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Summary 

The intergenerational transmission of violent offending 

The apple does not fall far from the tree. A chip of the old block. Like father like 

son. In his father’s footsteps. All these popular idioms and sayings express the 

common assumption in society that children have similarities to their parents. 

These can be similarities in physical appearance of parent and child but also 

similarities in behavior. That children and parents show similarities in criminal 

behavior has been shown from several multigenerational studies (e.g. Bijleveld & 

Wijkman, 2009; Farrington, Barnes & Lambert, 1996; Thornberry, 2009). 

Whether this is also the case for violent crime in particular is, however, seldom 

investigated. In this dissertation intergenerational patterns of violent crime were 

studied. The research question was twofold. First, it was examined to what extent 

violent crime is transmitted across three consecutive generations. Second, it was 

considered which mechanisms explain the intergenerational transmission of 

violent crime.  

In order to answer these research questions, data from a sample from the 

Transfive study was used. The members of this sample were children (G3), 

grandchildren (G4) and great-grandchildren (G5) of 198 boys who were sent to a 

Dutch Catholic reform school between 1911 and 1914. These boys had been sent 

to this reform school because of concerns about their behavior, including minor 

delinquency, or because their parents were - according to guardian organizations 

- not able to take proper care of them. These 198 boys and their descendants were 

therefore at high risk for the development of criminal behavior. Conviction data 

were collected from judicial databases, demographic data were obtained from 

municipal administration records and data on heart rate levels were obtained 

from military service medical screenings. These data have been collected 

prospectively and sample members have been followed up until December 2007, 

or if prior to that, until their death or until the year they emigrated. 

In the third, and first empirical, chapter of this thesis it was examined to 

what extent crime concentrates within families and is transmitted between 

generations. This was done separately for violent and non-violent crimes. First, it 

was shown that crime tends to concentrate within families: a small percentage of 

families is responsible for a large proportion of crimes. This was shown for the 



families from the Dutch Transfive study, as well as for British families from the 

CSDD (Farrington et al., 1996) and American families from the PYS (Farrington, 

Jolliffe, Loeber, Stouthamer-Loeber & Kalb, 2001). This indicates that the 

concentration of crime within families is a cross-national phenomenon, at least 

for Western countries. Moreover, as the measurement of crime within families 

differs across the different studies, the concentration of crime within families is 

not the consequence of the used measurement of crime. It was also shown that 

the concentration of violent crimes within the Dutch families is larger than the 

concentration of non-violent crimes within these families.  

Second, analyses showed that violent crime is transmitted from father to 

son. This intergenerational transmission of violence was found from G3-fathers 

to G4-sons as well as from G4-fathers to G5-sons. Less empirical evidence was 

found for intergenerational transmission of non-violent crimes. No significant 

transmission of non-violent crimes from G3-father to G4-sons was found, while 

the transmission of non-violent crimes from G4-fathers to G5-sons was much 

smaller than the transmission of violent crimes across these generations. 

Remarkably, intergenerational transmission from G3-grandfathers to G5-

grandsons was found for non-violent crimes but not for violent crimes. However, 

the odds ratio that indicates the degree of transmission was relatively small and 

the significance of this finding disappeared when the non-violent criminal 

behavior of the G4-fathers was controlled for. 

Finally, it was examined whether the timing of paternal violence 

influenced the intergenerational transmission of violent crime. The analyses 

showed that paternal convictions for violent crime before the birth of the son or 

during the son’s adulthood did not increase the son’s risk to become a violent 

offender. Parental violence during the son’s childhood or adolescence, on the 

other hand, led to a large increased risk for offspring violent offending. 

In the fourth chapter, the role of low resting heart rate levels in the 

intergenerational transmission of violent crime was studied among those men 

from the Transfive study who had been medically examined for the compulsory 

military service. In line with the results from the third chapter, for this subset of 

men again intergenerational transmission of violent crime was found, which was 

again larger than the intergenerational transmission of non-violent crime. The 

main effect of low resting heart rates on violent offending was also significant, 



indicating that persons with a lower resting heart rate were more likely to be 

convicted for a violent crime. No significant result was found for the effect of 

heart rate on non-violent crime.  

Next, it was examined whether intergenerational transmission of low 

resting heart rate levels could (partly) explain the intergenerational transmission 

of violence. No significant transmission of heart rate levels from father to son, 

however, was found. The intergenerational transmission of violence could also 

not be explained by lowered heart rate levels of (violent) criminal’s offspring. 

Against expectations, experiencing paternal (violent) crime at young age did not 

have a significant effect on the offspring’s heart rate.  

Finally, the interaction between the effects of heart rate levels and 

paternal crime on offspring offending was examined. In line with the 'social push' 

perspective, the effect of low resting heart rates on violent crime was 

significantly larger if the individual’s father was not criminal than when the 

father was a criminal. This interaction effect was not found for non-violent 

crimes. Moreover, some support was found for the hypothesis that a high resting 

heart rate protects against having a violent father, since the intergenerational 

transmission of violence was only significant among sons with a low resting 

heart rate and not for those with a high resting heart rate. 

In the fifth chapter, the moderating influence of parental divorce on the 

intergenerational transmission of crime was examined. Heterogeneity within the 

population of offenders was taken into account in this chapter by examining the 

effects separately for the intergenerational transmission of violent crime and the 

intergenerational transmission of non-violent crime, as well as by distinguishing 

between offenders who committed crimes in different periods of the life-course. 

The results showed that children who experienced parental divorce during their 

youth were more likely to be convicted for a violent crime, but that this 

significant effect disappeared after controlling for paternal violence. The positive 

relationship between parental divorce and offspring’s non-violent offending, on 

the other hand, remained significant after controlling for paternal non-violent 

offending. In line with results from the third chapter, an intergenerational 

transmission of violent crime was found, while the intergenerational transmission 

of non-violent crime was not significant for the older generations (G3-G4) and 

much smaller for the younger generations (G4-G5).  



 A moderating effect of parental divorce on the intergenerational 

transmission of violent crime emerged. Children with a violent father were only 

at increased risk to become violent offenders themselves when their parents 

remained married during their whole youth. No significant intergenerational 

transmission of violent crime was found among children who experienced 

parental divorce during their youth. When only violently offending fathers who 

committed these violent crimes during the youth of their child were taken into 

account, the moderating influence of parental divorce on the intergenerational 

transmission of crime became even larger. Transmission of violence from such 

violent fathers on their children was four times as large when the parents 

remained married during the whole youth of the child than when the parents were 

divorced. On the other hand, intergenerational transmission from violent fathers 

who did not commit violent crimes during the youth of their child was not found, 

regardless of the marital status of the parents. 

 The moderating influence of parental divorce on non-violent crime was 

less clear. Among the older generations (G3-G4), intergenerational transmission 

of non-violent crime was neither found for children with married parents nor for 

children with divorced parents. Results for the younger generations (G4-G5), on 

the other hand, showed that non-violent crime was transmitted across generations 

when the parents were married as well as when the parents were divorced. 

Remarkably, this intergenerational transmission of non-violent crime was even 

larger when children experienced parental divorce during their youth. Another 

remarkable result is that intergenerational transmission of non-violent crime from 

G4-fathers who did not commit non-violent crimes during the youth of the child, 

was found when the G5-children did not experience parental divorce. 

In the sixth chapter it was examined whether sex offending, a specific 

type of violent crime, concentrates within Dutch and British families. Results 

from this chapter showed that sex offending does not concentrate within Dutch 

nor British nuclear families. In the extended families from the Transfive study, 

however, a significant concentration of sex offending was found. More 

specifically, a significant concentration of child abuse, all hands-on offenses (i.e. 

child abuse, rape and sexual assault) and all sex offenses (i.e. hands-off offenses 

and all hands-on offenses) was found within the extended families, while 

convictions for hands-off sex offenses or rape and sexual assault did not 

significantly concentrate within families. The concentration of convictions for 



child abuse within families, however, was shown to be the consequence of the 

concentration of these convictions within single offenders, since the 

concentration of persons convicted for child abuse was not significant within 

families. Persons convicted for any hands-on offense or any sex offense did 

concentrate significantly within families. The sex offenses clustered within 

families in various ways: within the same generation or between different 

generations, clustering of the same or different type of sex offenses, between 

relatives or between in-laws, and sex offenses committed at various ages.  

Next, it was examined how this concentration of sex offending within 

families could be explained. Analyses showed that this concentration could partly 

be explained by the inter- and intragenerational transmission of (hands-on) sex 

offenses, as those with a sexually offending relative were shown to be more 

likely to commit a sex offense themselves. This transmission of sex offending 

across relatives was stronger between nuclear family members than between 

extended family members, although all odds ratios were high and significant. 

Information from court files about the relationship between perpetrator and 

victim showed that transmission of sex offending did not occur through 

victimization of a younger family member by an older family member. Some 

support was also found for the hypothesis that the concentration of sex offenses 

within families was (partly) the consequence of the intergenerational 

transmission of violent and serious crime. Families with multiple (hands-on) sex 

offenders were shown to engage in much more violent and serious crime than 

families with no or only a single sex offender. In addition, (hands-on) sex 

offenders were not significantly different from other serious offenders in terms of 

the average number of serious and violent crimes. Moreover, men from nuclear 

families in which the father or brother was convicted for a violent crime 

(excluding sex crimes) were at increased risk to be a sex offender. No support 

was found for the hypotheses that the concentration of sex offenses within 

families could be explained by co-offending relatives or by female incest-victims 

who married sex offenders.  

 


