
VU Research Portal

The intergenerational transmission of violent offending

van de Weijer, S.G.A.

2014

document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Link to publication in VU Research Portal

citation for published version (APA)
van de Weijer, S. G. A. (2014). The intergenerational transmission of violent offending. [PhD-Thesis - Research
and graduation internal, Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam]. Haveka.

General rights
Copyright and moral rights for the publications made accessible in the public portal are retained by the authors and/or other copyright owners
and it is a condition of accessing publications that users recognise and abide by the legal requirements associated with these rights.

            • Users may download and print one copy of any publication from the public portal for the purpose of private study or research.
            • You may not further distribute the material or use it for any profit-making activity or commercial gain
            • You may freely distribute the URL identifying the publication in the public portal ?

Take down policy
If you believe that this document breaches copyright please contact us providing details, and we will remove access to the work immediately
and investigate your claim.

E-mail address:
vuresearchportal.ub@vu.nl

Download date: 24. May. 2023

https://research.vu.nl/en/publications/3e70c15c-0d82-4143-ab06-63b1e8699a6e


37 
 

Chapter 3

The intergenerational transmission of violent offending

Abstract8

The current study examines the intergenerational transmission and concentration 
of violent offending using conviction data of 3,440 persons from three 
consecutive generations from the Dutch Transfive study. Violent offending is 
more concentrated within nuclear families than non-violent offending, and the 
intergenerational transmission of violent offending is stronger than the 
intergenerational transmission of non-violent offending. Due to the low 
prevalence of violent offending by women only transmission from father to son is 
studied. Paternal violent offending before the birth of the son does not increase 
the son’s risk to become violent, while paternal violent offending during the son’s 
childhood and adolescence does. These results suggest that exposure to paternal 
violence plays an important role in the intergenerational transmission of violent 
offending.

3.1 Introduction

Although it is a common assumption that crime runs in families, the empirical 
foundation on which this assumption rests is quite narrow. Relatively little 
criminological research has focused on the intergenerational transmission of 
crime. The most important reason for this is that conducting an adequate 
multigenerational study is an expensive and longwinded endeavor, due to the 
demanding data requirements. Longitudinal data on the criminal behavior of 
multiple consecutive generations is necessary. A prospective study design is 
required in order to avoid selection on the dependent variable (i.e. the criminal 
behavior of children) and to ensure that both criminal and non-criminal parents 

                                                           
8 An earlier version of this chapter was published in Dutch as:
Van de Weijer, S.G.A., Bijleveld, C.C.J.H. & Blokland, A.A.J. (2011). De overdracht 
van gewelddadige delinquentie tussen drie generaties mannen. Tijdschrift voor 
Criminologie, 53(3), 244-259.

This chapter will be published as:
Van de Weijer, S.G.A., Bijleveld, C.C.J.H. & Blokland, A.A.J. (in press). The 
intergenerational transmission of violent offending. Journal of Family Violence.
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are included in the data. Moreover, data on the criminal behavior should be 
collected over an extensive period in order to examine multiple generations into 
adulthood (Van de Rakt et al., 2008). Other suggested reasons for the scarcity of 
research on the intergenerational transmission of offending are problems of 
establishing who the biological relatives are of inner-city samples, and problems 
of getting access to criminal records (Farrington et al., 1996). The scarcity might 
also partly be due to the fact that many criminologists are reluctant to conduct 
research that suggests biosocial causes of criminal behavior, as biological 
theories were linked to sexism, racism and immoral eugenic policies (Wright & 
Miller, 1998).

The few longitudinal multigenerational studies with a prospective design 
that do exist show that offending is highly concentrated in families and 
transmitted between generations (e.g. Bijleveld & Wijkman, 2009; Farrington et 
al., 1996; Farrington et al., 2001). However, these studies almost always focused 
on general offending, that includes a wide array of behaviors (e.g. fraud, burglary 
or assault) associated with different skills and personality characteristics, for 
which different transmission mechanisms may be responsible. Consequently, 
earlier evidence for an intergenerational transmission of offending might be 
partly based on intergenerational links between very different crimes (e.g. a 
father’s fraud and a son’s violent assault). Focusing on homogenous subsets of 
crime which are associated with relatively similar skills and personality 
characteristics may offer more insights into the intergenerational transmission of 
crime and its etiology. The current study therefore focuses on the 
intergenerational transmission of violent crimes.

It is important to focus on violent crime because violent crime has more 
long-lasting and severe consequences than other forms of crime. Victims of 
violence suffer from immediate and lasting mental and physical health effects 
(Hoyle & Zedner, 2007) while the financial costs of violent crimes, for both the 
victims and society, are substantial (Miller et al., 1993). Moreover, on theoretical 
grounds, on which we will elaborate in the next section, it is expected that the 
transmission of violent crime across generations is stronger than the transmission 
of other crimes; it might also be driven by different mechanisms. Given the 
severe consequences of violence for both victims and society, it is important to 
gain more knowledge about the mechanisms behind the transmission of violent 
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behavior between generations, in order to intervene effectively in negative family 
environments.

The current study uses data from the Transfive study to examine the 
intergenerational transmission of violent crimes and the mechanisms behind it, in 
the Netherlands. The three youngest generations from the Transfive study, 
including persons born between 1917 and 1991, will be examined. The research 
question is twofold. First, it is investigated to what extent violent offending is 
concentrated in families and transmitted between three generations in the 
Netherlands. Second, the mechanisms that underlie this intergenerational 
transmission of violent crimes are explored. Unfortunately, the prevalence of 
violent offending by women is low in the Transfive study, and therefore only the 
transmission of violent offending from father to son is investigated.

3.1.1 Underlying mechanisms

Little previous research has focused on the mechanisms that explain the 
intergenerational transmission of crime. Farrington (2002) described six, non 
mutually exclusive, mechanisms that might explain why offending concentrates 
in certain families and is transmitted from one generation to the other. The first
two mechanisms involve risk factors for criminal behavior. Farrington (2002) 
suggested that the intergenerational transmission of crime might be part of a 
larger cycle of deprivation. According to this explanation, risk factors for 
criminal behavior (e.g. poverty, disrupted families, and teenage parenting) are 
transmitted between generations. Consequently, crime appears in each 
generation. The second explanation, suggested by Farrington (2002), is that the 
intergenerational transmission of crime is mediated by risk factors for criminal 
behavior. Delinquent parents tend to live and raise their children in bad 
neighborhoods, have children at younger ages and use inadequate child-rearing 
methods, which increases their children’s chances of criminality. The third 
mechanism suggested is assortative mating, which points to the finding that 
female offenders tend to live with, and have children with, male offenders.
Consequently, their children are exposed to higher risk for criminal development.
The fourth mechanism relates to theories about social learning. Younger 
generations might imitate and learn criminal behavior from older generations.
Fifth, the intergenerational transmission of offending might be mediated by 
genetic mechanisms. According to this explanation, criminals have a genetic 
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predisposition for criminal behavior which might be transmitted to their 
offspring. The sixth and final explanation suggests that criminal parents have 
criminal children due to an official bias towards known criminal families. Some 
criminal families are monitored more intensively by law enforcement bodies, 
which leads to an increased risk for the conviction of children of criminal parents 
(Farrington, 2002).

It is expected that some of these mechanisms might apply more for 
violent crimes than for non-violent crimes. First of all, social learning is expected 
to play a bigger role in the transmission of violent crimes since children of 
parents who commit violent crimes are more likely to be exposed to the criminal 
behavior of their parents than children from parents who commit other crimes. A
burglar’s child, for example, will probably not witness the parent during a 
burglary, while children of violent parents are more likely to witness their 
parents’ violent behavior at home (e.g. marital violence, child abuse). In addition, 
violent crimes may be a manifestation of an aggressive trait that can also be 
expressed by aggressive and violent behavior in everyday life. Research has 
shown that exposure to caregiver intimate partner violence leads to increased 
involvement in own intimate partner violence (e.g. Smith et al., 2011).
Furthermore, it is more likely that heredity plays a role in the intergenerational 
transmission of violent crimes than for other forms of criminality. Although 
violent offending itself is not directly genetically transmissible, personality traits 
associated with violence, like a low IQ (Devlin et al., 1997) and impulsivity 
(Meyer-Lindenberg et al., 2006), are to some extent heritable and can therefore 
lead to violent behavior in consecutive generations. Finally, it might be possible 
that law enforcement bodies more intensively monitor violent families than non-
violent criminal families, given the severe consequences of violence. Therefore, 
the official bias by law enforcement might be bigger towards known violent 
families.

3.1.2 Previous research

Earlier research from the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development (CSDD) 
and the Pittsburgh Youth Study (PYS) showed that crime is highly concentrated 
in families (Farrington et al., 1996; Farrington et al., 2001). These studies further 
showed that both offending from immediate family members (Farrington et al., 
1996; Farrington et al., 2009; Rowe & Farrington, 1997) and offending from 
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extended family members (Farrington et al., 2001) predicted offending by the 
study participants. Moreover, results from the Rochester Youth Development 
Study (RYDS) indicated that parental offending leads to early antisocial and 
externalizing behavior in their offspring, both directly (Thornberry et al., 2003) 
and indirectly, mediated by parents’ depressive symptoms (Thornberry et al., 
2009), parenting stress and parenting behaviors (Thornberry, 2009). Also two 
Dutch intergenerational studies, the Criminal Careers and Life-Course Study 
(CCLS) and the Transfive study, provided evidence for the transmission of 
offending between generations, from parents to children (Bijleveld & Wijkman, 
2009; Van de Rakt et al., 2006; Van de Rakt et al., 2008), and within generations, 
between siblings (Van de Rakt et al., 2009).

Whether a specific intergenerational transmission of violent offending 
exists is ambiguous. Van de Rakt et al. (2006) tested whether specific forms of 
crime (e.g. violent or property offenses) were transmitted from father to child. No 
intergenerational transmission of violent offenses was found after controlling for 
convictions for other crimes. Besjes and Van Gaalen (2008), on the other hand, 
found that young adolescents who lived with a parent who had been accused of 
violent crimes were at higher risk for criminal development than those who lived 
with a parent who had been accused of other types of crimes.

Other studies show that there is an intergenerational transmission of 
specific forms of aggression within the family, such as child abuse (e.g. Egeland, 
1993), dating violence (Alexander et al., 1991), or marital abuse (e.g. Doumas et 
al., 1994). Parental aggressive behavior has been found to lead to the aggressive 
or externalizing behavior of young children, both directly (e.g. Capaldi et al., 
2003; Huesmann et al., 1984) and indirectly, mediated by parenting style (Hops 
et al., 2003; Thornberry et al., 2009) or parental substance abuse (Bailey et al., 
2009). The above-mentioned studies often have important methodological 
limitations. Many of these studies lack a measure of long-term consequences and 
focus only on the effects in childhood. It remains unknown whether the parental 
violence leads to violent behavior in their adult children. Many studies also use a 
retrospective study design, which incurs the risk of selection on the dependent 
variable. Some of the above mentioned studies use a single reporter for multiple 
generations which might cause socially desirable answers and incomplete 
information on the behavior of others than the reporter. Finally, because of the 
small sample sizes of some of the studies, the results might be less representative 
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for the whole society and statistical significance for the transmission effect might 
be difficult to reach.

3.1.3 Present study

The current study improves on earlier studies by focusing on the homogenous 
subset of violent crimes instead of on widely varying crimes (i.e. crime in 
general) that are associated with very different skills and personality 
characteristics. Therefore, the mechanisms behind the intergenerational 
transmission can be better examined than in studies focusing on crime in general.
The current study further improves on earlier studies by using a much longer 
observation period than most other intergenerational studies and therefore it is 
possible to examine the consequences of parental violent behavior into adulthood 
for multiple generations. Finally, a contribution to the existing literature is made 
by using prospectively collected data while many other intergenerational studies
use a retrospective study design. Consequently, there is no selection upon the 
dependent variable, and both violent and non-violent parents and children are 
studied.

Transmission mechanisms are explored by taking into account the timing 
of parental offending. Following the explanations suggesting that mechanisms of 
genetic transmission or official bias are at work, it is expected that the timing of 
the parental violent offense does not influence the odds of a violent offense by 
the child. If the intergenerational transmission of violent crime is to be explained 
by social learning, it is expected that the timing of the parental violent offense 
does have an influence on the odds of a violent offense by the child. Violent 
offenses of the parents before the birth of the child should not have any influence 
on the child’s violent behavior, while parental violent offenses after the birth 
should, since in that case the children are more likely to be exposed to the 
parental violent behavior. Studies that focused on the intergenerational 
transmission of crime in general showed that the exact timing of parental crimes 
does influence the criminal behavior of their offspring (Bijleveld & Wijkman, 
2009; Van de Rakt et al., 2006; Van de Rakt et al., 2010). Whether this is also the 
case for the intergenerational transmission of violent crimes has not been studied 
yet.
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3.2 Method

3.2.1 Sample

The intergenerational transmission of violent offending was studied using the 
Transfive study (Bijleveld & Wijkman, 2009), which contains data on five 
consecutive generations. Data collection of this study started with the first 198 
boys who were placed in a Dutch Catholic reform school between 1911 and 
1914. Some boys were placed in this institution due to concerns about their 
character and problem behavior, including minor delinquency. Others were in the 
reform school because their parents, according to guardian organizations, were 
not able to take proper care of them. Therefore, these 198 boys constituted a 
high-risk sample in terms of offending and violence.

The parents and all descendants of these boys were traced in Dutch 
genealogical and municipal records, with a retrieval rate of 100%. Emigrated 
sample members were considered as lost to follow-up and their descendants were 
not traced. The parents of the 198 boys, the oldest generation in the sample, were 
designated as “Generation 1” (G1). The 198 boys were designated G2, while 
their children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren were designated G3, G4 
and G5, respectively. G1 were studied retrospectively while G2 (from adulthood 
onwards) to G5 were studied prospectively. On average, G1 were born in 1870; 
G2 in 1899; G3 in 1932; G4 in 1960; and G5 in 1986. Members of the oldest two 
generations have all died. At the moment of data collection, surviving G3 were 
an average of 76 years old. Surviving G4 were an average of 48 years old and G5 
were an average of 22 years old. Information on partners was also included in 
order to study transmission from both parents. More detailed information may be 
found in Bijleveld and Wijkman (2009). Figure 3.1 summarizes the sample.
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Figure 3.1 Design of the Transfive sample

Note: *=average year of birth.

The current study used two sub-samples. The first sub-sample examined 
the transmission of violent crimes from G4 to G5 and from G3 to G5. Only G5 
who were 18 years or older at the moment of data collection, their biological 
parents (G4) and biological grandparents (G3) were included in this sub-sample.
Younger G5 were excluded from analysis since individuals in The Netherlands 
can only be prosecuted from age 12 onwards. At age 18, G5 had reasonable time 
to be convicted for a (violent) crime. In total, 1,121 G5 were included in this 
sample as well as their 1,209 biological parents and 525 biological grandparents.
For each G5, only data on two grandparents was available since the dataset did 
not contain any information on the parents of G4s’ partners. The second sub-
sample studied the transmission from G3 to G4 and included 1,142 G4, aged 18 
and older, and their 857 biological parents (G3). Compared to G4 in the first sub-
sample, all G4 without biological children of age 18 and older were also included 
in the second sub-sample. The oldest two generations (G1 and G2) were not 
taken into account for reasons of comparability: the conviction data of G1 and 
G2 was collected from different (archival) sources and in all likelihood had less 
good coverage than the conviction data of the later generations.
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3.2.2 Measures

Demographic variables for each sample member were obtained from the Dutch 
population registration data (GBA). This data included the dates of birth, death, 
marriage and divorce or separation. For those born after 1994, the records did not 
contain any information on gender. However, in almost all cases it was possible 
to clearly infer whether someone was a male or a female from the given name.

Information on offending was obtained from computerized, paper and 
microfilmed archives of the Dutch Criminal Records Documentation Service 
(judicial documentation), in December 2007. Since these records did not contain 
data on individuals born before 1912 and may have missed people born between 
1912 and 1916, all G3 born before 1916 and their descendants were excluded 
from analysis. The records were complete for the remaining respondents, apart 
for those sample members born in one prosecution region (the Almelo 
“arrondissement”) before 1967, which applied to no more than 3% of G3 and G4.

Offenses were classified based on the Statistics Netherlands standard 
classification for offenses (Eggen & Van der Heide, 2005). The violent crimes in 
this classification included: all sex crimes (i.e. rape, sexual assault, sexual abuse), 
crimes against life (i.e. murder and manslaughter), threats, assaults, physical 
injury, robbery and extortion. All other crimes were considered as non-violent 
offenses, while all property offenses, arson, drugs and weapons offenses were 
considered as serious non-violent offenses. Only information on the registrations 
that resulted in a conviction or a policy dismissal were used, offenses followed 
by an acquittal or technical dismissal were not taken into account. Offenses were 
timed to the date the crimes were committed. If the commission date was 
unknown it was estimated as one year before the conviction date, since that is the 
average time period between conviction dates and known commission dates. If 
the conviction date was missing as well, the commission date was timed as July 1 
of the year of registration.

3.2.3 Analyses

Analyses started with aggregating the individual conviction data to the family 
level in order to examine to what extent (violent) convictions are concentrated in 
families. Fox and Tracy (1988) presented an invariant measure of skewness in 
offense distribution by plotting the cumulative percentage of offenses committed 
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by the cumulative percentages of a cohort, computed at each offense level. The 
current study used the same measure to plot the concentration of convictions in 
families. If every family committed the same number of offenses, this would 
yield a diagonal straight line.
distribution) was calculated to indicate the degree of skewness in the distribution 
of offenses. k(Pok/2 +cPok+1)-1. Where Pnk
is the proportionate size of a cohort of families with exactly k offenses, Pok is the 
proportion of the offenses held by the families with exactly k offenses, and 
cPok+1 is the proportion of the offenses held by families with at least k + 1
offenses.

offenses committed by the whole sample.

The individual data was then used to calculate odds ratios in order to test 
whether violent and non-violent offending is transmitted from parents to children 
(from G3 to G4 and from G4 to G5) and from grandparents to grandchildren 
(from G3 to G5). Separate odds ratios were estimated for parental convictions for 
violent crimes before and after the birth of the child, in order to examine the 
influence of the timing of the parental conviction. Odds ratios are simple to 
interpret and widely used measures in intergenerational studies to assess the 
transmission of offending. However, odds ratios do not control for the fact that 
parents with more offspring appear more often in the equation. Therefore, GEE 
models are estimated to control for this intra-cluster correlation (Ghisletta & 
Spini, 2004). All odds ratios and corresponding confidence intervals displayed in 
the following section, are those from the GEE models. In order to examine 
whether two odds ratios are significantly different from each other, a Ratio 
between Odds Ratios (ROR) with corresponding confidence intervals was 
calculated (Altman & Bland, 2003). The significance of those RORs should 
however be taken as not more than indicative, as there is dependency between the 
samples compared.
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3.3 Results

3.3.1 Prevalence of violent crimes

Table 3.1a shows the percentage of persons with (a) violent conviction(s) among 
G5, their parents and grandparents in the first sub-sample; Table 3.1b shows the 
same percentage among G4 and their parents in the second sub-sample. In all 
three generations, a considerable number of male sample members were 
convicted at least once for a violent crime: between 11.9 and 21.8 percent. The 
prevalence of violent crimes among the females in our sample was much lower, 
with a maximum of 4 percent of women convicted for violent crimes among the 
female partners of G3. Tables 3.1a and 3.1b also show the percentage of violent 
offenders at age 27 (for sub-sample 1) and at age 47 (for sub-sample 2), which 
were the average ages at the moment of data collection for the youngest 
generations in our sub-samples. These percentages show that the younger 
generations were more often convicted for a violent offense at the age of 27 or 46 
than the older generations. Tables 3.1a and 3.1b further show that between 11.7 
and 16.3 percent of G4 and G5 had at least one parent that was convicted of a 
violent crime, showing that prevalence of violent offending is sufficient to test 
for the intergenerational transmission of violent crime.

Table 3.1a Prevalence of violent crimes among the G5 and their (grand)parents
Generation Gender Percentage of 

violent 
offenders

Percentage of 
violent 

offenders at 
age 27

Percentage 
with 

a violent 
parent

N

G3 Male 21.8 6.5 - 124
Female 2.1 1.4 - 145

Partner G3 Male 14.6 3.8 - 130
Female 4.0 1.6 - 126

G4 Male 16.2 9.8 12.8 265
Female 1.2 0.6 16.1 335

Partner G4 Male 11.9 7.5 - 335
Female 1.8 0.7 - 274

G5 Male 12.0 10.8 11.7 583
Female 2.6 1.9 14.3 538



48 
 

Table 3.1b Prevalence of violent crimes among the G4 and their parents
Generation Gender Percentage of 

violent 
offenders

Percentage 
of violent 

offenders at 
age 46

Percentage 
with

a violent 
parent

N

G3 Male 16.8 13.0 - 208
Female 1.9 1.9 - 209

Partner G3 Male 12.6 9.9 - 222
Female 2.8 2.8 - 218

G4 Male 16.0 15.6 14.8 576
Female 0.9 0.9 16.3 566

3.3.2 Concentration

The concentration of offending in families was compared to the concentration of 
offending in families from the CSDD and PYS data. The CSDD included 397 
families who were responsible for 2,442 crimes (Farrington et al., 1996, p.55), 
while the 1,395 families from the PYS included 741 arrested persons (Farrington 
et al., 2001, p. 586). The numbers from the CSDD and PYS were based on 
nuclear families therefore, only nuclear families were examined in the present 
study. In the first sub-sample from the Transfive study, 600 families were 
responsible for 4,434 crimes, while the second sub-sample included 417 families 
who accounted for 3,898 crimes.

Figure 3.2a shows the concentration of offending in the families from the 
CSDD, PYS and both sub-samples from the current study, while Figure 3.2b 
shows the same concentration controlled for family size. Figure 3.2a illustrates 
that the distribution of offending in families was almost similar for the CSDD 
and the first sub-sample of the Transfive study. Both plotted lines were almost 

Offending was less concentrated in the PYS 
- When 

c
approximately 10%, as shown in Figure 3.2b. The decrease in concentration of 
offending in the families of the Transfive study was weaker after controlling for 
family size, indicated by the -
for the second sub-sample, showing that the concentration of offending was only 
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Figure 3.2 Concentration of offending in the CSDD, PYS and Transfive study

Sources: Data CSDD: Farrington et al. 1996, Table 2; Data PYS: Farrington et al., 2001, 
Table 3; Data Transfive: own calculations.
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to a small extent attributable to the presence of a number of large, delinquent 
families.

Next it was tested whether violent crimes are more concentrated in the 
families than non-violent crimes. Figure 3.3a shows the concentration of violent, 
serious non-violent and all non-violent crimes in the families from the first sub-
sample, while Figure 3.3b shows the concentration of these types of crimes in the 
families from the second sub-sample.

-
However, unexpectedly, the concentration of serious non-violent crimes 

ntration of violent crimes in the families from the 
first sub-sample. Possibly this was due to the fact that crimes are not only 
concentrated in families but in persons as well. While most serious offenders in 
our sample only committed one or a few violent crimes, many of them committed 
multiple serious non-violent crimes. Therefore, additional analyses (not shown in 
Figure 3.3) examined the concentration of convicted persons in families, instead 
of the concentration of convictions in families. These analyses showed that the 
concentration of persons convicted for viole
indeed higher than the concentration of persons convicted for serious non-violent 

In the second sub-sample, non-violent serious crimes 
were less concentrated within families than violent crimes. Controlling for family 
size only slightly decreased the degrees of concentration and did not change these 
findings.
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Figure 3.3 Concentration of offending in the Transfive study, per offense type

Sources: Transfive study: own calculations.
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3.3.3 Intergenerational transmission

The extent to which violent offending is transmitted between generations was 
next examined. Since Table 3.1a and 3.1b show that relatively few women in our 
samples were convicted for violent crimes, only odds ratios between
(grand)father and (grand)son were computed. In some cases, the son committed a 
(violent) crime before his father did. Since this study examines the transmission 
from fathers to sons, these fathers were considered as ‘non-violent’ or ‘non-
criminal’. Table 3.2 shows the odds ratios for the intergenerational transmission 
of violent and non-violent crime. These odds ratios indicate that men with violent 
fathers had a significantly higher risk to become violent offenders than men 
without violent fathers. This effect was stronger between G4-G5 (Odds Ratio 
(OR)=3.438 (1.775-6.666)) than between G3-G4 (OR=2.309 (1.309-4.071)), but 
the difference was not statistically significant (Ratio between Odds Ratios 
(ROR)=0.672 (0.281-1.606)). The transmission of non-violent crimes between 
father and son was significant from G4-G5 (OR=1.916 (1.342-2.735)) but not 
from G3-G4 (OR=1.146 (0.799-1.640)). As expected, the transmission of violent 
crimes was stronger than the transmission of non-violent crimes. The difference 
between odds ratios, however, was only significant between G3-G4 (ROR=2.015 
(1.029-3.944)), but not between G4-G5 (ROR=1.794 (0.846-3.804)).

Evidence for a transmission between G3-grandfathers and G5-grandsons 
was only found for non-violent crimes (OR=1.499 (1.006-2.237)) but not for 
violent crimes (OR=1.344 (0.527-3.432)). This transmission of non-violent 
crimes between G3-G5, however, was not significantly larger than the 
transmission of violent crimes between G3-G5 (ROR=1.115 (0.403-3.088)). In 
addition, the transmission of non-violent crimes between G3-G5 was not 
significant anymore after controlling for the non-violent criminal behavior of G4.
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Table 3.2 Odds ratios for transmission of violent and general delinquency
Father Son Odds Ratios
G3 Violent crimes G4 Violent crimes 2.309 (1.309-4.071)
G3 Non-violent crimes G4 Non-violent crimes 1.146 (0.799-1.640)
G4 Violent crimes G5 Violent crimes 3.438 (1.775-6.666)
G4 Non-violent crimes G5 Non-violent crimes 1.916 (1.342-2.735)
Grandfather Grandson Odds Ratios
G3 Violent crimes G5 Violent crimes 1.344 (0.527-3.432)
G3 Non-violent crimes G5 Non-violent crimes 1.499 (1.006-2.237)
Note: Numbers in parentheses are the 95%-confidence intervals.

3.3.4 Timing

Possible mechanisms for the transmission of violent offending were explored by 
testing whether the timing of the paternal conviction affected the 
intergenerational transmission. Table 3.3 shows that the odds ratios for paternal 
violent offending before birth were not significant for G3-G4 (OR=1.511 (0.625-
3.658)) nor for G4-G5 (OR=1.998 (0.733-5.441)). This indicates that sons of 
fathers who committed violent crimes only before their birth were not at 
increased risk to commit a violent crime. Paternal violent offending after the 
birth of G4 and G5, on the other hand, significantly increased the odds of a 
violent conviction for G4 (OR=2.662 (1.398-5.073)) and G5 (OR=3.955 (1.876-
8.339)) males. The odds ratios for paternal violence after the birth of the son, 
however, were not significantly larger than the odds ratios for paternal violence 
before the birth of the son (G3-G4: ROR=1.762 (0.590-5.258); G4-G5: 
ROR=1.979 (0.567-6.905)), which might be a consequence of the large 
confidence intervals of these odds ratios. Having a father who committed violent 
crimes both before and after the birth of their son increased the risk to become a 
violent offender for G4 (OR=5.355 (1.311-21.867)). For G5, having such a 
persistently offending father did not significantly increase the odds to commit a 
violent offense (OR=2.504 (0.616-10.186)), which might however be the 
consequence of the low number of persistent offenders among G4-fathers. These 
odds ratios did not differ significantly from the odds ratios for paternal violence 
after the birth of the son (G3-G4: ROR=0.497 (0.106-2.337); G4-G5: 
ROR=1.579 (0.323-7.736)). In sum, the results from Table 3.3 show that sons 
were at risk to become violent offenders when their father offended violently 
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during their life, but not when the father only offended violently before their 
birth.

Table 3.3 Odds ratios for violent delinquency, before and after G4 and G5 births
Generation Convictions only 

before birth
Convictions (also) 
after birth

Convictions both 
before and after 
birth

G3-G4 1.511 (0.625-3.658) 2.662 (1.398-5.073) 5.355 (1.311-21.867)
G4-G5 1.998 (0.733-5.441) 3.955 (1.876-8.339) 2.504 (0.616-10.186)
Note: Numbers in parentheses are the 95%-confidence intervals.

It was further explored whether it matters if a paternal violent conviction 
occurs during their son’s childhood (0-11 years old), adolescence (12-18 years 
old), or adulthood (older than 18 years). The cases in which the father died before 
or during the given time period were excluded from these analyses. The odds 
ratios from Table 3.4 show that fathers’ violent crimes committed during their 
son’s childhood (G3-G4: OR=3.972 (1.895-8.331); G4-G5: OR=4.084 (1.889-
8.837)) and adolescence (G3-G4: OR=3.047 (1.027-9.025); G4-G5: OR=5.008 
(1.543-16.265)) significantly increased the probability of a conviction for a 
violent crime of their sons. Sons from fathers who were both convicted during 
their son’s childhood and adolescence were at increased risk to become violent 
offenders as well (G3-G4: OR=5.371 (1.294-22.287); G4-G5: OR=6.424 (1.927-
21.413)). Paternal violence during the son’s adulthood did not increase the son’s 
chance to commit a violent crime (G3-G4: OR=1.057 (0.276-4.051); G4-G5: 
OR=0.902 (0.102-7.996)). The odds ratios in Table 3.4 did not significantly 
differ from each other, which is possibly the consequence of the large confidence 
intervals of the odds ratios in Table 3.4.

Table 3.4 Odds ratios for violent delinquency, after G4 and G5 births
Generation Childhood Adolescence Both Adulthood

G3-G4 3.972
(1.895-8.331)

3.047
(1.027-9.025)

5.371
(1.294-22.287)

1.057
(0.276-4.051)

G4-G5 4.048
(1.889-8.837)

5.008
(1.543-16.265)

6.424
(1.927-21.413)

0.902
(0.102-7.996)

Note: Numbers in parentheses are the 95%-confidence intervals. 
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3.4 Discussion

The current study examines the intergenerational transmission of violent 
offending across three consecutive generations in the Netherlands. Moreover, 
some of the mechanisms that are hypothesized to underlie this intergenerational 
transmission are explored by taking into account the timing of the parental 
violent crime. A sample from the Transfive study (Bijleveld & Wijkman, 2009), 
including the children (G3), grandchildren (G4), and great-grandchildren (G5) of 
198 boys who were placed in a Dutch Catholic reform school between 1911 and 
1914, was used.

A considerable share of men from all three generations are convicted for 
at least one violent crime, while the prevalence of violent offending in women is 
relatively low. Younger generations have more often been convicted for a violent 
offense by the age of 27 or 46 than the older generations. This might indicate that 
the younger generations start offending violently at a younger age. It further 
suggests that the percentage of violent offenders in the younger generations will 
further increase when they become older, since the percentage of violent 
offenders among the older generations also increased considerably after the age 
of 27 or 46.

The results show that the degree of concentration of offending in the 
families from the Dutch Transfive study, the British CSDD and the American 
PYS is almost similar, despite the differences in sample design, differences in 
measurement of offending (i.e. number of convictions in CSDD and Transfive, 
and arrested persons in the PYS) and the different socio-cultural context of the 
studies. This suggests that the high concentration of offending in families is a 
cross-cultural phenomenon, at least for Western countries. Violent crimes, as 
expected, are more concentrated in families from the Transfive study than non-
violent crimes.

This study provides evidence for the intergenerational transmission of 
violence. The transmission of violence between father and son is stronger than 
the transmission of non-violent crimes, although this difference is only 
significant for the older generations. A father’s violent behavior, thus, is a better 
predictor for his son’s violent behavior than a father’s non-violent criminal 
behavior is for his son’s non-violent criminal behavior. No transmission of 
violence between grandfather and grandson is found. Violence, thus, is 
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specifically transmitted from father to son. Due to the low prevalence of violent 
offending by women, transmission from mothers to daughters is not investigated.
Further research and probably much larger datasets are needed to test whether the 
intergenerational transmission also exists for mother-son, father-daughter and 
mother-daughter dyads.

The results further suggest that social learning plays a bigger role in the 
intergenerational transmission of violent crime than hereditary factors. When 
fathers were only convicted for a violent crime before the birth of their sons, this 
does not increase the risk for their sons to become violent. However, when the 
father was convicted for a violent crime after the birth, their sons are at increased 
risk to commit a violent crime, which suggests that exposure to paternal violence 
plays an important role. Paternal violence during a son’s childhood and 
adolescence both increases the chance to become a violent offender, while 
paternal violence during a son’s adulthood does not. This is not surprising as the 
exposure of the sons to their fathers’ violent behavior is expected to be much 
lower during adulthood, since they are less likely to live in the parental home.
These results further seem to suggest that official bias towards known criminal 
families does not fully explain the intergenerational transmission of violent 
crimes, since not all paternal violence (i.e. before child’s birth and during child’s 
adulthood) is associated with convictions in the offspring. However, it might also 
be possible that the official bias decreases with time. In that case, families 
including persons with a more recent conviction (i.e. after the birth of the child) 
are monitored more intensively by law enforcement bodies than families 
including persons with a less recent conviction (i.e. before the birth of the child).

3.5 Limitations 

As any other study, this study has its limitations. First, this study is limited by the 
use of official conviction data. Although these data are an objective measure of 
offending that cannot be influenced by socially desirable answers, they also have 
their disadvantages. Much violent crime is not captured by these official 
statistics. Recent statistics showed that the difference between actual crime and 
reported crimes is even higher among violent crime than among other crimes, in 
the Netherlands (Huys & Smit, 2010). Consequently, it is very well possible that 
some children in the sample do have violent parents but that these parents were 
never convicted for a violent crime. Moreover, with respect to the timing of the 
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paternal violence, it is also likely that fathers who were only convicted for a 
violent crime during a certain period, performed their violent behavior over a 
longer period. Consequently, their children are exposed to the violent behavior of 
their fathers over a longer period than is reflected by the official conviction data.
All this might have blurred the found relationships, and our results should 
therefore be interpreted with some caution.

Another limitation is that information on the actual exposure to the 
paternal violence is not available. Therefore, it remains unknown whether the 
children in this study actually witnessed the violence of their fathers. If the social 
learning mechanism underlies the intergenerational transmission of violence, 
exposure to the paternal violence is necessary for the child to learn and imitate 
the behavior of his father. Further research is necessary to test whether actual 
exposure to parental violence is a condition for transmission to occur.

A final limitation is that it is not known whether the children themselves 
were the victims of the parental violent crime. As previous research showed that 
children who were maltreated in their youth are likely to maltreat their own 
children (e.g. Egeland, 1993), it may be expected that children who are victims of 
parental violence have a higher risk to become violent than children who are only 
exposed to their parents’ violence. Unfortunately, this hypothesis could not be 
tested with the available data.

Despite these limitations, this study shows that violent offending is 
highly concentrated in families and that violent crimes are transmitted between 
generations, at least from fathers to sons. Exposure to the paternal violence seems 
to play an important role in this transmission of violent crime. Therefore, the 
social learning mechanism seems to be a better explanation for the 
intergenerational transmission of violent crimes than mechanisms centering on 
the heritability of personality traits associated with violence. However, since the 
data is limited in some ways, it is not known for sure whether the children were 
exposed to the parental violent behavior and whether they actually learn and 
imitate the violent behavior from their fathers. Therefore, it is desirable that 
future studies attempt to further examine the mechanisms behind the 
intergenerational transmission of violent offending.



58 
 

References

Alexander, P.C., Moore, S. & Alexander, E.R. (1991). What is transmitted in the 
intergenerational transmission of violence? Journal of Marriage and the 
Family, 53, 657-668.

Altman, D.G. & Bland, J.M. (2003). Interaction revisited: The difference 
between two estimates. BMJ, 326, 219.

Bailey, J.A., Hill, K.G., Oesterle, S. & Hawkins, J.D. (2009). Parenting practices 
and problem behavior across three generations: Monitoring, harsh 
discipline, and drug use in the intergenerational transmission of 
externalizing behavior. Developmental Psychology, 45(5), 1214-1226.

Besjes, G. & Van Gaalen, R. (2008). Jong geleerd, fout gedaan? 
Bevolkingstrends, 2e kwartaal: 23-31.

Bijleveld, C.C.J.H. & Wijkman, M.D.S. (2009). Intergenerational continuity in 
convictions: A five-generation study. Criminal Behaviour and Mental 
Health, 19, 142-155.

Capaldi, D.M., Pears, K.C., Patterson, G.R. & Owen, L.D. (2003). Continuity of 
parenting practices across generations in an at-risk sample: A prospective 
comparison of direct and mediated associations. Journal of Abnormal 
Child Psychology, 31(2), 127-142.

Devlin, B., Daniels, M. & Roeder, K. (1997). The heritability of IQ. Nature, 388,
468-471.

Doumas, D., Margolin, G. & John, R.S. (1994). The intergenerational 
transmission of aggression across three Generations. Journal of Family 
Violence, 9(2), 157-175.

Eggen, A.Th.J. and W. van der Heide. 2005. Criminaliteit en rechtshandhaving 
2004. Den Haag: WODC/Boom Juridische uitgevers, Onderzoek & 
Beleid, nr. 237.

Egeland, B. (1993). A history of abuse is a major risk factor for abusing the next 
generation. In: R.J. Gelles & D.R. Loseke (eds.), Current Controversies 
on Family Violence. London: Sage, 197-208.

Farrington, D.P. (2002). Developmental criminology and risk-focused 
prevention. In: Maguire, M., Morgan, R. & Reiner, R. (eds.), The Oxford 
Handbook of Criminology. Oxford: Oxford University Press: 657-701.

Farrington, D.P, Barnes, G.C. & Lambert, S. (1996). The concentration of 
offending in families. Legal and Criminological Psychology, 1, 47-63.



59 
 

Farrington, D.P., Coid, J.W. & Murray, J. (2009). Family factors in the 
intergenerational transmission of offending. Criminal Behaviour and 
Mental Health, 19, 109-124.

Farrington, D.P., Jolliffe, D., Loeber, R., Stouthamer-Loeber, M. & Kalb, L.M. 
(2001). The concentration of offenders in families, and family criminality 
in the prediction of boys’ delinquency. Journal of Adolescence, 24, 579-
596.

Fox, J.A. & Tracy, P.E. (1998). A measure of skewness in offense distributions. 
Journal of Quantitative Criminology, 4 (3), 259-273.

Ghisletta, P. & Spini, D. (2004). An introduction to generalized estimating 
equations and an application to assess selectivity effects in a longitudinal 
study on very old individuals. Journal of Educational and Behavioral 
Statistics, 29(4), 421-437.

Hops, H., Davis, B., Leve, G. & Sheeber, L. (2003). Cross-generational 
transmission of aggressive parent behavior: A prospective, meditational 
examination. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 31(2), 161-169.

Hoyle, C. & Zedner, L. (2007). Victims, victimization and criminal justice. In: 
M. Maguire, R. Morgan & R. Reiner (eds.), The Oxford Handbook of 
Criminology (Fourth edition). Oxford: University Press, 461-495.

Huesmann, L.R., Eron, L.D., Lefkowitz, M.M. & Walder, L.O. (1984). Stability 
of aggression over time and generations. Developmental Psychology, 
20(6), 1120-1134.

Huys, H.W.J.M & Smit, P.R. (2010). Criminaliteit en slachtofferschap. In: N.E. 
de Heer-de Lange & S.N. Kalidien (eds.), Criminaliteit en 
rechtshandhaving 2009. Den Haag: WODC/Boom Juridische uitgevers, 
Onderzoek & Beleid, nr. 289, 49-76.

Meyer-Lindenberg, A., Buckholtz, J.W., Kolachana, B., Hariri, A.R., Pezawas, 
L., Blasi, G., … Weinberger, D.R. (2006). Neural mechanisms of genetic 
risk for impulsivity and violence in humans. PNAS, 103(16), 6269-6274.

Miller, T.R., Cohen, M.A. & Rossman, S.B. (1993). Victim costs of violent 
crime and resulting injuries. Health Affairs, 12(4), 186-197.

Rowe, D.C. & Farrington, D.P. (1997). The familial transmission of criminal
convictions. Criminology, 35(1), 177-201.

Smith, A.C. , Ireland, T.O., Park, A., Elwyn, L. & Thornberry, T.P. (2011). 
Intergenerational continuities and discontinuities in intimate partner 
violence: A two-generational prospective study. Journal of Interpersonal 
Violence, 26(18), 3720-3752.



60 
 

Thornberry, T.P. (2009). The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree (or does it?): 
intergenerational patterns of antisocial behavior. Criminology, 47(2), 
297-325.

Thornberry, T.P., Freeman-Gallant, A., Lizotte, A.J., Krohn, M.D. & Smith, C.A. 
(2003). Linked lives: The intergenerational transmission of antisocial 
behavior. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 31(2), 171-184.

Thornberry, T.P., Freeman-Gallant, A. & Lovegrove, P.J. (2009). 
Intergenerational linkages in antisocial behavior. Criminal Behaviour and 
Mental Health, 19, 80-93.

Van de Rakt, M., Nieuwbeerta, P. & Apel, R. (2009). Association of criminal 
convictions between family members: Effects of siblings, fathers and 
mothers. Criminal Behaviour and Mental Health, 19, 94-108.

Van de Rakt, M., Nieuwbeerta, P. & De Graaf, N.D. (2006) Zo vader, zo zoon? 
De intergenerationele overdracht van crimineel gedrag. Tijdschrift voor 
Criminologie, 48(4), 345-360.

Van de Rakt, M., Nieuwbeerta, P. & De Graaf, N.D. (2008) Like father, like son. 
The relationships between conviction trajectories of fathers and their 
sons and daughters. British Journal of Criminology, 48, 538-556.

Van de Rakt, M., Ruiter, S., De Graaf, N.D. & Nieuwbeerta, P. (2010). When 
does the apple fall from the tree? Static versus dynamic theories 
predicting intergenerational transmission of convictions. Journal of 
Quantitative Criminology, 26, 371-389.

Wright, R.A. & Miller, J.M. (1998). Taboo until today? The coverage of 
biological arguments in criminology textbooks, 1961 to 1970 and 1987
to 1996. Journal of Criminal Justice, 26(1), 1-19.


