por=.28), and had experienced two or more 

prenatal problems (Por=.41). in contrast, more of the serious persisters were 

truant (Por=3.4), and displayed physical aggression (Por=3.6). in summary, 

family involvement and, surprisingly, a risky attitude and prenatal problems 

predicted desistance as compared to serious persistence in offending, while 
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Childhood offense 
characteristics 
high offending frequency 
low offending frequency
diversity in offending
Participant psychopathology 
disruptive 
low adhd
Other disruptive problems 
Physical aggression 
high psychopathic features 
truancy 
running away 
serious injuries 
Depression and anxiety 
high depressed mood 
Participant competence 
negative attitude to delinquency 
Perception of low likelihood 
of getting caught 
Physical development 
two prenatal problems 
two perinatal problems
no perinatal problems

Table 4. Predictors in middle childhood discriminating between different offense groups

serious 
persisters

(n=95)
%

42.1
27.4
63.2

11.1

42.1
42.1
45.3
18.9
19.8

33.7

16.8

21.1

29.3
28.0
39.0

moderate 
persisters

(n=117)
%

20.5
36.8
46.2

12.6

35.0
33.3
32.5

8.5
20.7

28.2

23.9

31.9

40.0
15.5
57.3

desisters

(n=63)
%

22.2
41.3
39.7

21.3

25.4
27.0
19.0

6.3
4.9

19.0

30.2

35.0

43.3
23.3
35.0

note: * p < .1, ** p < .05, *** p< .01
due to rounding error, some of the ci include 1.0 at the extreme of the interval.
the following factors did not discriminate between any of the offense groups: serious offending, any substance use, high 
adhd, high odd, low odd, low Psychopathic features, less depressed mood, highly shy/withdrawn, less shy/with-
drawn, highly anxious, less anxious, Positive attitude to delinquency, negative attitude to substance use, Positive attitude to 
substance use, high likelihood of getting caught, approving problem behavior, disapproving problem behavior, no prenatal 

serious 
persisters 

vs moderate 
persisters

2.9(1.6-5.1)

2.0(1.3-3.2)

1.7(1.1-2.7)
2.5(1.3-5.0)

.53(.30-.92)

1.8(1.0-3.3)

***

**

*
**

*

*

serious 
persisters

vs
 desisters

2.3(1.1-4.5)
1.9(1.1-3.3)
2.6(1.5-4.5)

2.4(1.1-5.2)

2.1(1.2-3.8)
2.1(1.1-3.9)
3.5(1.9-6.6)
3.4(1.3-8.9)

4.8(1.6-13.8)

2.0(1.1-3.9)

2.2(1.1-4.4)

.46(.24-.89)

.50(.26-.98)

**
*
***

*

**
**
***
**
**

*

**

*

*

moderate 
persisters

vs
desisters

2.0(1.1-3.8)

5.1(1.8-14.3)

.53(.28-1.0)

*

**

*

group comparisons (odds ratio (90%ci))
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Peer behavior 
high peer delinquency  
gets along poorly with siblings 
gets along well with siblings 
Poor relationship with peers 
good relationship with peers 
Family functioning 
high boy involvement 
low physical punishment
poor supervision
good supervision
Parent 
high parental stress 
low parental stress
Demographics 
Poor housing quality  
good housing quality 
Both biological parents at home
> 2 children at home 
few children at home
Young mother
Welfare 

number of related 
characteristics

serious 
persisters

(n=95)
%

40.0
28.1
27.0
38.9
13.7

18.9
26.3
25.3
15.8

35.8
15.8

26.6
18.1
19.1
35.8

9.5
34.9
72.3

moderate 
persisters

(n=117)
%

29.1
20.0
21.9
27.4
14.5

20.5
23.1
36.8
22.2

23.1
14.5

38.8
14.7
24.8
28.2
13.7
31.5
61.7

desisters

(n=63)
%

17.5
25.9
33.3
27.0
27.0

36.5
14.3
28.6
20.6

15.9
30.2

19.0
34.9
33.3
19.0
19.0
18.3
48.4

problems, mother smoking during pregnancy, mother drinking during pregnancy, low peer delinquency, low boy in-
volvement, low persistence of discipline, high persistence of discipline, high physical punishment, low positive parent-
ing, high positive parenting, Behavioral problems father, Biological parent police contact, caretaker antisocial attitude, 
caretaker prosocial attitude, low academic achievement, high academic achievement, negative attitude to school, 
Positive attitude to school, repeated grade, negative neighborhood impression, Positive neighborhood impression, 
small house size, large house size, race black, age mother at first birth > 22, low family ses, and high family ses

serious 
persisters 

vs moderate 
persisters

1.8(1.0-3.3

1.8(1.1-2.9)

.48(.28-.81)
2.0 (1.2-3.4)

2.0(1.2-3.4)

.59(.34-.97)

12 

*

*

**
*

**

*

serious 
persisters

vs
 desisters

2.7(1.4-5.3)

2.7(1.4-5.2)
.47(.23-.98)

2.5(1.2-5.1)**

2.3(1.2-4.5)
1.9(1.1-3.8)
2.1(1.0-4.1)
2.2(1.1-4.9)
2.2(1.1-4.6)
2.8(1.6-4.9)

23 

**

**
*

**
*
*
*
*
***

moderate 
persisters

vs
desisters

2.2(1.1-4.2)

2.3(1.2-4.6)

2.4(1.3-4.4)
.48(.23-.98)

2.4(1.3-4.6)

2.0(1.0-3.9)
2.4(1.3-4.6)

1.7(1.0-2.9)

11

*

**

**
*

**

*
**

*

group comparisons (odds ratio (90%ci))



individual deviancy in middle childhood predicted serious persistence in offending 

as compared to desistance in adolescence. 

Moderately serious persisters versus desisters

in middle childhood, 13.9% of the factors (seven promotive and four risk), 

differentiated between desisters and moderately serious persisters in offending, 

which is just above the 10% chance limit (table 4). on the promotive side, more 

of the desisters as compared to the moderately serious persisters had good 

relationships with peers (or=2.3), got along well with siblings (or=2.2), and 

were highly involved in family activities (or=2.4). in addition, more of the 

desisters were living in a good quality house (or=2.4), and more of their parents 

experienced little stress (or=2.4). in contrast, low physical punishment (or=.48) 

and having experienced no perinatal problems (or=.53) was more common 

among moderately serious persisters as compared to desisters in offending. on 

the risk side, more moderately serious persisters compared to desisters were truant 

(or=2.0), and sustained serious injuries (or=5.1). the families of moderately 

serious persisters more often resided in poor quality housing (or=2.0), and more 

often received welfare (or=1.7). the results indicate some potentially malleable 

promotive factors were related to a better outcome such as relationships with 

peers and siblings. on the other hand, some individual and socio-demographic 

risk factors in addition to some factors that are generally regarded as promotive 

of a good outcome were associated with moderately serious persistence as 

compared to desistance in offending. 

next, significant predictors were entered into a regression analysis (table 5). 

four promotive and two risk factors entered the model. in middle childhood, more 

of the desisters as compared to the moderately serious persisters in offending had 

a good relationship with peers (Por=3.4) and were involved in family activities 

(Por=2.9). in contrast, being exposed to no birth complications (Por=.29) 

and low physical punishment (Por=.36) was more common among moderately 

serious persisters as compared to desisters. on the risk side, more of the moderately 

serious persistent as compared to the desistant offenders sustained serious 

injuries (Por=5.1) and lived in poor quality housing (Por=2.5). in summary, 
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Table 5. Middle childhood multivariate prediction models of adolescent offending 
persistence and seriousness combining risk and promotive factors

Serious persisters / moderate persisters 
Promotive

no perinatal problems
risk

high frequency of offending
low estimated likelihood of getting caught
high parental stress
Poor housing quality

Serious persisters / desisters
Promotive

high involvement in family activities
few children in the home

risk
truant
low likelihood getting caught
high physical aggression
two or more prenatal problems

moderate persisters / desisters 
Promotive

good relationship with peers
low physical punishment
high involvement of boy in family activities
no perinatal problems

risk
serious injuries
Poor housing quality

B(se)

.900(.343)

1.331(.392
-1.167(.406)

.752(.382)
-.840(.373)

1.460(.458)
1.263(.640)

1.216(.506)
-1.266(.485)
1.279(.513)
-.902(.435)

1.227(.482)
-1.036(.528)
1.077(.425)

-1.223(.388)

1.630(.684)
.9359(.422)

Wald

6.893

11.510
8.283
3.869
5.701

10.143
3.890

5.765
6.816
6.230
3.771

6.471
3.847
6.407
9.949

5.677
4.914

p

.009

.001

.004

.049

.024

.001

.049

.016

.009

.013

.052

.011
.050
.011
.002

.017

.027

odds (95% ci)

2.5 (1.3-4.6)

3.8 (1.8-8.2)
.31 (.14-.69)
2.1 (1.0-4.5)
.43 (.21-.90)

4.3 (1.8-10.6)
3.5 (1.0-12.4)

3.4 (1.3-9.1)
.28 (.11-.73)
3.6 (1.3-9.8)
.41 (.17-.95)

3.4 (1.3-8.8)
.36 (.13-1.00)

2.9 (1.3-6.8)
.29 (.14-.63)

5.1 (1.3-19.5)
2.5 (1.1-5.8)

Overall model: x2 29.389(5), p.000, Nagelkerke R2 .209

Overall model: x2 36.910(6), p.000, Nagelkerke R2 .323

Overall model: x2 39.588(6), p.000, Nagelkerke R2 .292



compared to moderately serious persistence in offending early onset desistance 

is predicted by positive social bonds, while moderately serious persistence as 

compared to desistance is predicted by individual deviancy, social disadvantage, 

and surprisingly by being exposed to no birth complications and low physical 

punishment.

discUssion

the overall aim of this study was to explore the impact of childhood risk and 

promotive factors on desistance in early adolescence and the severity level of 

persistence in offending in adolescence in a sample of childhood onset offenders. 

We examined this by comparing early onset serious persistent offenders, 

moderately serious persistent offenders and desistant offenders. childhood 

onset offenders showed considerable variation in the duration and maximum 

seriousness of their adolescent offending career. about half of the boys in the 

youngest cohort of the Pittsburgh study displayed delinquent behavior between 

ages 7 and 12 years. one third persisted in serious offending, while another third 

persisted in moderately serious offenses. furthermore, one in five of these early 

onset offenders desisted from offending during adolescence, a period in which 

boys tend to become delinquent. thus, in line with prior research (loeber et al., 

2008; loeber & farrington, 2001; chung et al., 2002), early onset offenders are 

at high risk for re-offending but cannot be regarded as a homogenous group who 

all will re-offend during adolescence. moreover, the finding that the persistence 

of moderately serious offending was as common as the persistence of serious 

offending stresses the need to not only focus on serious offenders but also study 

their less serious, although still costly, counterparts. finally, contrary to theories by 

moffitt (1993) and others, early desistance was rather common. although some 

of the desisters may actually be regarded as experimenters, others, for instance 

those who offended into early adolescence, did have a substantial childhood 

offending career prior to desisting.

Based on the explained variance, both serious persisters and moderately 

serious persisters could be distinguished well from early onset offenders who 

desisted in early adolescence, while it proved more difficult to distinguish between 
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moderately serious and serious persisters in offending. more of the serious 

persisters compared to the moderately serious persisters displayed disruptive 

behavior early in life, and thus appear to be more advanced on the developmental 

pathway to a serious outcome when young. contrary to moffitt’s hypothesis that the 

presence of internalizing pathology causes childhood onset offenders to show low 

levels of persistence in adolescence, no association was found between levels of 

internalising problems such as depression, shyness and anxiety, and moderately 

serious persistence. further, although many of the risk and promotive factors did 

not distinguish between serious persisters and moderately serious persisters, 

the two groups differed on several constructs in the expected direction in that 

more of the serious persisters are exposed to risk factors, and fewer are exposed 

to promotive factors. a few results were different than expected as moderately 

serious persisters, compared to serious persisters, were characterized by the 

absence of developmental problems, and the presence of social disadvantage. 

odds ratios of found differences were rather low which suggests that moderately 

serious persisters and serious persisters are not so much exposed to qualitatively 

different risk and promotive factors but rather that more of the serious persisters 

than the moderately serious persisters are exposed to risk factors and fewer to 

promotive factors.

a high level of individual deviancy was also found predictive of serious 

persistence in offending when compared to desistance, while desisters were more 

marked by positive family factors such as involvement in family activities and small 

family size. given the high proportion of individual deviance, the serious persistent 

offender group mostly resembles the early onset life course persistent group 

as described by moffitt (1993). as childhood disruptive behavior is particularly 

predictive of serious persistence, genetic influences may be of more influence on 

serious as compared to moderately serious persistence in offending. however, so 

far, studies have not focussed on differences in genetic influences among early 

onset offenders. regarding the number of risk and promotive factors, more of 

the serious persisters were exposed to risk factors while more of the desisters 

were exposed to promotive factors. however, contrary to the expectations, a low 

perceived likelihood of getting caught and not having endured perinatal problems 
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were found predictive of desistance in stead of serious persistence. given the 

odds ratios, serious persisters and serious persisters are not so much exposed to 

qualitatively different risk and promotive factors but rather to quantitative differences 

in the number of children that are exposed to risk factors and promotive factors.

more of the moderately serious persisters as compared to the desisters 

in offending were marked by a combination of individual deviancy and social 

disadvantage, while more desisters were marked by pro-social bonds as apparent 

from high family involvement and good relationships with peers. surprisingly, more 

of the desisters as compared to moderately serious persisters were characterized 

by the absence of birth complications and low physical punishment. Keeping 

in mind that the proportion of individual deviancy was lower among moderately 

serious persisters than among serious persisters in offending, the results suggest 

that the combination between individual deviancy and social disadvantage as 

proposed in for instance social control theory (e.g., thornberry & Krohn, 2001) is 

particularly important for less serious persistence. these findings are in line with 

previous findings by Wikström and loeber (2000) who reported a higher impact 

of environmental risk factors on offending in the relative absence of individual 

problems. albeit some exceptions, more of the moderately serious persisters were 

exposed to risk factors while more of the desisters were exposed to promotive 

factors suggesting a dose-response relationship. however, in both groups, children 

are to some extent exposed to the risk and promotive factors, and as such seem to 

be quantitative rather than qualitative in nature. 

Positive social bonds were predictive of early adolescent desistance as 

compared to persistence in offending, which is in line with social control theory 

which hypothesizes social bonds and pro-social potential by age 8 to be of particular 

relevant to desistance (thornberry & Krohn, 2001). however, contrary to this theory, 

none of the school related characteristics such as academic achievement and 

attitude to school differentiated between groups. Pro-social bonds are potentially 

malleable and could therefore be targeted by early interventions aimed at the family 

and the child’s early social environment. moreover, several studies have shown 

interventions aimed at the family and the peer group to be effective in reducing 

antisocial behavior in children (e.g., Patterson, degarmo & forgatch, 2004). 
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in line with more dimensional theories on offending (e.g., thornberry & Krohn, 

2001; sampson & laub, 2005), the findings largely support the notion of a dose-

response relationship between risk and promotive factors and persistence verus 

desistence in offending. further, in line with these theories, moderately serious 

persisters tend to show intermediate levels of risk and promotive factors as 

compared to serious persisters and desisters in offending. however, similar to 

findings by stouthamer-loeber et al. (2004), far fewer constructs that have been 

found predictive of serious and/or persistent offending in the general population 

(e.g., stouthamer-loeber et al., 2002) predicted differences within childhood 

onset offenders. as a result, factors found predictive of persistent offending in the 

general population cannot be assumed to predict persistence and desistance in 

a sample of early onset offenders. 

contrary to expectations, several characteristics were predictive of 

persistence while they are generally regarded as promotive of desistance and vice 

versa. Before any firm conclusions can be drawn on these exceptional findings, 

they need replication in other studies. furthermore, even if the findings are 

replicated, it would not imply that one should promote physical punishment or no 

longer prevent birth complications. first of all, that would be inhumane since these 

characteristics are still promotive of the general well being of the child. second, 

the fact that a normally positive characteristic is a predictor of persistence does 

not imply causality. for instance, not having experienced any birth complications 

is unlikely to cause moderately serious persistence. it is more likely that children 

who persist in moderately serious offending do so because of other risk factors 

and despite the fact that they did not endure any trauma during birth. 

finally, although some univariate results, such as running away, negative 

attitudes to delinquency, teen motherhood and welfare were not found 

independently predictive in a regression model, they may still be of value when 

screening and intervening with early onset children. first, several factors are 

important to paint a full picture of the individual and provide insight into potential 

underlying mechanisms that influence or cause a predictive risk factor. for 

instance, a significantly higher proportion of parents of serious persisters faced 

high levels of stress. this stress can be related to the behavior of the child but also 
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to other factors such as financial problems or psychopathology in the parent that 

require screening before an intervention can be effective. on the other hand, if the 

stress is related to the behavior of the child, it could increase parents’ motivation 

for seeking treatment. second, some predictors may be interrelated, and while 

the strongest one enters the regression model other predictors may be easier to 

change by means of an intervention. for instance, poor housing quality may be 

somewhat difficult to change, but stimulating paid work by the parents through 

a job coach and courses may increase their financial status and allow them to 

live in a better quality home. in summary, univariate findings may offer important 

information for effective intervention.

Limitations

this study has several limitations. first, the study only focuses on boys in a single 

urban setting. second, our definition of desistance referred to desistance over at 

least six years, but may not mean permanent desistance and some relapse could 

occur in the future. in a similar vein, less serious persisters may become serious 

persisters in the future. in this study we treated desistance, serious offending and 

moderate offending as outcome states, rather than processes or patterns over time, 

an approach suitable for studying promotive and risk factors. third, we defined 

severity on the basis of the most serious offense rather than also considering the 

number of offenses that were committed. it could be questioned whether frequent 

moderate offenders are less serious than offenders who offend at low frequency but 

have committed one serious offense. fourth, we did not distinguish between boys 

who escalated to serious offending in adolescence and those who were already 

serious offenders in childhood. in future research it will be important to focus more 

on intra-individual changes in frequency and seriousness of offending over time 

utilizing person-based analytic strategies (nagin, 2005). fourth, the study initially 

was not designed to measure promotive factors. Promotive factors were created in 

retrospect by using the opposite extremes of known risk factors. in the future, other 

factors such as social skills, positive parenting and positive peer processes may 

show additional promotive effects. finally, because of the explorative nature of the 

current study we were not able to test for specific interactions between risk and 
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promotive factors. therefore, future research should focus on specific domains 

that have been found predictive of escalation, maintenance and desistance 

from juvenile offending careers. such studies could thereby focus more on the 

interaction between specific characteristics such as parenting styles and child 

temperament, or cognitive functioning and psychopathic features. improving 

insight into early desistance of children at such high risk of developing into 

persistent offenders could have great impact on the prevention of future offending. 

thereby the focus should be on the identification of potentially malleable factors 

that could be targeted by early intervention. 
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summary and 
general discussion



overall, the aim of this dissertation is three-fold. first, to describe police recorded 

delinquency and self-reported antisocial behavior as well as recidivism among 

childhood first-time offenders (defined as onset below age 12). second, to study 

correlates of offending severity among child delinquents. third, to study predictors 

of recidivism and desistance in early onset offending. 

introdUction 

childhood onset offending is recognized as one of the main risk factors for 

developing a persistent delinquent career (loeber & farrington, 2001; moffitt, 1993; 

snyder, 2001; Krohn, thornberry, rivera, & le Blanc, 2001). in addition, a child 

displaying delinquent behavior at a young age is at heightened risk to develop 

mental health, social and relational, as well as occupational problems during his or 

her entire life (moffitt et al., 2002; hofstra, van der ende, & verhulst, 2002; maughan 

& rutter, 2001). however, not all children who display delinquent behavior will 

persist in offending or develop other problems in life (e.g., Krohn et al., 2001; raine 

et al., 2005; moffitt et al., 2002; chung et al., 2002). therefore it is important to 

investigate early onset offenders and their (re)-offense patterns, in order to obtain 

better insight into the scope of the problem. also, it is essential to identify risk and 

promotive factors that can help to differentiate between subgroups of offenders, 

i.e. persistent offenders, desisters and sporadic offenders. insight into early onset 

offenders’ characteristics may enable accurate identification of those who are truly 

at risk, and may also provide us with directions for intervention. early intervention 

should be considered important as it may result in preventing further escalation and 

thereby potential harm to society and the offender him/her self. When successful, 

secondary gains may well be expected, for example because early onset offenders 

are no longer a negative role model for other juveniles (moffitt, 1997). Because 

behavioral patterns have become less ingrained in the child than at a later age 

(Junger-tas, 1996; tremblay & craig, 1997), early intervention may be both more 

effective and cost-efficient. accurate identification of children at risk is not only 

essential for those at risk but also for children not at risk. for this later group, over-

intervention and potential stigmatization should be avoided. 

Until now, however, we know little about the characteristics of childhood 
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first-time offenders, or of their subsequent offending careers and the predictors of 

these careers. most studies have identified early onset offending as a risk factor 

for persistence, while research is lacking on differences within the early onset 

offender group (loeber & farrington, 2001). one reason may well be the rarity of 

the phenomenon of childhood offending, necessitating large population samples to 

study within-group differences. in order to fill this gap, the main focus of this thesis 

is on high risk samples of childhood onset offenders, i.e. children registered for the 

first time by the police because of delinquent behavior below age 12. the study of 

offense patterns and their correlates among children who have been registered by 

the police is also relevant for changes in police practice. 

sUmmarY

for this thesis considering childhood onset offending patterns and their correlates 

from a clinical and public health perspective, we used three different samples in two 

different countries: 

sample 1 consists of 347 children under age 12 registered for the first-time 

by the police in 2001. variables included were derived from police recordings 

until 2005 and from files used by other agencies. 

sample 2 consists of 260 children under age 12 registered by the police for 

the first-time in 2003-2005. information for this study was derived in 2003-

2005 and the one-year follow-up in 2004-2006 from police recordings, and 

from instruments administered to parent and children. 

sample 3 consists of 310 children aged 7 years at fist assessment belonging 

to the youngest cohort of the Pittsburgh Youth study (PYs), a prospective 

general population study with an oversampling of children with behavioral 

problems. children who displayed delinquent behavior prior to age twelve 

were selected for this dissertation, and variables collected at ages 12 through 

19 years were used as outcome. variables of interest were collected through 

parent, child, teacher and court reports.

the three samples have some unique strengths. to date, childhood onset offending 

as registered by the police has rarely been studied, because their age is below the 
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age of criminal responsibility in Western countries (e.g., 12 years in the netherlands), 

which makes that these children are not prosecuted and hence do not appear 

in national crime statistics. in the netherlands, children who are stopped by the 

police at this age are registered in a local police registration system, facilitating the 

investigation of this group of children. offenses do not include status offenses as 

these are generally not dealt with by the police in the netherlands. sample 1 is one 

of the first large samples of children with a first police contact that provide follow-up 

data. sample 2 is one of the first large samples of children with a first police contact 

which includes child and parent reports. finally, sample 3 provides longitudinal 

data on a large sample of childhood onset offenders and thereby allows one to 

study different levels of persistence and desistance in adolescence. desistance and 

less serious forms of persistence have seldom been studied and may provide us 

with important insight into childhood onset offending patterns. 

table 1 describes the main methodological characteristics of the studies 

conducted with these three samples. in the sections below, the results will be 

summarized, followed by a general discussion including strengths and limitations, 

implications for daily practice, and directions for future research. 

Chapter two reviews screening and assessment practices used to identify 

children below age 12 at risk for persistent offending in the netherlands. first, 

general principles, relevant methods and limitations on existing instruments 

are discussed. second, dutch practice are described. it was found that dutch 

agencies are becoming increasingly aware of the need to screen and assess 

children longitudinally in a more standardized way. however, there is an obvious 

lack of screening and assessment instruments that are properly validated in the 

netherlands. for instance, little attention has so far been paid to the predictive value 

of instruments and methods in specific populations, such as children with a police 

encounter. 

Chapter three describes, first, the offense, socio-demographic and 

neighborhood characteristics of the child delinquents from sample 1, who have 

thus been registered by the police for the first-time. second, the chapter investigates 

differences in police registration rates between children residing in neighborhoods 
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of different urbanization levels and social economic status (ses), and between 

children of dutch versus non-Western ethnic origin. finally, offenders who were 

registered for offenses of minor severity are compared to offenders who we registered 

for offenses of moderate to serious severity on offense, socio-demographic, and 

neighborhood characteristics. Boys and girls are studied separately. the results 

show that most children were registered for offenses of minor (56%) to moderate 

(37%) severity, while serious offending was rare (7%). solo-offending was relatively 

uncommon (21%) and just 15% of offenders were female. children residing 

in low ses neighborhoods and in highly urbanized neighborhoods were over-

represented, even after controlling for the higher number of children residing in 

these neighborhoods. among the children from disadvantaged neighborhoods, 

individuals of non-Western ethnic origins were at higher risk of getting registered by 

the police than children of dutch origin. differences between moderate to serious 

offenders versus minor offenders with respect to socio-demographic and offense 

characteristics were limited. in girls, residing in a low ses neighborhood was the 

only characteristic that distinguished moderate to serious from minor offenders. in 

boys, moderate to serious offenders were more often of non-Western ethnic origin 

and residing in high ses neighborhoods compared to minor offenders.

Chapter four investigates, first, re-offense trajectories as registered by the 

police over a period of 4.5 years of the male child delinquents from sample 1. second, 

the predictive value of socio-demographic and first-time offense characteristics 

as registered by the police for distinguishing between re-offense trajectories was 

studied. finally, the paper studies the association between re-offense trajectories 

and factors such as child welfare involvement and police registrations as witness of 

violence and/or victim of crimes. three delinquent trajectories were identified after 

a first registration: 1) no or only sporadic non-serious offenses (68%), 2) escalating 

levels of offending (25%), and 3) serious offending at high frequency (7%). Both 

groups 2), escalating offenders, and 3), chronic offenders, experienced more adverse 

outcomes, such as criminal victimization and contacts with child Welfare agencies, 

throughout the follow-up period than group 1), low level offenders. the predictive 

value of socio-demographic and first-time offense characteristics for differentiating 

between re-offense trajectories was found to be poor. chronic offenders were older 
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Table 1. summary of studies described in this dissertation

Chapter/subject

3: first-time offense 
characteristics

4: recidivism 
trajectories 

5: correlates of 
offending by 
neighbourhood 
and ethnic origin

6: externalizing 
psychopathology 
and stability of 
offending

7: early childhood 
prediction of 
levels of persistence

Population (N)

347 dutch childern with a first police 
contact: 
n=287 boys 
n=60 girls

287 dutch male children with a first 
police contact (being  the boys from 
chapter 3)

260 dutch children with a first police 
contact:
n=59 low ses native dutch 
n=72 high ses native dutch 
n=106 low ses non-Western 
n=23 other (=Western non-dutch 
and high ses non-Western)

206 dutch children with a first-police 
contact (being the children from 
chapter 5 who were diagnosed and 
retrieved after one-year)

310 boys
early onset self-reported offenders 
from the youngest cohort of the 
Pittsburgh Youth study

Design

crossectional

follow-up 4.5 y

crossectional

follow-up 1 y

longitudinal:
predictors: 7-9 y
follow-up:12-19 y

Data source

police records
child Welfare records

police records
child Welfare records

police records
self-report
parent-report

police records
self- report
parent-report

Middle childhood:
self-report
parent-report
teacher-report 

Adolescence: 
self-report
parent-report
teacher-report 
court records

Outcome 

severity of first offense

frequency and severity 
of re-offending 

variety in reported offending

variety in reported offending

severity and persistence of 
offending in three age periods:
1) 12-13y
2) 14-16y
3) 17-19y

Correlates and predictors of level of offending

Potential risk factors in different domains
- socio-demographics
- neighbourhood characteristics
- first-offense characteristics 

Potential risk factors and correlates in different domains
- socio-demographics
- neighbourhood characteristics
- first-offense characteristics 
- child welfare involvement

Potential risk factors in different domains:
- individual
- peer
- environment
- family

Potential risk and one promotive factor(s) from several 
domains:
externalizing psychopathology 
socio-demographics
first-arrest characteristics
Parenting 

Potential risk and promotive factors from several 
domains:
individual
peer
environment 
family
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Table 1. summary of studies described in this dissertation

Chapter/subject

3: first-time offense 
characteristics

4: recidivism 
trajectories 

5: correlates of 
offending by 
neighbourhood 
and ethnic origin

6: externalizing 
psychopathology 
and stability of 
offending

7: early childhood 
prediction of 
levels of persistence

Population (N)

347 dutch childern with a first police 
contact: 
n=287 boys 
n=60 girls

287 dutch male children with a first 
police contact (being  the boys from 
chapter 3)

260 dutch children with a first police 
contact:
n=59 low ses native dutch 
n=72 high ses native dutch 
n=106 low ses non-Western 
n=23 other (=Western non-dutch 
and high ses non-Western)

206 dutch children with a first-police 
contact (being the children from 
chapter 5 who were diagnosed and 
retrieved after one-year)

310 boys
early onset self-reported offenders 
from the youngest cohort of the 
Pittsburgh Youth study

Design

crossectional

follow-up 4.5 y

crossectional

follow-up 1 y

longitudinal:
predictors: 7-9 y
follow-up:12-19 y

Data source

police records
child Welfare records

police records
child Welfare records

police records
self-report
parent-report

police records
self- report
parent-report

Middle childhood:
self-report
parent-report
teacher-report 

Adolescence: 
self-report
parent-report
teacher-report 
court records

Outcome 

severity of first offense

frequency and severity 
of re-offending 

variety in reported offending

variety in reported offending

severity and persistence of 
offending in three age periods:
1) 12-13y
2) 14-16y
3) 17-19y

Correlates and predictors of level of offending

Potential risk factors in different domains
- socio-demographics
- neighbourhood characteristics
- first-offense characteristics 

Potential risk factors and correlates in different domains
- socio-demographics
- neighbourhood characteristics
- first-offense characteristics 
- child welfare involvement

Potential risk factors in different domains:
- individual
- peer
- environment
- family

Potential risk and one promotive factor(s) from several 
domains:
externalizing psychopathology 
socio-demographics
first-arrest characteristics
Parenting 

Potential risk and promotive factors from several 
domains:
individual
peer
environment 
family



at onset and more often of non-Western origin than low level offenders. escalating 

offenders were also older at onset and, in addition, more often resided in low 

ses neighborhoods than low level offenders. despite the fact that potential risk 

factors used for this study were of limited predictive value, the police reacted more 

restrictively towards those who later became high level re-offenders, e.g., by taking 

them more often to the police station. it is likely that factors not included in the 

study, e.g., attitude of the child, were used by the police for assessing risk and for 

determining their reaction towards the child delinquents. 

Chapter five uses sample 2, first, to study differences in the prevalence 

rates of several potential risk factors in children with a first-time police registration 

from low versus high ses neighborhoods and of non-Western versus dutch ethnic 

origin. second, to study the association between these factors and level of offending. 

level of offending was based on self-report information on the number of different 

offenses committed over the previous half year obtained from both the child and 

the parent. Based on ses and ethnicity, offenders from sample 2 were classified 

into three groups: 1) dutch offenders from moderate to high ses neighborhoods, 

2) dutch offenders from low ses neighborhoods, and 3) non-Western offenders 

from low ses neighborhoods. results showed that about one third of the entire 

group had high levels of risk factors, particularly externalizing disorders and familial 

difficulties. in both dutch offender groups, only individual characteristics correlated 

with the level of offending. in the high ses group, a diagnosis of attention deficit 

hyperactivity disorder (adhd) and behavioral problems were positively associated 

with level of offending. in the low ses group, behavioral problems and proactive 

aggression were positively associated level offending. in the non-Western offender 

group, not only higher levels of individual factors (i.e., substance use, hyperactivity 

and sensation seeking), but also parental mental health problems and problematic 

peer relationships were associated with higher levels of offending. in summary, 

risk factors for offending do not seem to differ substantially among children from 

different neighborhoods when dutch children are concerned. for the non-dutch 

group, however, parent and peer related risk factors may have a stronger impact 

on offending.

Chapter six studies, among the children from sample 2, the value of 
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externalizing psychiatric disorders (oppositional defiant disorder - odd, conduct 

disorder – cd or attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder - adhd) in the prediction 

of self and parent reported offending at one year follow-up, over and above 

socio-demographic and first offense characteristics. Both at first assessment and 

at follow-up, a high level of offending was defined as scoring in the top 25% of 

the number of offenses as reported by the parent and/or the child. three groups 

were created: 1) persistently high offenders (16%), 2) persistently low offenders 

(56%) and 3) a variable group that offended at a high level at only one of the two 

measurements (28%). in the persistent high group, 65% met diagnostic criteria of 

at least one externalizing disorder, compared to 39% in the intermittent and 23% 

in the persistent low offender group. meeting the criteria of odd and/or cd and 

comorbidity of odd/cd with adhd, were predictive of persistence of offending, 

while adhd alone was not. socio-demographic, offense and parent characteristics 

were of no additional predictive value to psychopathology in predicting stability of 

offending. 

the aim of the study presented in chapter seven is to identify risk and 

protective factors for offending in adolescence in childhood onset offenders, using 

sample 3. three groups of adolescent outcomes were differentiated: 1) serious 

persisters, who persisted in serious offending in adolescence, 2) moderately serious 

persisters, who persisted in offending of moderate severity in adolescence, and 

3) desisters. considerable variety was found: about one third (31%) persisted in 

serious offending, over one third persisted in moderately serious offending (38%), 

and one fifth (20%) desisted. the remainder (11%) offended at intermediate levels. 

Both serious persisters and moderately serious persisters could be distinguished 

well from early onset offenders who desisted in early adolescence, while it proved 

more difficult to distinguish between moderately serious and serious persisters in 

offending. serious persisters compared to the moderate persisters were more likely 

to display disruptive behavior early in life. a high level of individual deviancy was 

found predictive of serious persistence in offending when compared to desistance, 

while desisters were higher in involvement in family activities and more often had a 

small family size. finally, moderately serious persisters as compared to the desisters 

were marked by a combination of individual deviancy and social disadvantage, 
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while desisters were more likely to have pro-social bonds as apparent from high 

family involvement and good relationships with peers. 

general discUssion

the results presented in this thesis add to our knowledge about childhood onset 

offending in several ways. With regards to first-time registrations by the police, higher 

rates of first-time police registrations were found for children from disadvantaged 

as compared to better neighborhoods, and for ethnic minorities as compared to 

dutch children. several mechanisms could have led to this overrepresentation 

of minorities. although overrepresentation of minorities was not a focuss of this 

dissertation, some explanations for this overrepresentation will be discussed here. 

first, overrepresentation in the police system may be a true reflection of higher 

offense rates in minorities. however, although self-report studies also report 

higher offense rates among children residing in neighborhoods with a lower ses 

and minority youth, differences are generally not as large as the differences in 

registration rates reported in this dissertation (herrenkohl, hawkins, chung, hill & 

Battin-Pearson, 2001; van der laan, Blom, verwers & essers, 2005). self-report 

studies are hampered by their own flaws, such as underreporting of offenses by 

minority groups due to socially desirable answering tendencies (e.g., Junger-tas, 

terlouw & Klein, 1994). second, specific characteristics of a child, unrelated to the 

offense, such as attitude or gender, may put an individual at risk of being stopped 

by the police. in addition, in some subgroups the general attitude towards the 

police may be negative and as a result may lead to more provocative conduct 

towards the police. third, ‘over-policing’, referring to the police being more present 

in at-risk, disadvantaged neighborhoods may result in relatively higher chances of 

getting caught (Philips & Bowling, 2002). fourth, as some families, i.e. from minority 

groups, are less likely to reach mental health agencies, their children are less likely 

to get adequate help (márquez, 2002; alegria et al., 2002), which may put them at 

risk to get into contact with the police. gaining insight into these likely processes is 

particularly important as not getting treatment may lead to (further) stigmatization of 

specific subgroups. 
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most childhood offenders do not seem to differ substantially in the severity of their 

offending, while they do differ  in the frequency and the variety of offending. most 

children in our studies displayed minor to moderate levels of offending, with only 

few showing serious levels of offending (defined by the first offense registered by 

the police or defined by self-reported offending). for this reason, it is not surprising 

that the severity of initial childhood offending was not predictive of the level of re-

offending. moreover, severity of the first offense as registered by the police did not 

correlate with offending as derived from self-reports. overall, these findings indicate 

that, while some childhood onset offenders are at the beginning of a pathway to 

serious offending, offense severity does not differentiate them from childhood 

offenders who are not on a path towards persistent offending. there was, however, 

substantial variation in the frequency and variety of self-reported delinquency and 

disruptive behavior among childhood onset offenders, both in the Us and in the 

dutch studies. interestingly, frequency and variety were found to be predictive 

of future levels of offending. in the PYs, frequency of offending was predictive of 

persistence as compared to desistance, while in the dutch study, a dBd diagnosis 

was found to be predictive of self-reported offending. our group-based finding that 

severity of childhood offending is not a good predictor of future offending does not 

imply that rare cases of very serious offending may not be a marker of risk in an 

individual. as serious offending in childhood was rare in our studies, no conclusions 

can be drawn . our findings imply that the absence of risk cannot be assumed 

when an individual displays an offense of minor to moderate severity. therefore, 

at first-time police contact, in-depth information on antisocial behavior rather than 

registered offending information is necessary for distinguishing between those who 

are at high risk to persist and those who are not.

our samples of childhood onset offenders displayed considerable 

heterogeneity in their re-offense patterns. of the children registered in the dutch 

police records, about one third persisted in offending. this re-offending group 

consisted of a subgroup who escalated in offending over time and a smaller group 

who re-offended at high frequency and severity from the first police contact onwards. 

in the PYs, one third of the early onset offenders persisted in serious offending 

during adolescence, while another third persisted at moderate severity. although 

163

Summary and General discussion



the prevalence of persistence differed between the dutch and the Us studies, 

which is likely to be explained by sample and instrument differences, roughly one 

third of the childhood onset offenders persisted in adolescence at a substantial 

level. in addition, those who persisted in offending were at higher risk of additional 

negative outcomes such as victimization and witnessing of violence in adolescence. 

as such, a substantial subgroup of child delinquents is at high risk of developing 

difficulties in several life domains. the childhood onset offenders who persisted 

seem to resemble moffitt’s persistent offender group (moffitt, 1993), although long 

term outcome data are needed to confirm this. on the other hand, the findings also 

stress that not all childhood onset offenders persist in offending in adolescence. 

there is considerable heterogeneity among early onset offenders with some 

desisters having offended only once or twice, while still others offending frequently 

in childhood before desisting. this last group in particular is likely to correspond 

to the group of childhood limited offenders as identified in other studies (moffitt, 

caspi, harringto & milne, 2002). however, although we are unable to conclude 

firmly on this matter since we only gathered information from police records in 

the dutch study and did not focus on childhood limited versus one-time offending 

in the PYs. low level or sporadic offending boys in the dutch study may have 

actually offended more frequently during childhood without being stopped by the 

police. therefore, offending as registered by the police may be a poor proxy of an 

individuals’ offending career. nonetheless, findings emphasize that although some 

childhood offenders are at high risk of becoming serious and persistent offenders, 

desistance and sporadic offending is substantial as well. therefore, screening 

methods that aim at detecting those at risk for persistence are needed. 

Unfortunately, it proved difficult to identify characteristics that distinguish between 

levels of re-offending among childhood offenders, which is similar to findings on the 

prediction of re-offending in adolescent offender samples (e.g., stouthamer-loeber, 

loeber, stalling & lacourse, 2008). the results indicate that markers identified in 

general population studies should be used with caution in high risk samples of 

childhood delinquents. this is particularly important as most screening is done in at-

risk populations, while studies are mostly conducted in the general population. for 
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several reasons, differences between at risk populations and the general population 

may be expected. first, within a high risk population, characteristics are likely to be 

distributed differently. risk factors will be found more frequently, while continuously 

measured variables will more often be in the higher range. second, risk factors such 

as attitudes and beliefs that were found to be important in adolescence, may be 

difficult to measure in younger at risk persons (frick, Bodin & Barry, 2000). While 

such measurement difficulty may be recognized for all young children, this may 

particularly be true in at risk children who are likely to be more immature and hence 

unable to respond adequately to measurement instruments. third, information 

gathered by the police on at risk populations may be less reliable, because parents 

and children may underreport problems to present a positive image. however, over-

reporting of problems may occur as well as the police encounter may increase 

the focus on problematic behavior of the child. further, because these children 

are not prosecuted, he police may be less precise in their investigation and the 

registration of the event. finally, other potential predictors, not included in general 

population studies may be important when differentiating among child delinquents. 

for example, it is known that promotive factors are of particular value when 

predicting desistance in a high risk sample (stouthamer-loeber et al., 2008). in 

the studies in this thesis, prediction improved when factors reported by the parent 

and child in stead of police information was taken into account. however, both in 

the dutch and Usa studies, the prediction models, although statistically significant, 

had a considerable margin of error , leaving much of the variance unexplained. this 

means that the current findings constitute a weak basis for the design of screening 

tools to identify high risk cases. furthermore, the low predictive value of police 

derived static characteristics and the better predictive value of information from 

other informants, stress the need to combine information from different sources 

over time. however, it should be further investigated whether the predictive value of 

specific characteristics improves when a child has had more contacts with police. 

interestingly, although static variables available from police had low predictive value, 

police officers assessment of intervention needs had predictive value. this seems 

to indicate that police officers use information not available in the police reports to 

assess severity of offending by children. 
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although prediction models were moderately efficient, the result identified 

several risk and promotive factors which correlated with the level of re-offending. 

childhood deviancy as apparent from externalizing psychopathology, behavioral 

problems, aggression, sensation seeking, substance use, and truancy correlated 

with offending at the time of the first police contact and predicted persistence in 

offending. in addition, pro-social bonds as apparent from relationships with peers, 

family involvement, and positive parenting predicted desistance, while problematic 

interactions with peers, and problematic family functioning predicted persistence. 

the finding that individual deviance, family characteristics, and peer interactions 

are crucial determinants for persistence and desistance of early onset offending 

is in line with most theories (o.a. moffitt, 1993; Patterson, 1996; thornberry & 

Krohn, 2001) and previous research findings (e.g., stouthamer-loeber et al., 2008; 

fergusson & horwood, 2002). 

Limitations 

several limitations of the studies in this thesis need to be considered when 

interpreting the results. first, in the dutch studies, follow-up periods were limited. 

only the study in chapter four had a follow-up of 4.5 years, while the one in chapter 

six had a one-year follow-up period. in order to gain insight into offense trajectories 

and desistance, follow-up periods that encompass adolescence and preferably 

even early adulthood are needed. second, in the dutch studies, potential correlates 

and predictors were only measured once. as children are known to fluctuate in 

their problem behaviors, one-time measurement of known dynamic characteristics 

may have limited predictive value. instead it is more likely that the development of 

problem behavior over time is most predictive of future re-offending. third, given 

the designs of our studies, no inferences can be made on causality between the 

identified correlates and subsequent offending, not even in the longitudinal studies 

of this thesis. fourth, non-Western minorities were studied as one group while this 

group in fact consists of children from a wide variety of ethnic backgrounds. finally, 

participants in the dutch studies were interviewed after having been registered by 

the police, which may have influenced their answers. for instance, parents and 

children may have been inclined to show nothing was wrong and thereby have 
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given socially desirable answers. on the other hand, a police contact may have 

caused them to focus on problems that justify such an encounter which may have 

resulted in over-reporting. however, in daily practice, police and other agencies 

dealing with childhood offenders have to rely for a great deal on parent and child 

information. therefore studying the validity of information as reported by the child 

and parent after a police contact is crucial for daily practice.

Implications for daily practice

several of the findings presented in this thesis have implications for police and clinical 

practice. first, since a substantial proportion of the children who are first stopped 

by the police are at risk to become persistent offenders, timely recognition of those 

at risk is crucial, and may help to reduce victimization in the long run. in addition, 

it may reduce other detrimental consequences for the child him/herself, such as 

victimization, imprisonment, and school drop out (moffitt et al., 2002). further, a 

substantial number of these children displayed mental health and family problems. 

over one third of the participants in the dutch study (chapter 3 and chapter 4) 

were diagnosed with at least one externalizing psychiatric disorder, which is high 

compared to the eight percent found in the general population (verhulst, van der 

ende, ferdinand & Kasius, 1997). as the presence of an externalzing disorder puts 

children at a high risk for re-offending, adequate identification should be followed 

by providing targeted intervention. screening should not only focus on high risk 

individuals but also on the children who are not at risk, as it is futile and possibly 

even harmful to intervene in those who will not develop later problems. 

a first childhood police encounter seems to be a good moment to screen for 

children at risk for persistence in offending and for those in need of mental health 

care. first, because one out of three of these children is at risk for re-offending. 

second, because it may be a first opportunity to receive mental health service for 

children whose parents avoid or are not able to seek help elsewhere (márquez, 2002; 

alegria et al., 2002). however, if the police is considered to be an agency that helps 

to identify at-risk children, a uniform registration system should be developed. for 

instance, in the dutch police practice measures and interventions are only offered 

to those that have been registered as a ‘suspect’. of participants in our studies, 
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about half of the dutch childhood offenders had been registered by the police as 

being ‘involved’, while the other half was registered as ‘suspect’. although this last 

group was involved in a number of offenses without having fewer problems than 

the involved group, these children are currently not detected as child delinquents 

and consequently are not being considered for intervention. further, the forms, 

currently used by the police, that are supposed to measure risk factors have not 

been validated and officers are not being trained to use them. Professionalizing 

assessment competencies of police officers may be of great value to quality of 

information and reliability of data-collection. 

although a first registration because of delinquent behavior may offer an 

opportunity for screening, this does not imply that the police itself should perform 

this screening. Police officers are usually not trained for such work, and information 

collected by the police did not predict of future offending by children. our study 

found that mental health characteristics, such as externalizing psychopathology, 

help to detect children at risk for persistent offending. gathering such information 

accurately requires in-depth screening by trained professionals. screening 

instruments designed for children with police contacts have been developed and 

validated in canada and have been recently translated into dutch (earl-20B 

for boys: augimeri, Koegl, Webster & levene, 2001; earl-21g for girls: levene 

et al., 2001). therefore children in contact with the police should be referred to 

an agency that has the qualified staff to perform such assessments. currently, 

promising initiatives are being implemented in the netherlands that focus on 

screening childhood offenders by social or mental health care agencies (e.g., 

Jeugd Preventie Team, Jeugd Preventie Plan, Pak je Kans). these initiatives mostly 

follow the same principle by which the police refer children and their parents to 

a mental health worker who collaborates with the police. one of the oldest and 

best-studied interventions is a family-oriented prevention program called called 

the Youth Prevention Program (Jeugd preventie programma: lieverse, heineke & 

hoffman, 2002) at step one, registered children are being referred by the police 

to a mental health professional. next, within a given period (e.g., 48 hours) after 

referral, a social worker visits the family for a short screening on potential problems 

in the child and the family. if problems are limited, a short intervention is offered. if 
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problems are more severe, the social worker can refer the child and the family to 

mental health agencies for further diagnostic assessment and treatment. Because 

at present, standardized instruments are not being used for decision making in 

these stepped care initiatives, attention should be given to this aspect. however, 

such methods ensure that children who are detected by screening also receive 

timely intervention. 

several individual, family, and peer factors that are related to (future) levels 

of offending, are potentially malleable and may thus be changed when offering 

adequate intervention. fortunately, over the past few years, several interventions 

that target the individual and his/her parents have been proven effective in reducing 

behavioral problems of children (e.g., Pmto: Parent management training-

oregon; Patterson, 2005; snaP: stop now and Plan; augimeri, Koegl, Webster & 

levene, 2007). the snaP program is an intervention that is promising as it focuses 

specifically on children in contact with the police and their parents. this program 

focuses on problematic behavior as displayed by the child, peer interaction and 

parenting practices. and when needed, it includes the possibility that additional 

(psychiatric) treatment is being given. however, the effectiveness of these programs 

in reducing risk of re-offending in childhood onset offenders has not yet been 

studied in the netherlands. 

Recommendations for future research 

a main objective of this thesis was to identify characteristics that are indicative of 

future re-offending and that may be relevant for intervention purposes. several 

recommendations for research can be made to optimize screening: 

first, future research should identify factors that are known to the police but 

not measured in our studies. such factors are likely to exist, given the finding that 

the police reacted more restrictively at first encounter to those who were at highest 

risk to persist in offending. one such factor is information regarding the child’s 

attitude during the police encounter. in addition, information on the family of the 

child available to the police should be investigated as a predictor of risk.

second, if screening methods are designed, studies should examine the 

reliability of these methods when used by the police or agencies they refer to. 
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methods designed based on scientific research may yield different results when used 

in daily practice. for instance, parents and children may provide other information to 

a police officer who will use it to take legal measures than to researchers who solely 

gather the information for scientific purposes when anonymity is guaranteed.

third, future research can be enhanced by using longer follow-up periods, 

multiple assessments of other potential predictors, and multiple informants. 

studying potential predictors over time makes it possible to examine whether 

certain developmental patterns (e.g., stable or escalating behaviors over time) are 

more predictive of future offending than a one time observation. in addition, the 

impact of predictors may be dependent on the stage of offending careers (e.g., 

onset, escalation, desistance). the inclusion of other informants and observational 

measures may additionally be informative. especially when children and parents 

are reluctant to give information, information from teachers may be of additional 

value. however, including different information sources needs to be accompanied 

by studies on how to weigh these different sources of information. such research is 

definitely needed because in daily practice police officers, social workers, and other 

professionals often have to deal with contradictory information. 

fourth, future studies should focus on how to best combine predictors and 

take into account interaction effects that are likely to enhance screening accuracy 

and hence prediction. risk and promotive characteristics are likely to interact with 

each other, while combinations of risk factors may lead to an accumulation of 

risk. in addition, some risk and promotive factors may have a different impact in 

different groups of child delinquents. for instance, this dissertation provides some 

indications that different factors are important in girls versus boys and in ethnic 

minorities versus dutch children. 

finally, several domains of functioning have not been studied in this thesis 

but do need attention in early onset offenders, such as the impact of school 

achievement and motivation, as well as cognitive functioning on offending. further, 

as promotive factors were predictive of desistence among the early onset offenders 

in the PYs, the value of promotive factors when screening among children with a 

first police contact should be considered.
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When these points are taken into account, future research will add to our knowledge 

on early onset offending which is desperately needed to enable future evidence-

based decision making by practitioners and policymakers concerning delinquent 

children. 

Summary and General discussion
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de inleiding van dit proefschrift vat de algemene literatuur samen op het gebied 

van vroeg startend delinquent gedrag: delinquent gedrag in de kindertijd (beneden 

de 12 jaar) wordt gezien als een van de belangrijkste risicofactoren voor het 

ontwikkelen van een ernstige en persistente criminele carrière (loeber & farrington, 

2001; moffitt, 1993; snyder, 2001; Krohn, thornberry, rivera, & le Blanc, 2001). 

daarnaast hebben kinderen die delinquent gedrag vertonen een verhoogde kans 

op het ontwikkelen van psychiatrische stoornissen en problemen op sociaal en 

maatschappelijk gebied zowel in de kindertijd zelf en in de adolescentie, alsook 

uiteindelijk in de volwassenheid (moffitt et al., 2002; hofstra, van der ende, & 

verhulst, 2002; maughan & rutter, 2001). echter, niet álle kinderen die delinquent 

gedrag vertonen, zullen levenslang problemen hebben, laat staan dat ze allemaal 

zullen uitgroeien tot ernstige en persistente delinquenten (e.g., Krohn et al., 2001; 

raine et al., 2005). vandaar dat het noodzakelijk is inzicht te krijgen in het beloop 

van vroeg startend delinquent gedrag en de mogelijke voorspellers van persistentie. 

dat zou het mogelijk maken de kinderen met het hoogste risico vroegtijdig te 

herkennen en hen passende interventies aan te bieden. vroegtijdig ingrijpen biedt 

meer kansen omdat het antisociaal levenspatroon dan nog minder ingesleten is 

(Junger-tas, 1996; tremblay & craig, 1997). daarnaast kan het voorkómen dat 

deze kinderen een negatief rolmodel worden voor hun leeftijdgenoten (moffitt, 

1997). het identificeren van deze risicokinderen is niet alleen nodig om de juiste 

interventie te kunnen bieden, maar ook om de kinderen die geen hoog risico lopen 

niet te belasten met onnodige ingrijpen, dat mogelijk een stigmatiserende werking 

hebben.

tot dusver is er weinig onderzoek verricht waarin verschillende criminele 

carrières van vroeg startende delinquenten onderscheiden werden. Kennis over 

de ontwikkeling van antisociaal en delinquent gedrag bij kinderen is tot nu toe 

vooral gebaseerd op epidemiologisch onderzoek in de algemene bevolking. hierbij 

werden vroeg startende delinquenten als één groep afgezet tegen andere jongeren 

terwijl niet naar verschillen binnen de vroeg startende groep is gekeken. hierdoor is 

er wel veel kennis over factoren die voorspellend zijn voor een delinquente carrière 

in de algemene populatie, maar is nauwelijks onderzocht of deze factoren ook 

onderscheiden tussen kinderen die wel en niet recidiveren. 
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hoewel ongeveer een derde van de kinderen wel eens antisociaal gedrag of 

delictgedrag heeft gepleegd is frequent en enstig antisociaal en delictgedrag 

zeldzaam onder kinderen (ongeveer 8%: moffitt et al., 2002). voor onderzoek in 

de algemene populatie naar vroeg startend, ernstig delinquent gedrag zouden 

derhalve grote groepen kinderen onderzocht moeten worden. voor onderzoek 

naar verschillen binnen een reeds delinquente groep kinderen is het dus nodig om 

bij aanvang een voldoende grote hoog-risicogroep te selecteren.

een bekende hoog-risicogroep bestaat uit kinderen beneden de 12 jaar die 

met de politie in aanraking is gekomen wegens delinquent gedrag (snyder, 2001). 

hoewel deze kinderen nog niet strafrechtelijk vervolgbaar zijn, kunnen zij wel door 

de politie geregistreerd worden. deze doelgroep is met het oog op de preventietaak 

van de politie van maatschappelijk en praktisch belang. voor het slagen van deze 

preventietaak is het noodzakelijk met name de kinderen met een verhoogd risico op 

recidive zo vroeg mogelijk te herkennen om ze een passende interventie te kunnen 

bieden. hoewel een politieregistratie bij minder dan 1% van de kinderen uit de 

algemene populatie voorkomt, betreft dat jaarlijks nog steeds enkele duizenden 

kinderen. tot dusver - zowel nationaal als internationaal - is er echter weinig bekend 

over kinderen beneden de 12 jaar die voor de eerste keer met de politie in aanraking 

zijn gekomen en is er dus weinig empirische kennis om politiebeleid op te baseren. 

Kinderen zijn in de meeste landen niet strafrechtelijk vervolgbaar en verschijnen 

daarom niet in de landelijke criminaliteitsstatistieken en onderzoeken. in ons land, 

waar de minimumleeftijd voor strafrechtelijke vervolgbaarheid 12 jaar is, wordt deze 

groep echter wel in locale politiesystemen geregistreerd. daardoor is onderzoek 

naar deze kinderen, hierna12-minners genaamd, mogelijk.

dit proefschrift heeft ten doel: ten eerste, het beschrijven van delictkenmerken 

en recidivepatronen van 12-minners die tevoorschijn komen uit zelfrapportage 

en uit politieregistratie. ten tweede is het doel te onderzoeken welke risico- en 

protectieve factoren in de kindertijd samenhangen met verschillen in vroeg startend 

delictgedrag. ten derde is het doel te onderzoeken welke factoren samenhangen 

met recidive na een eerste delict in de kindertijd. 
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Samenvatting

om bovenstaande doelen te kunnen bereiken zijn verschillende onderzoeken 

uitgevoerd, waarbij gebruik werd gemaakt van verschillende datasets en 

onderzoeksdesigns. 

dataset 1 bestaat uit een groep van 347 kinderen die in 2001 voor het eerst 

door de politie zijn geregistreerd wegens delictgedrag. van deze groep 

kinderen zijn politiegegevens bekend tot 4,5 jaar na de eerste registratie, 

evenals gegevens van de raad voor de Kinderbescherming. 

dataset 2 bestaat uit 260 kinderen die in de periode 2004/2005 voor het eerst 

door de politie geregistreerd zijn wegens delictgedrag. van deze kinderen 

zijn op twee momenten gegevens uit zelf- en ouderrapportage verkregen, 

namelijk onmiddellijk na het plegen van het delict en één jaar later.

dataset 3 bestaat uit 310 kinderen uit het jongste cohort van de Pittsburgh 

Youth study die beneden de 12 jaar het eerste delictgedrag pleegden. de 

Pittsburgh Youth study is een longitudinaal bevolkingsonderzoek onder 

de jeugdige inwoners van Pittsburgh in de verenigde staten, waarbij 

risicokinderen zijn oversampled. van deze kinderen zijn vanaf een leeftijd 

van 7 tot 19 jaar zelf-, ouder- en leerkrachtdata beschikbaar. van de 

adolescentiefase zijn ook rechtbankgegevens beschikbaar. 

in de hierna volgende paragrafen van deze samenvatting zullen de resultaten kort 

worden samengevat. daarna volgt een algemene discussie met daarin ook aandacht 

voor de sterke kanten en beperkingen van de onderzoeken, de implicaties voor de 

dagelijkse praktijk en aanwijzingen voor toekomstig onderzoek.

Hoofdstuk 2 geeft een overzicht van de in nederland gebruikte signalerings-, 

screenings- en onderzoeksmethoden om kinderen te identificeren die hoog risico 

lopen te persisteren in delictgedrag. in de eerste plaats worden een aantal algemene 

screeningsprincipes, relevante screeningsmethoden en beperkingen van bestaande 

instrumenten besproken. in de tweede plaats is de huidige nederlandse praktijk 

beschreven, zowel wat betreft in gebruik zijnde instrumenten, maar ook wat betreft 

de organisatiestructuren en de mogelijkheden en belemmeringen die deze bieden 

wat betreft screenen en informatieoverdracht. Professionals in nederland raken er 
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steeds meer van overtuigd dat er een noodzaak is tot meer gestandaardiseerde 

screeningsmethoden, waarbij informatie over langere tijd gecombineerd wordt 

(zogenaamde longitudinale screening), en waarbij de informatie van verschillende 

instanties op elkaar aansluit. op dit moment zijn er echter nog weinig gevalideerde 

methoden voor handen.

het doel van het onderzoek zoals beschreven in Hoofdstuk 3 is drieledig. ten 

eerste te beschrijven wat de voornaamste delict-, socio-demografische en 

buurtkenmerken van kinderen met een eerste politiecontact zijn. ten tweede 

te toetsen of er in verhouding tot hun bevolkingsaandeel meer kinderen uit 

achterstandsbuurten en met een niet-westerse etnische achtergrond door de 

politie geregistreerd worden wegens delictgedrag. ten derde, om voor jongens en 

meisjes apart te onderzoeken of delict-, socio-demografische en buurtkenmerken 

onderscheid kunnen maken tussen lichte en middelzwaar tot ernstige delinquentie. 

hiertoe werd gebruik gemaakt van gegevens uit dataset 1. de meeste kinderen 

bleken te zijn geregistreerd wegens lichte (56%) tot middelzware delicten (37%), 

terwijl ernstige delicten zelden voorkwamen (7%). verder betrof het meestal 

groepsdelinquentie en was 15% van de 12-minners meisje. Kinderen uit buurten 

met een laag sociaal economische status (ses) en kinderen uit steden waren 

oververtegenwoordigd in de politiesystemen, ook als rekening werd gehouden met 

het hoger aantal kinderen dat in deze buurten woont. Binnen de lage ses-buurten 

bleken kinderen met een niet-westerse achtergrond relatief vaker door de politie 

te zijn aangehouden dan nederlandse kinderen. het bleek moeilijk op basis van 

delict-, socio-demografische en buurtkenmerken een onderscheid te maken tussen 

12-minners die werden geregistreerd wegens een licht delict en 12-minners die 

waren geregistreerd wegens een middelzwaar tot ernstig delict. Bij jongens bleek 

het hebben van een niet-westerse achtergrond, het wonen in een buurt met een 

hoge ses, een jongere leeftijd ten tijde van de registratie, en eerdere bekendheid 

bij de raad voor de Kinderbescherming kenmerkend voor middelware tot ernstige 

delinquentie in vergelijking tot lichte delinquentie. voor meisjes bleek alleen het 

wonen in een buurt met een lage ses kenmerkend voor middelzware tot ernstige 

delinquentie in vergelijking tot lichte delinquentie. 
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het onderzoek zoals beschreven in Hoofdstuk 4 had ten eerste ten doel 

verschillende recidivetrajecten te onderscheiden op basis van de ernst en frequentie 

van het door de politie geregistreerde delictgedrag in de 4,5 jaar na een eerste 

politieregistratie. het onderzoek werd gedaan onder de jongens uit dataset 1. het 

tweede doel was de verschillende trajecten van elkaar te onderscheiden op basis 

van kenmerken van socio-demografische, buurt-, en eerste delictkenmerken. drie 

recidivetrajecten konden worden onderscheiden: 1) tweederde van de jongens 

vertoonde geen of alleen sporadisch en minder ernstig delictgedrag, 2) een 

kwart vertoonde delictgedrag dat in de loop van de tijd escaleerde in ernst en 

frequentie en 3) een kleine groep (7%), niet zijnde de 7% vermeld in het vorige 

hoofdstuk, vertoonde chronisch ernstig en frequent delictgedrag gedurende de 

gehele follow-up periode. de chronische en escalerende delinquenten vertoonden 

niet alleen meer en ernstiger delictgedrag, maar waren ook vaker zelf slachtoffer 

en getuige van geweld. tevens waren zij in de follow-up periode vaker bekend 

bij de raad voor de Kinderbescherming wegens zorgen over de opgroei- en 

opvoedsituatie. de voorspellende waarde van de socio-demografische, buurt- 

en eerste delictkenmerken bleek beperkt. vergeleken met de niet- of sporadisch 

recidiverende delinquenten, waren chronisch delinquenten ouder bij de eerste 

registratie, hadden zij vaker een niet-westerse achtergrond, en werden zij vaker 

als eerste geregistreerd wegens vandalisme. escalerende delinquenten waren 

ook gemiddeld ouder bij het eerste politiecontact en woonden vaker in lage ses-

buurten dan niet- of sporadisch recidiverende delinquenten. ondanks de lage 

voorspelende waarde van een aantal karakteristieken, bleken politieagenten ten 

tijde van de eerste registratie vaker die kinderen te hebben meegenomen naar het 

bureau die later uitgroeiden tot ernstige delinquenten. dat geeft aan dat er wellicht 

andere kenmerken zijn die beter ernstige delinquente carrières van 12-minners 

voorspellen, die niet in dit onderzoek zijn meegenomen.

het onderzoek in Hoofdstuk 5 beschrijft ten eerste een groot aantal 

individuele en omgevingskenmerken van kinderen met een eerste politiecontact uit 

dataset 2 en kijkt of deze kenmerken verschillen tussen woonbuurten en etnische 

achtergronden. vervolgens is per subgroep naar de samenhang tussen deze 

kenmerken en de mate van delictgedrag, zoals gerapporteerd door de kinderen 
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zelf en hun ouders, onderzocht. als maat voor delictgedrag werd genomen het 

aantal verschillende delicten waarvan ouder en/of kind aangaf dat het kind deze 

in het afgelopen half jaar had gepleegd. hiertoe werden drie groepen 12-minners 

onderscheiden: 1) nederlandse 12-minners uit hoge ses buurten, 2) nederlandse 

12-minners uit lage ses buurten, en 3) niet-westerse 12-minners uit lage ses buurten. 

ongeveer een derde van alle kinderen met een politiecontact vertoonde problemen, 

met name externaliserende problemen zoals blijken uit psychische stoornissen 

(aandachttekort/hyperactiviteitstoornis (adhd), de oppositionele stoornis (odd) 

en de gedragstoornis (cd)) en meer dimensionele maten voor probleemgedrag, 

en problemen in het gezin. echter, lang niet alle factoren die als voorspeller voor 

delinquent gedrag zijn geïdentificeerd in de algemene populatie, bleken ook samen 

te hangen met de mate van dergelijk gerapporteerd delictgedrag bij 12-minners. in 

beide groepen met een nederlands etnische achtergrond bleken alleen individuele 

externaliserende kenmerken samen te hangen met delictgedrag. in de hoge ses-

groep waren dat een adhd-diagnose en gedragsproblemen. in de lage ses-

groep correleerde een hogere mate van delictgedrag met meer gedragsproblemen 

en proactieve agressie. dat laatste doelt op agressie die wordt ingezet om iets voor 

elkaar te krijgen en dus niet als reactie op een (vermeende) uitdaging door anderen. 

daarmee lijkt bij nederlandse kinderen de buurt van herkomst niet of nauwelijks van 

invloed op de relatie tussen risicofactoren en delinquent gedrag. in de groep 12-

minners met een lage ses en een niet-westerse etnische achtergrond bleken niet 

alleen de mate van individueel kenmerken, zoals middelengebruik, hyperactiviteit 

en spanning zoeken, maar ook psychische problemen van een van de ouders en 

problemen in de omgang met leeftijdgenoten te correleren met delictgedrag. in 

vergelijking tot nederlandse 12-minners lijken bij 12-minners met een niet-westerse 

achtergrond niet alleen individuele maar ook omgevingskenmerken bepalend voor 

de mate van zelfgerapporteerd delictgedrag.

het onderzoek in Hoofdstuk 6 toetst de waarde van externaliserende 

psychopathologie in de voorspelling van de stabiliteit van delictgedrag over één jaar. 

de onderzoeksgroep bestond uit het deel van de kinderen uit dataset 2 van wie zowel 

psychiatrische gegevens als follow-up gegevens beschikbaar waren. op basis van 

door het kind- en de ouder gerapporteerd delictgedrag op de eerste meting en de 
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vervolgmeting één jaar later werden drie groepen gecreëerd: een groep kinderen 

die bij beide metingen veel delictgedrag vertoonde (16%), een groep kinderen die 

bij beide metingen weinig tot geen delictgedrag vertoonde (56%) en een groep 

die alleen bij een van de twee metingen veel delictgedrag vertoonde (28%). van 

de kinderen die persistent veel delictgedrag vertoonden, bleek 65% te voldoen 

aan de diagnostische criteria voor ten minste één externaliserende stoornis. van de 

kinderen met veel delictgedrag op slechts één meetmoment was dit 39% en van de 

kinderen met persistent weinig delictgedrag voldeed 23% aan de criteria voor een 

externaliserende stoornis. een diagnose odd en/of cd in combinatie met adhd, 

bleek met name voorspellend voor persistent delictgedrag, terwijl adhd alleen niet 

voorspellend leek.

in het onderzoek in Hoofdstuk 7 is de waarde getoetst van kenmerken 

zoals gemeten in de kindertijd bij het voorspellen van de ernst en de duur van 

delinquente carrières. hiertoe werd gebruikt gemaakt van dataset 3. de vroeg 

startende delinquenten vertoonden een aanzienlijke spreiding in de duur en de 

ernst van hun delictgedrag tijdens de adolescentie (12-19 jaar). hierbij werden 

drie soorten carrières onderscheiden: 1). een groep die persisteerde in ernstig 

delictgedrag (35%), 2) een groep die persisteerde in matig ernstig delictgedrag 

(43%) en 3) een groep die al in de vroege adolescentie (vóór het 14e levensjaar) 

stopte (23%).de overige kinderen (13%) vertoonden een wisselend delictpatroon, 

waardoor ze niet in een van de drie groepen konden worden ingedeeld. groep 1 

en 2 waren beide goed van groep 3 te onderscheiden, terwijl het moeilijk was te 

differentiëren tússen groep 1 en 2. in de kindertijd kwam disruptief gedrag vaker 

voor onder kinderen die doorgingen in ernstig delictgedrag dan onder kinderen 

die doorgingen in matig ernstig delictgedrag. Kinderen die doorgingen in matig 

ernstig delictgedrag werden vaker gekenmerkt door sociale achterstand. het vaker 

voorkomen van disruptief gedrag onderscheidden de kinderen die doorgingen in 

ernstig delictgedrag ook van de kinderen die stopten, terwijl betrokkenheid van het 

kind bij het gezin en het wonen in een klein gezin juist voorspellend waren voor 

stoppen. tenslotte konden kinderen die matig ernstig persisteerden van de stoppers 

worden onderscheiden doordat er onder hen vaker disruptief gedrag voorkwam, 

maar dus minder vaak dan onder ernstige delinquenten, en doordat er bij meer 
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van hen sprake was van sociale achterstand. ook hier waren het weer pro-sociale 

banden, zoals de band met het gezin en met leeftijdgenoten, die voorspellend 

waren voor stoppen in vergelijking tot persistentie in matig ernstig delictgedrag. 

de resultaten van deze dissertatie dragen op verschillende manieren bij aan de 

huidige kennis over vroeg startende delinquentie. ten eerste bleek een aantal 

socio-demografische kenmerken samen te hangen met de kans om door de politie 

geregistreerd te worden wegens delictgedrag. Jongens werden vaker geregistreerd 

door de politie dan meisjes. daarnaast waren kinderen uit steden, uit buurten met 

een lage ses, en kinderen van niet-westerse etnische origine overgerepresenteerd 

in de politieregistratiesystemen. hieraan kunnen verschillende mechanismen 

ten grondslag liggen. ten eerste kunnen deze verschillen in politieregistratie een 

reflectie zijn van verschillen in gepleegd delictgedrag. hoewel zelfrapportage 

onderzoeken ook een hogere prevalentie van delictgedrag vinden bij kinderen uit 

lagere ses en sterk verstedelijkte buurten en bij kinderen met een niet-westerse 

etnische achtergrond (herrenkohl et al., 2001; van der laan, Blom, verwers & 

essers, 2005), zijn de daar gerapporteerde verschillen kleiner dan de verschillen 

zoals gerapporteerd in de politiesystemen. hier kan tegenin gebracht worden dat 

zelfrapportage niet noodzakelijk een weerslag is van het daadwerkelijke gedrag. 

Zo is zelfrapportage gevoelig voor sociaal wenselijke antwoordtendensen wat kan 

leiden tot onderrapportage (Junger-tas, terlouw & Klein, 1994). aan de andere kant 

lijkt zelfrapportage bij kinderen soms juist te leiden tot overrapportage met name 

van de frequentie waarmee (lichte) delicten worden gepleegd. een reden waarom 

het Wetenschappelijk onderzoeks en documentatie centrum van het ministerie 

van Justitie ooit weer gestopt is met het verzamelen van zelfgerapporteerde 

delictgegevens onder kinderen (van der laan, hoeve & van domburgh, 2008). 

ten tweede zou het zo kunnen zijn dat kenmerken van het kind, behalve het 

delictgedrag, ervoor zorgen dat kinderen een hoger risico lopen om door de 

politie geregistreerd te worden. Jongens in vergelijking tot meisjes en kinderen 

met een negatieve, opstandige brutale houding versus kinderen met een positieve, 
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respectvolle houding tegenover de agent lopen bijvoorbeeld mogelijk meer kans 

om door de politie geregistreerd te worden. ten derde is het denkbaar dat de politie 

meer aanwezig is in bepaalde risicowijken en dat kinderen uit deze wijken daardoor 

meer risico lopen aangehouden te worden. ten vierde kan het zo zijn dat bepaalde 

groepen mensen, bijvoorbeeld niet-westerse allochtonen, minder goed hun weg 

vinden binnen de jeugdgezondheidszorg indien er sprake is van gedragsproblemen 

bij het kind (márquez, 2002). deze kinderen lopen daardoor meer kans om door 

de politie geregistreerd te worden wegens delictgedrag dat voortvloeit uit hun 

onbehandelde gedragsproblemen. ten slotte is het mogelijk dat in bepaalde 

buurten bijvoorbeeld scholen of andere derden minder snel de politie inschakelen 

bij delictgedrag. het is bijvoorbeeld denkbaar dat in minder verstedelijkte buurten 

waar men elkaar kent, men eerder geneigd is probleemgedrag van kinderen zelf in 

de eigen gemeenschap op te lossen in plaats van de politie te bellen. inzicht krijgen 

in deze processen is zeer belangrijk omdat deze kunnen leiden tot stigmatisatie van 

bevolkingsgroepen en omdat het aangeeft dat specifieke groepen van kinderen en 

hun families mogelijk niet de behandeling krijgen die zij behoeven. 

in de kindertijd blijkt niet zozeer de ernst als wel de frequentie en diversiteit 

van delictgedrag tussen delinquenten onderling te verschillen. de meeste 

kinderen vertoonden minder ernstig tot matig ernstig delictgedrag, terwijl ernstig 

delictgedrag zelden voorkwam. dit bleek zowel wanneer gekeken werd naar het 

eerste politiecontact als wanneer gekeken werd naar zelfgerapporteerd delictgedrag 

bleken. de ernst van het delictgedrag in de kindertijd was daarbij niet voorspellend 

voor recidive. de ernst van het eerste delict zoals geregistreerd door de politie 

hing in de nederlandse onderzoeken zelfs niet samen met het zelfgerapporteerde 

delictgedrag ten tijde van de politieregistratie, wat aangeeft dat de ernst van het 

eerste geregistreerde delict geen goede indicator is voor de mate van onderliggende 

van probleemgedrag. Zeer ernstige delicten kunnen natuurlijk wel degelijk een 

indicatie geven voor individuele risico’s en onderliggende beperkingen, maar deze 

zijn zeldzaam bij 12-minners. daarnaast is een licht delict geen indicatie voor de 

afwezigheid van recidiverisico. 

in de kindertijd varieerden delinquenten onderling wel in de frequentie en 

diversiteit van het gerapporteerde delictgedrag. deze frequentie en diversiteit van 
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delictgedrag hingen samen met persistentie van het delictgedrag in het amerikaanse 

onderzoek. in de nederlandse onderzoeken uit deze dissertatie zijn frequentie en 

diversiteit niet als voorspellers voor toekomstig delictgedrag onderzocht. echter, de 

aanwezigheid van een gedragsstoornis (odd en/of cd) bleek voorspellend voor 

persistentie van delictgedrag. aangezien er over 12-minners die voor het eerst met 

de politie in aanraking komen geen delictgeschiedenis en dus geen frequentie of 

diversiteit van delictgedrag bekend is, lijkt het van belang dergelijke informatie van 

kinderen en ouders zelf te verzamelen wil men, na verloop van tijd, hoog risico- van 

laag risicokinderen kunnen onderscheiden.

vroeg startende delinquenten vertoonden vervolgens aanzienlijke 

heterogeniteit in hun recidivepatronen. hoewel prevalentiecijfers verschilden in 

de verschillende onderzoeken, wat geweten kan worden aan verschillen in de 

onderzoeksgroepen en in de maten die gebruikt werden om delinquentie vast 

te stellen, kan ruwweg worden gesteld dat een derde van de vroeg startende 

delinquenten in de adolescentie in substantiële mate doorgaat met het vertonen 

van delictgedrag. die recidivisten lopen vervolgens ook een hoger risico op andere 

negatieve life events zoals zelf slachtoffer worden van geweld of daar getuige van 

zijn, wat aangeeft dat zij waarschijnlijk op meerdere levensgebieden problemen 

ontwikkelen. daarmee lijken de kinderen die doorgaan in delictgedrag op de 

groep Life Course Persistent delinquenten zoals beschreven door moffitt (1993). 

aan de andere kant benadrukken de voorliggende resultaten ook dat lang niet 

alle vroeg startende delinquenten zullen doorgaan met hun gedrag en zich zullen 

ontwikkelen tot ernstige veelplegers. in tegenstelling tot andere onderzoeken (moffitt 

et al., 2002), was op basis van politie-gegevens niet een groep vroeg-startende 

delinquenten te onderscheiden die veel delictgedrag vertoonde in de kindertijd, 

om in de adolescentie vervolgens te stoppen. het is echter wel mogelijk dat een 

substantieel deel van de kinderen die op basis van politiegegevens als sporadisch 

delinquent worden gekenmerkt, in werkelijkheid wel degelijk frequent delictgedrag 

heeft vertoond in de kindertijd om vervolgens te stoppen in de adolescentie. de 

kans om niet aangehouden te worden voor delictgedrag is wellicht in de kindertijd 

groter dan in de adolescentie wanneer delictgedrag zich steeds meer buitenshuis 

gaat afspelen (Patterson, 1998; loeber, 1996). hoewel 12-minners dus een hoog 
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risico hebben om te recidiveren, is ook stoppen veel voorkomend, wat de noodzaak 

tot screenen benadrukt om diegenen te identificeren die werkelijk risico lopen te 

persisteren in hun gedrag.

Risico- en beschermende factoren voor (toekomstig) delictgedrag

de resultaten uit deze dissertatie geven echter ook aan dat het lastig is om vroeg te 

bepalen wie er het meeste risico loopt op persistentie in delictgedrag en/of op andere 

problemen. dit is ook gevonden in adolescente risicopopulaties (bijv. stouthamer-

loeber et al., 2008). hieruit blijkt dat bevindingen uit de algemene populatie niet 

zomaar gegeneraliseerd kunnen worden naar specifieke risicopopulaties. dit is 

des te meer van belang aangezien het meeste onderzoek naar vroeg startende 

delinquentie plaatsvindt in de algemene populatie terwijl de meeste screening 

wordt gedaan in risicopopulaties zoals kinderen met een politiecontact.

verschillende mechanismen kunnen er aan hebben bijgedragen dat 

voorspelling van toekomstig delictgedrag moeilijk is bij kinderen die al een delict 

hebben gepleegd. ten eerste zijn risicofactoren anders verdeeld in een hoog 

risicopopulatie dan in de algemene populatie. risicofactoren worden vaker gevonden 

waardoor de verschillen binnen de groep kleiner worden. ten tweede zijn bepaalde 

kenmerken die voorspellend zijn voor delinquent gedrag in de adolescentie, 

zoals attitudes en overtuigingen van het kind, in de kindertijd moeilijker in kaart te 

brengen (frick, Bodin & Barry, 2000). dat kan nog moeilijker zijn bij vroeg startende 

delinquenten aangezien die vaak een ontwikkelingsachterstand hebben en daardoor 

meer moeite hebben met het begrijpen van de vragen. ten derde is informatie 

zoals verzameld bij risicopopulaties, met name kinderen met een politiecontact, 

wellicht minder betrouwbaar. ouders en kinderen voelen wellicht een belang om 

te laten zien dat er niets aan de hand is. aan de andere kant kan het politiecontact 

er ook toe leiden dat kinderen en ouders zich zeer bewust worden van ongewenst 

gedrag van het kind, wat juist kan leiden tot overrapportage. daarnaast kan ook de 

informatie zoals verzameld door de politie juist bij kinderen minder betrouwbaar 

zijn. Kinderen zijn immers nog niet strafrechtelijk vervolgbaar, waardoor er minder 

prioriteit ligt bij het precies uitzoeken van de precieze toedracht. tot slot is de keuze 

voor de te toetsen voorspellers uit de voorliggende onderzoeken gebaseerd op 
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evidentie uit de algemene populatie. het is mogelijk dat onder vroeg startende 

delinquenten andere factoren van belang zijn, die nu niet zijn meegenomen. Zo is 

uit onderzoek gebleken dat beschermende factoren, bijvoorbeeld een goede band 

met je familie, met name van belang zijn wil men differentiëren tussen jongeren 

die allemaal risicofactoren bezitten (stouthamer-loeber, loeber, Wei, farrington & 

Wikström, 2002). al deze redenen tonen niet alleen aan waarom het moeilijk is 

binnen hoog risicopopulaties te onderscheiden, maar zij wijzen er ook op dat hoog 

risicopopulaties verschillen van de algemene populatie en dus onderzocht moeten 

worden. 

de voorspelling van toekomstig delictgedrag verbeterde op het moment dat 

ouder- en kindinformatie werd toegevoegd aan de door de politie geregistreerde 

informatie. maar ook dan bleef de voorspellingskracht matig en was er een vrij grote 

foutmarge. dat betekent dat op basis van de aanwezige informatie een aanzienlijk 

deel van de kinderen onjuist als niet risicovol zou worden aangeduid en een ander 

deel onjuist als wel risicovol. vandaar dat het gerechtvaardigd is te concluderen 

dat er op dit moment geen simpel screeningsinstrument te ontwerpen lijkt, dat 

betrouwbaar kan onderscheiden tussen hoog en laag risicokinderen. daarnaast 

wijzen deze bevindingen erop dat het belangrijk is om informatie van verschillende 

bronnen te combineren, zoals school, jeugdzorg, politie etc. voorspelling zal ook 

gebaat zijn bij het verzamelen van gegevens uit verschillende bronnen omdat 

deze bronnen tezamen een beter inzicht geven in de frequentie en diversiteit van 

antisociaal en delictgedrag . verschillende minder ernstige signalen uit verschillende 

bronnen wijzen los van elkaar immers niet op een hoog risico, maar wel indien zij 

gezamenlijk in aanmerking genomen worden. tot slot is het vooral bij kinderen 

noodzakelijk om longitudinale vormen van screenen te hanteren. daarbij dienen 

niet-ernstig antisociaal en delictgedrag niet los van elkaar beschouwd te worden, 

maar juist in combinatie met elkaar. Wordt een kind op basis van informatie zoals 

bekend ten tijde van het eerste delict niet als risicovol aangemerkt dan dient deze 

informatie toch geregistreerd te worden en meegewogen te worden, mocht het 

kind nogmaals met de politie in aanraking komen. 

hoewel voorspelling van recidive moeilijk is, zijn er wel een aantal 

factoren te onderscheiden die in verschillende onderzoeken samenhingen met 
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(herhaald) delictgedrag. verschillende individuele karakteristieken zoals spijbelen, 

externaliserende psychopathologie en continue maten van gedragsproblemen 

correleerden met de ernst, frequentie, diversiteit en persistentie van delictgedrag. 

vergelijkbaar met eerdere onderzoeken bleek ook nu weer uit zowel de nederlandse 

onderzoeken naar 12-minners als de Pittsburgh Youth study dat problemen in het 

gezin, in sociale contacten en met leeftijdgenoten samenhingen met delictgedrag. 

daarnaast kwam uit de Pittsburgh Youth study dat pro-sociale banden met 

leeftijdgenoten en familie belangrijk zijn voor het stoppen met delictgedrag. de 

bevinding dat zowel individuele karakteristieken als het functioneren van het 

gezin belangrijke correlaten zijn, komt eveneens in de meeste theorieën over 

de ontwikkeling van jeugddelinquentie naar voren (o.a. moffitt, 1993; Patterson, 

1996). 

Beperkingen

deze dissertatie kent een aantal beperkingen die in oogschouw genomen dient te 

worden bij het interpreteren van de bevindingen. ten eerste werden de nederlandse 

onderzoeken gekenmerkt door geen of slechts een korte follow-up periode. 

alleen in hoofdstuk vier is delinquentie over een wat langere tijd, namelijk 4,5 jaar 

bekeken. om inzicht te krijgen in delictpatronen van vroeg startende delinquenten 

is een lange onderzoeksperiode, het liefst tot in de volwassenheid, vereist. ten 

tweede, zijn in de nederlandse onderzoeken potentiële risico- en beschermende 

factoren slechts eenmalig gemeten. aangezien kinderen fluctueren in hun gedrag 

zou het zo kunnen zijn dat het meten van kenmerken op meerdere momenten 

tot betere voorspellingen leidt. het kan bijvoorbeeld zo zijn dat alleen stabiel 

gedrag voorspellend is voor recidiveren. ten derde is geen van de onderzoeken 

uit deze dissertatie zo opgezet dat er uitspaken over oorzaak en gevolg kunnen 

worden gedaan, zelfs niet uit de longitudinale onderzoeken. ten vierde zijn 

kinderen met een niet-westerse achtergrond alleen onderzocht als één groep 

terwijl het in werkelijkheid een zeer heterogene groep kinderen betreft. daarom is 

voorzichtigheid bij het interpreteren van bevindingen over kinderen met een niet-

westerse etnische achtergrond geboden. tot slot kan het zo zijn dat de antwoorden 

van de jongeren en hun ouders uit hoofdstuk 4 en 5 beïnvloed zijn door het feit dat 
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ze geregistreerd waren door de politie. het zou bijvoorbeeld zo kunnen zijn dat zij 

daardoor geneigd waren een positiever beeld van zichzelf en hun kind te scheppen 

om maar vooral te laten zien dat er niets aan de hand was. aan de andere kant 

kan het politiecontact er juist ook toe hebben geleid dat de nadruk werd gelegd 

op alle mogelijke problemen die de jongere en het gezin hadden. het eerste zou 

hebben geleid tot onderraportage terwijl het tweede juist zou hebben geleid tot 

overrapportage. hoewel er dus nadelen kleven aan zelf- en ouderrapportage direct 

na een politiecontact, is het ook zo dat in de dagelijkse praktijk de politie en overige 

instanties die informatie nu juist verzamelen nadat de jongere delictgedrag heeft 

vertoond. het is derhalve van groot belang juist de samenhang tussen de factoren 

zoals op dat moment gerapporteerd en delictgedrag te onderzoeken. 

Implicaties voor de dagelijkse praktijk 

een aantal van de bevindingen uit deze dissertatie hebben belangrijke implicaties 

voor de politie en de klinische praktijk. ten eerste zijn er, aangezien lang niet elke 

vroeg startende delinquent recidiveert, screeningsmethoden nodig om diegenen 

te selecteren die het hoogste risico lopen op een negatieve ontwikkeling. vroege 

identificatie van hoogrisicokinderen is van belang om toekomstig delictgedrag en 

daarmee schade aan anderen en de maatschappij te voorkomen door middel 

van interventie. daarnaast is vroege interventie van belang om de ontwikkeling 

van de jongere in bredere zin te optimaliseren. een delinquente carrière gaat 

immers ook vaak gepaard met een scala aan problemen op andere gebieden 

zoals schooluitval, problemen op het werk, omgang met antisociale vrienden etc. 

(moffitt et al., 2002). tevens vertoonde een substantieel deel van de 12-minners 

ernstige psychische en gezinsproblemen. meer dan een derde van de 12-minners 

voldeed aan de diagnostische criteria van een externaliserende stoornis, wat zeer 

hoog is in vergelijking met de acht procent die gevonden wordt in de algemene 

bevolking (verhulst et al., 1997). screening zou zich dan ook niet alleen moeten 

richten op recidiverisico, maar tevens op de behoefte aan interventie vanuit 

jeugdzorgperspectief. tot slot is screening ook van belang om juist die jongeren te 

identificeren die geen risico lopen. dit om onnodig en daarmee potentieel schade 

berokkenend ingrijpen te voorkomen.
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de aanhouding door de politie lijkt een zeer efficiënt moment om te screenen 

aangezien er bij ongeveer één op de drie kinderen dermate veel problemen zijn dat 

interventie gewenst is. Bijkomend voordeel is dat de politie de mogelijkheid heeft 

om te screenen binnen een hoog risicopopulatie waarvan een groot deel wellicht 

in het algemeen de neiging heeft zorg te mijden (márquez, 2002). met het oog op 

screening is het vervolgens van belang op te merken dat er behoefte is aan meer 

uniforme registratiemethoden voor 12-minners. Bijvoorbeeld, slechts de helft van 

de 12-minners stond als verdachte geregistreerd in het politiesysteem terwijl de 

andere helft ‘onterecht’ als betrokkene in het systeem stond. aangezien er een 

aantal vervolgstappen alleen wordt genomen indien een kind als verdachte wordt 

geregistreerd, zoals het invullen van een landelijk overdracht formulier (lof), het 

aanbieden van vrijwillige interventies als stoP en het bespreken van deze kinderen 

in het justitieel casusoverleg, impliceert dit dat een groot deel van de 12-minners met 

ernstige problemen niet gesignaleerd wordt. daarnaast is het lof oorspronkelijk 

ontwikkeld voor jongeren boven de 12 jaar, en is het niet gevalideerd. ook is er 

weinig training voor de agenten die het lof moeten invullen. hierdoor varieert de 

kwaliteit van de informatie zoals geregistreerd door de politie. 

het feit dat een politieregistratie een goed moment kan zijn om te screenen 

betekent overigens niet dat de politie het screenen ook zelf zou moeten uitvoeren. 

niet alleen omdat politieagenten niet opgeleid zijn om te screenen, maar ook 

omdat informatie zoals geregistreerd door de politie niet betrouwbaar was. hoewel 

hierbij dient te worden opgemerkt dat politieagenten wel in staat bleken om, op 

ons onbekende gronden, hoogrisicokinderen te identificeren. hun intuïtieve 

inschatting moet dus niet genegeerd worden. daarnaast is gebleken dat meer 

diepgaand onderzoek nodig is om te kunnen onderscheiden tussen hoog- en 

laag-risicodelinquenten, wat een specifieke expertise vereist. een politieregistratie 

beneden de 12 jaar wegens delictgedrag zou ook kunnen worden beschouwd als 

een belangrijk signaal in reactie waarop een andere instantie verder onderzoekt 

wat er aan de hand is. op dit moment loopt er een aantal zeer veelbelovende 

initiatieven op dit gebied in nederland (o.a. Jeugd Preventie team, Jeugd Preventie 

Plan, Pak je kans) waarbij politie en hulpverleningsinstanties nauw samenwerken op 

dit gebied. deze projecten volgen allemaal ongeveer hetzelfde stramien waarbij de 
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politie jonge delinquenten en hun families verwijst naar een hulpverleningsinstantie 

die vervolgens op korte termijn, bijvoorbeeld 48 uur, een bezoek brengt aan het 

gezin. de hulpverleningsinstantie inventariseert kort de eventuele problemen 

en biedt indien nodig een korte interventie aan, bij ernstigere problemen of het 

vermoeden daarvan kan worden doorverwezen naar een vervolginstantie voor 

verder (diagnostisch) onderzoek en behandeling. de meeste van deze projecten 

maken op dit moment nog geen gebruik van gestandaardiseerde en gevalideerde 

screeningsinstrumenten, maar zouden een goede basis voor screening kunnen 

bieden. Bijkomend belangrijk voordeel is ook dat door deze constructie op korte 

termijn hulp kan worden geboden aan het kind en het gezin. 

tot slot lijken een aantal potentieel veranderbare karakteristieken in het kind, 

het gezin en de vrienden belangrijke correlaten voor (toekomstig) delictgedrag. 

daarmee zouden zij belangrijke aanknopingspunten voor interventie kunnen 

vormen. het feit dat gezinskenmerken en vrienden belangrijke voorspellers waren, 

benadrukt het belang om het systeem waarin het kind zich begeeft te betrekken bij 

interventies. in de afgelopen jaren is er een aantal interventies ontwikkeld gericht op 

het kind en/of de ouders die bewezen effectief zijn gebleken (bijvoorbeeld Pmto 

gericht op ouders: Patterson, 2005, snaP gericht op ouders en kinderen: augimeri 

et al., 2007). het snaP programma is zelfs speciaal gericht op kinderen die in 

aanraking zijn gekomen met de politie. de effectiviteit van deze interventies bij 

kinderen beneden de 12 jaar in nederland is echter nog niet bewezen . 

Aanbevelingen voor toekomstig onderzoek 

het hoofddoel van deze dissertatie was te onderzoeken welke factoren voorspellend 

zijn voor toekomstig delictgedrag en welke factoren aanwijzingen geven voor 

interventies. aangezien informatie zoals nu bekend bij de politie ten tijde van 

een eerste delict geen goede voorspeller is voor recidive en andere risico- en 

beschermende factoren slechts van beperkte voorspellende waarde bleken, blijft 

onderzoek naar voorspellers van toekomstig delictgedrag onder reeds delinquente 

kinderen in de toekomst nodig. hieronder volgen een aantal aanwijzigen om dit 

toekomstige onderzoek te optimaliseren:

ten eerste, dient nader te worden gekeken naar factoren die al wel bekend 
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zijn bij de politie maar die nog niet gemeten zijn voor deze dissertatie. de politie 

nam bij een eerste delict immers wel vaker die kinderen mee naar het bureau die 

uiteindelijk uitgroeiden tot ernstige en frequente delinquenten. hierbij kan worden 

gedacht aan bijvoorbeeld de houding van het kind tijdens het politiecontact. ook 

kan hierbij gedacht worden aan informatie over het gezin zoals bekend bij de 

politie.

ten tweede, is het van groot belang de effectiviteit en validiteit van 

screeningsmethoden (zoals ontwikkeld op basis van wetenschappelijk onderzoek) 

in de praktijk te toetsen. nu is validatie altijd van belang, maar in het geval van 

screeningsmethoden na een eerste politiecontact des te meer. het is immers goed 

denkbaar dat eenzelfde vraag verschillende antwoorden oplevert indien deze 

wordt gesteld in het kader van wetenschappelijk onderzoek of in het kader van 

screenen door de politie of een vervolginstantie. screening door de politie of een 

vervolginstantie heeft immers potentieel meer verstrekkende gevolgen.

ten derde kan vervolgonderzoek grote waarde hebben indien informatie 

wordt verzameld gedurende langere follow-up perioden, met meerdere metingen 

en gebruik makend van verschillende informatiebronnen. dergelijke onderzoeken 

bieden de mogelijkheid de voorspellende waarde van ontwikkelingspatronen binnen 

predictoren, bijvoorbeeld stabiliteit of juist escalatie van bepaalde gedragingen, op 

toekomstig delictgedrag te onderzoeken. ook zou bestudeerd kunnen worden of 

bepaalde factoren met name voorspellend zijn voor een bepaalde fase van de 

delinquente carrière: beginnen, escaleren, persisteren en stoppen. het includeren 

van informatie van verschillende informanten zoals leerkrachtinformatie, maar ook 

informatie verkregen uit observatie en bijvoorbeeld computertaken lijkt waardevol 

gezien de gevoeligheid van zelf- en ouderrapportage voor sociaal wenselijke 

antwoordtendensen en eventuele taalproblemen. inclusie van verschillende 

informatiebronnen zou gepaard moeten gaan met onderzoek naar de onderlinge 

validiteit en betrouwbaarheid van deze informatiebronnen. onderzoek hiernaar 

zou voor de praktijk zeer belangrijke informatie opleveren over hoe om te gaan 

met tegenstrijdige informatie, maar ook over de waarde van de informatie van 

verschillende informanten en daarmee de moeite die men zich dient te getroosten 

om informatie van een bepaalde informant te verkrijgen. 
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ten vierde, dient vervolgonderzoek zich te richten op het opsporen van mogelijke 

combinaties en interacties tussen voorspellers. Bijvoorbeeld op het identificeren 

van interactiepatronen waarbij het samen voorkomen van bepaalde risico of 

beschermende factoren het risico op recidive buitenproportioneel verhoogd of juist 

verlaagd. daarnaast is het mogelijk dat bepaalde risico- en beschermende factoren 

verschillende impact hebben op het delictgedrag in subgroepen van delinquenten. 

Bevindingen uit deze dissertatie wijzen er bijvoorbeeld op dat andere factoren van 

belang kunnen zijn voor meisjes en jongens en voor kinderen met een niet-Westerse 

etnische achtergrond en kinderen met een nederlandse etnische achtergrond.

tot slot is een aantal domeinen van risicofactoren in deze dissertatie 

onderbelicht en verdienen meer aandacht in toekomstig onderzoek. hierbij kan 

onder andere gedacht worden aan ‘schools functioneren’ waaronder niet alleen 

vallen de schoolprestaties, maar ook intelligentie en taalvaardigheid. ook is er 

weinig aandacht besteed aan cognities, gewetensontwikkeling, en vaardigheden 

van de kinderen. verder is er tot nu toe met name gekeken naar risicofactoren, 

maar zou juist ook de voorspellende waarde van beschermende factoren aandacht 

verdienen.
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deze dissertatie is tot stand gekomen met hulp van een heleboel mensen:

de eerste mensen om te bedanken zijn natuurlijk de deelnemers aan de 

onderzoeken waarop dit proefschrift gebaseerd is. het is heel bijzonder dat jullie 

ons zonder direct eigen belang een kijkje hebben gegund in jullie levens om zo in 

de toekomst anderen te kunnen helpen. naast een schat aan onderzoeksgegevens 

hebben de ontmoetingen met velen van jullie mij ook een schat aan kennis, 

ervaringen en inzichten opgeleverd die mij de rest van mijn leven zullen bijblijven.

dan natuurlijk mijn promotoren theo doreleijers en robert vermeiren en co-

promotor rolf loeber. theo, jouw enthousiasme heeft me uiteindelijk over de streep 

gehaald om überhaupt te gaan promoveren. ik rolde van het ene in het andere 

onderzoeksproject en iedere keer wist je me weer te strikken voor een nieuwe 

uitdaging. ikzelf ben iemand die altijd mogelijkheden ziet, maar jij weet me daar 

nog in te overtreffen! dank voor al je vertrouwen en alle kansen die je me geboden 

hebt om me te kunnen ontwikkelen. ik ga ervan uit dat we in de toekomst nog veel 

dingen samen mogelijk gaan maken.

robert, als iemands hand in dit proefschrift te zien is dan is het wel de jouwe. 

ik ben heel blij dat je het met me volgehouden hebt en me iedere keer bent blijven 

dwingen om te zoeken naar de essentie. daarnaast was het ook heel leuk om met 

je samen te werken. Jouw inzichten en commentaren scherpen de geest en maken 

het voor mij mogelijk met goede moed nog een keer over het geheel na te denken. 

ik hoop daar in de toekomst nog vaker gebruik van te kunnen maken. 

rolf, ik heb enorm veel van je geleerd. Jouw enthousiasme voor onderzoek 

en brede interesse in leven in het algemeen dienen voor mij als een inspiratiebron. 

voor iemand zoals ik, die veel verschillende dingen leuk vindt, is het geweldig iemand 

te ontmoeten die er tegelijkertijd verschillende succesvolle carrières en hobby’s op 

na weet te houden. daarnaast ken ik niemand anders die zo doeltreffend, met 

minimaal commentaar, altijd de vinger precies op de zere plek weet te leggen. 

magda stouthamer-loeber, dank voor je begeleiding in Pittsburgh. ik geniet 

altijd erg van je scherpe en humoristische kijk op de wereld. rolf en magda, jullie 

beiden heel erg bedankt voor de ondersteuning en het welkom tijdens mijn verblijf 

in Pittsburgh. het was heel leerzaam om een tijdje bij jullie mee te mogen kijken 

en jullie hebben enorm jullie best gedaan om me daar thuis te laten voelen. ik zal 
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nooit vergeten dat jullie de telefoon dag en nacht paraat hielden toen ik vertelde 

zwanger te zijn. everyone on the life history studies Program team in Pittsburgh, 

such as dustin Pardini, alison hipwell, and Jeffrey Burke, thanks for making me 

feel at home. my special thanks to rebecca stallings who was always willing to 

answer my questions. leonieke Kroneman, dank voor je rondleiding de eerste 

dagen in Pittsburgh en voor de lessen in het bestellen van koffie en broodjes in 

een land waar alles mogelijk is. Wat leuk dat we de komende tijd weer collega’s 

worden!

dat ik me ben gaan interesseren voor onderzoek is in de eerste plaats te 

danken aan corine de ruiter die mij in de eindfase van mijn studie heeft begeleid. 

corine, je hebt me besmet met het onderzoeksvirus en in contact gebracht met 

theo. als er iemand mij in mijn hele onderzoeksleven zo om de zoveel tijd alert 

weet te houden dan bij jij het wel. van jouw kwaliteiten kan ik nog een hoop leren. 

corine, ik ben dan ook erg blij dat ik je ben tegengekomen en zie uit naar onze 

samenwerking in de toekomst. 

ook dank ik de aanstichters van het onderzoek naar 12minners in nederland, 

de onderzoekers van het eerste uur: Jan-Willem veerman, ruud Bullens en 

Wouter stol. Jullie inzet om het onderzoek van de grond te krijgen is natuurlijk 

onontbeerlijk geweest. daarnaast heb ik heel veel steun van jullie ervaren in de 

eerste fase van het onderzoek, toen het lang niet altijd gemakkelijk was iedereen 

- politie, subsidiegevers en potentiële deelnemers - te overtuigen van het nut van 

het onderzoek. Julie hebben samen met theo een vooruitziende blik gehad om 

onderzoek te beginnen naar een onderwerp waar toen relatief weinig aandacht 

voor was en wat nu, een paar jaar later, volop in de belangstelling staat.

dan mijn collega’s op de Bascule: ten eerste natuurlijk charlotte geluk, mijn 

partner in crime. het plezier in mijn werk is echt toegenomen toen jij betrokken bent 

geraakt bij het onderzoek. de afgelopen jaren is gebleken dat we een succesvol, 

elkaar aanvullend, koppel zijn. ik ben ervan overtuigd dat zonder jou de zaken er 

nu niet zo goed voor zouden staan. daarnaast ben je ook een hele leuke collega 

met wie ik in de loop van de jaren een hoop lief en leed gedeeld heb. het is dan 

ook niet meer dan vanzelfsprekend dat jij mijn paranimf bent. elsa, dank je voor 

al het werk dat je voor het onderzoek verricht hebt en voor de leuke collega die 
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je was en bent. een tip: blijf vooral bakken! lucres, dank je voor je altijd nuchtere 

en heldere kijk op zaken en voor je bereidheid om op cruciale momenten een 

helpende hand te bieden. het is altijd fijn om even te horen wat jij ervan vindt en 

zo mijn eigen denkbeelden en ideeën te toetsen en natuurlijk om bij tijd en wijlen 

hartelijk te lachten om het hele zooitje. arne, met jou ben ik de eerste jaren met veel 

plezier doorgekomen ondanks de soms barre klimatologische omstandigheden in 

de barak. en ja, die autoradio was inderdaad geweldig handig bij al die keren dat 

ik stil stond langs de weg. sannie en lisette ook aan jullie heb ik heel fijne en leuke 

collega’s gehad. ik hoop dat we elkaar blijven tegenkomen in de komende jaren. 

lisette, die Bonferroni moet er dit jaar echt van komen. misschien kunnen we er 

een jaarlijks terugkerende levenstoets van maken. carmen dank ik in het bijzonder 

voor het onderzoek dat we samen doen. Jij bent de ideale promovenda om te 

begeleiden met humor, inzicht, eigen ideeën, standvastigheid en zo op z’n tijd een 

gezonde dosis twijfel. ook jij, cyril, bent een ideale collega om te begeleiden: 

nauwgezet, hardwerkend, gepassioneerd en met de nodige humor. moran, je bent 

begonnen als hP student en inmiddels arts en collega. het was en is leuk om met 

je te werken en te zien hoe je je ontwikkelt hebt de laatste jaren. dan de andere 

collega’s: anne, annelou, cornelieke, marjan, evelien, gülhan, hellen, miranda, 

reino, tijs, laura. Jee, wat is die afdeling gegroeid zeg de afgelopen jaren. ik vind 

dat we een super leuke afdeling vormen met elkaar! Jullie leveren een grote bijdrage 

aan het plezier waarmee ik dagelijks naar mijn werk ga! ook dank ik iedereen die 

deelneemt of heeft genomen aan de maandelijkse research seminars. ook dank 

voor de oud-medewerkers, waaronder ewout, en de dames die in de loop van de 

jaren het secretariaat hebben bemand: letti, inge, hellen en Karin. speciale dank 

aan letti die er in het begin van mijn loopbaan op de afdeling altijd voor me was.

dan nog alle stagiaires die aan het onderzoek hebben meegewekt: Jessie, 

maaike, ingrid, Judith, Barbara, hinke, marleen, rinske, Yvanka, Birgit, sanne, 

maud, tamar, marinka, miranda, sandra, nicky, vera, Patricia, claire, geertje, 

Bente, inge h., inge d., linda, Jenske, leanne, marije, sophie, sofie, suzanne, 

christa, marianne, mette, emilie, roelien, louki, marina, Jorinde, Janique, danielle, 

Kaoutar, chrissy, eva, sabine en fehmi. de onderzoeksassistenten noor, hannah, 

deirdre, sonia, charlotte, esther, marieke, carolien, lianne, laila, sule, meryem, 
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Zeynep, chantal en lucia. Zonder jullie enorme inzet zou het nooit gelukt zijn. dank 

dat jullie in weer en wind en op de meest onmogelijke tijden toch steeds zijn blijven 

zoeken naar manieren om iedereen aan het onderzoek te laten meewerken.

de politie in gelderland-midden, Utrecht en rotterdam-rijnmond dank ik 

voor de ruimte en hulp die zij hebben geboden om het onderzoek uit te voeren en 

die daarnaast een onmisbare schakel in de benadering van de jongeren en hun 

ouders zijn geweest. speciale dank aan alle wijkagenten, jeugdcoördinatoren en 

andere politiemedewerkers die voor ons onderzoek hebben gebeld met, of zijn 

langsgegaan bij, potentiële deelnemers. daarnaast speciale dank aan de mensen 

van de politie die betrokken zijn geweest bij het uitzetten van het onderzoek in de 

regio’s en de mensen met wie ik mijn tijd bij de politie heb doorgebracht. door 

jullie collegialiteit heb ik het altijd heel erg leuk gevonden om met en bij de politie te 

werken. dank aan frank, Jolanda, ingrid, Janneke, albert, lex, Jacqueline, Bram, 

gwen, monique, merel, theo en vele anderen. 

de mensen bij de raad voor de Kinderbescherming, vestigingen Utrecht, 

arnhem en rotterdam, die mij hebben geholpen bij het inzien van de dossiers 

aldaar, dank voor jullie medewerking bij het opsporen van dossiers. halt nederland 

en het ministerie van Justitie dank voor het aanleveren van gegevens ten behoeve 

van het onderzoek. 

de subsidiegevers, zonder wie het onderzoek en daarmee dus ook deze 

dissertatie niet zou hebben plaatsgevonden: het Wodc, Politie en Wetenschap, 

stichting Kinderpostzegels, stadsregio rotterdam-rijnmond, gemeente rotterdam, 

provincie Utrecht, gemeente Utrecht, gemeente amersfoort, dank voor jullie 

bijdrage aan onderzoek naar dit belangrijke onderwerp. de drie lichten en nWo, 

dank voor het financieren van mijn reis naar de vs.

de begeleidingscommissies van het pilot- en het hoofdonderzoek naar 

12minners in nederland, dank voor de constructieve bijdrage en aansporingen 

om zoveel mogelijk jongeren in het onderzoek te krijgen en te houden. ik dank 

Wilma vollebergh, miriam Barendse, elisabeth de roy, frank van gemert, 

Bernadette edelhauser, marian van ooyen, roelanda van dueren en carolien 

feleus als begeleidingscommissie van het pilot onderzoek en Wilma vollebergh, 

ferko Öry, Kees loef, frits vlek, matthie Kroezen, marleen Paulissen, margriet 
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henneman, eveline de groot, sana el fizazi als begeleidingscommissie van het 

hoofdonderzoek. 

Bob newmark, dank voor het corrigeren van mijn engels en ook voor het 

opsporen van eventuele missers en onvolkomenheden. Wat is het geweldig als 

iemand nog eens controleert of je de variabelen in de tabel ook in die volgorde in de 

tekst bespreekt! nicky Jansen heel erg bedankt voor het nakijken van en meedenken 

over mijn nederlandse tekst. ongelofelijk hoe je zelfs in je eigen moedertaal nog een 

hoop kunt verbeteren. Wietske lute bedankt voor het ontwerpen van de voorkant 

en het binnenwerk van dit proefschrift en voor het doorvoeren van alle last minute 

aanpassingen.

arjan Blokland: het was heel inspirerend om met je samenwerken. heel leuk 

hoe je meteen enthousiast was van het idee en bereid was zoveel tijd en energie in 

het onderzoek te steken. Wat kan ik nog veel van jouw schrijfkunst leren. ook dick 

Bezemer dank voor je statistische adviezen.

de leescommissie, corine de ruiter, Wilma vollebergh, Peter van der 

laan, aart-Jan Beekman, Walter matthijs en Jan Willem veerman, dank voor jullie 

bereidheid om het proefschrift te lezen en beoordelen. 

de intervisieclub: arne, marleen, michiel, violaine, sjouk, Yoast en oud-leden 

Jacky, sannie en vivienne dank jullie voor alle morele bijstand, leuke inspirerende 

gesprekken en culinaire traktaties. ik hoop dat we nog lang bij elkaar komen om 

ervaringen uit te wisselen en elkaars leven te volgen.

dan mijn vrienden en familie, zoals ester, ine, Petra en Jeroen, renate en 

stijn, chris en tanja: dank voor jullie support, geloof, en vertrouwen. ik beloof dat ik 

jullie weer meer aandacht zal geven nu dit project afgerond is. al weten jullie ook, 

mij kennende, dat het altijd wel druk en hectisch zal blijven in mijn leven. ik prijs 

me gelukkig mensen om me heen te hebben die dat van me tolereren en die me 

zoveel warmte en liefde geven. mijn ‘peetkinderen’ noor, sem, June, linus, Pien en 

goos, jullie ga ik al helemaal eens goed overstelpen met aandacht! alle collega’s 

van salsadansschool amanné en in het bijzonder lina, ottie, Judine, Jamey en 

Zita: jullie zijn al jaren lang een vaste waarde in mijn leven. het geven van dansles 

was voor mij de afgelopen jaren een heel belangrijke uitlaatklep. dat lag niet alleen 

aan de dans en de muziek, maar ook aan de geweldige sfeer in de dansschool. 
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Juleke, mijn paranimf, het blijft toch bijzonder iemand al mijn hele leven te kennen 

en aan een paar woorden genoeg te hebben om te weten hoe de zaken ervoor 

staan. ik ben heel benieuwd hoe onze komende jaren eruit gaan zien! dank dat 

je mijn paranimf wil zijn. in het bijzonder dank ik mijn ouders rien en mieke en 

hun partners charlotta en dip. niet alleen jullie morele, maar ook jullie praktische 

steun, bijvoorbeeld door vaak op lynn te passen, hebben me enorm geholpen. 

met de jaren heb ik het gevoel weer steeds dichter bij jullie te komen, niet alleen 

fysiek omdat ik naar nijmegen ben verhuisd, maar ook geestelijk. dan mijn broer 

merijn en sally. Jammer dat jullie zo ver weg wonen, al is dat natuurlijk betrekkelijk 

in nederland. ondanks dat zijn jullie een vaste waarde op de achtergrond bij wie ik 

altijd mij ei kwijt kan. en dan tot slot mijn eigen gezin: tiny, lynn, sem en lard. tiny 

liefste, voor jouw bijdrage aan dit project en aan mijn levensgeluk in het algemeen 

schieten woorden tekort. door jou voel ik me veilig en daardoor vrijer om avonturen 

aan te gaan. ik kijk uit naar het vervolg van het avontuur dat ons leven is. lynn, 

je bent absoluut het grote geluk in mijn leven. het is geweldig om thuis te komen 

en lekker met je te kunnen gaan spelen en nog even met je in bed te knuffelen 

voor de dag weer begint. ik blijf me over je verbazen. door jou te zien opgroeien 

besef ik pas wat een wonder kinderen toch eigenlijk zijn. sem en lard, jullie zijn de 

leeftijdsfase van mijn doelgroep ongeschonden doorgekomen en groeien op tot 

geweldige kerels waar ik een hoop plezier mee heb beleefd en nog ga beleven. 
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