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ABSTRACT 

BACKGROUND 

 Persistent offending has been a topic of interest in the criminal justice literature for 

some time. Despite its popularity, the concept remains without a consistent or agreed upon 

definition. For example, persistent offending has been variably defined as offending before 

and during adulthood (e.g., Bergman & Andershed, 2009), frequent offending (e.g., McGloin 

& Stickle, 2011), or an early age of first offence (e.g. Hay & Forrest, 2009). In turn, 

inconsistent methods have been used to operationalise and identify persistent offenders, such 

as offending before and after the age of 21 (Farrington, Ttofi, & Coid, 2009), the five percent 

most frequent offenders (Piquero & Lawton, 2002), and multiple offences committed before 

the age of 14 (Hagell & Newburn, 1994). The definitional inconsistency surrounding the 

concept of persistent offending poses a significant threat to the generalisability of research, 

accuracy of theory, and efficacy of policy and interventions. Although previous authors have 

highlighted their concerns regarding the methodological inconsistencies pertaining to 

research on persistent offending (Hagell & Newburn, 1994; Piquero, 2009), these concerns 

seem to have fallen on deaf ears. 

 

AIMS 

 This dissertation argues that the use of inconsistent definitions and operationalisations 

of persistent offending are contributing to the inconsistent findings and competing 

explanations on the phenomenon. Therefore, more conceptual discussions and empirical 

observations drawing attention to the ramifications of this issue, as well as methods for 

rectifying the problem, are needed. Through a series of published and unpublished papers, 

this dissertation attempts to meet this need by: (1) Highlighting the prevalence of inconsistent 

definitions, operationalisations, and measures of persistent offending in the literature, and 
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the consequent need for consistency; (2) Empirically demonstrating the flaws associated with 

these inconsistencies, and; (3) Proposing how to best define, operationalise, and measure 

persistent offending. The underlying position of this dissertation is that conceptually, 

persistent offending is best defined and measured by the duration of the criminal career. The 

arguments and empirical findings in this dissertation support this premise.  

 

DATA AND ANALYSES 

 This dissertation uses data from the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development 

(CSDD). The CSDD is a longitudinal, population-based study that, to date, has observed the 

development of offending behaviours in 411 South London males from the age of eight to 56. 

Boys were interviewed in school at ages eight, ten, and 14 years. Conviction data was 

recorded annually from the age of 10 to 56. All offences leading to a conviction, excluding 

minor offences such as traffic infractions and public intoxication, were included in the 

analyses. The vast majority of men (91 percent) were at risk of conviction at 56 years of age.  

 Chi-square, multiple, and logistic regression analyses were used to examine the 

association between childhood risk factors and conviction frequency, criminal career 

duration, and different offending pathways. Descriptive statistics and odds ratios were 

conducted in order to examine the overlap in the number of offenders identified by different 

operationalisations of persistent offending. Finally, Pearson’s and partial correlation were 

used to examine the relationship between criminal career duration, conviction frequency, and 

age of first conviction. 

 

RESULTS 

 Five key findings are reported in this dissertation. First, reviews of the published 

literature indicated that many of competing empirical findings can be attributed to the use of 
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different definitions and operationalisations of persistent offending. Second, competing 

measures of persistent offending (i.e., criminal career duration and conviction frequency) are 

associated with different types and numbers of childhood risk factors. Indeed, not only did 

offenders with the longest criminal careers have fewer childhood risk factors than offenders 

with the most convictions, but the childhood risk factors associated with these offenders did 

not differ to those experienced by one-time offenders. Third, depending on the key measure 

used, different operationalisations of persistent offending generally identify vastly different 

offenders as persistent. Fourth, when controlling for offence frequency, onset age is not 

associated with criminal career duration. Finally, persistent offenders identified by the 

duration of the criminal career tend to have the longest criminal careers, a more normative 

age of onset, and vary in their conviction rates.  

 

CONCLUSION 

The collective results of this dissertation support the idea that persistent offending 

should logically and consistently be defined and measured by the duration of the criminal 

career. More so, it is proposed that persistent offending should be defined as a criminal career 

that exceeds the average duration for a criminal career in a population or offender based 

sample. Nonetheless, a fundamental limitation of proposing a specific definition of persistent 

offending is that, due to the concepts ambiguity, there are no clear right answers.  It may 

therefore be some time before there is accord on how to define and identify this phenomenon. 

Nevertheless, it is hoped that, if nothing else, the arguments and findings in this dissertation 

will spur more scholarly discussions, and help pave the way towards establishing a 

consistently used definition of persistent offending. 
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1.1 INTRODUCTION 

The Developmental and Life-Course (DLC) criminology paradigm grew from 

Blumstein, Cohen, Roth, and Visher’s (1986) idea that longitudinal patterns of offending, 

known as criminal careers, could be quantified using concepts such as onset (the first 

criminal offence), termination (the last criminal offence), duration (the time between onset 

and termination), and frequency (the number of offences committed). This new line of 

thinking was not without debate. For example, the DLC perspective argues that variations in 

criminal careers cannot be attributed to a single static cause, as contended by Gottfredson and 

Hirshi (1990), but instead are the outcome of the interplay of many risk and protective factors 

that arise across the life-course. 

There are many consistent findings that DLC criminology research has uncovered. 

For example, it is now widely recognised that aggregate offending rates peak in late 

adolescence and early adulthood, and steadily decline thereafter (Farrington, 1986). Likewise, 

childhood and adolescent risk factors increase the likelihood of offending, while protective 

factors during these ages can decrease the risk of offending amongst higher risk individuals 

(Baglivio, Jackowski, & Greenwald, 2014; Farrington, 2017; Jolliffe, Farrington, Piquero, 

Loeber, & Hill, 2017b). More concerning, however, is the fact that a small percentage of the 

population is responsible for around half of all crimes (Wolfgang, Figlio, & Sellin, 1972; 

Moffitt, 1993). This consistently replicated finding has spurred much interest, and has led 

some to argue that these offenders, who have a profound effect on aggregate crime rates, 

should be at the forefront of incapacitation efforts (Blumstein, Cohen, Roth, & Visher, 1986). 

As this small group of offenders also appears to demonstrate marked criminal continuity, they 

have been aptly called ‘persistent offenders’ by the justice community. 

Persistent offending has been a topic of interest in the criminal justice literature for 

some time (Radzinowicz, 1939). Whereas most criminal careers are relatively brief, typically 
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lasting no more than a decade on average (Whitten, McGee, & Homel, 2017), persistent 

offenders continue to offend despite ‘naturally occurring’ pressures to desist (Laub & 

Sampson, 2003). Exceedingly long criminal careers are associated with more serious offences 

(Lui, Francis, & Soothill, 2011), frequent offending (Whitten, McGee, Homel, Farrington, & 

Ttofi, 2017), and can inflict disproportionate economic damage on society (DeLisi & Gatling, 

2003). Current incapacitation efforts seem to do little to prevent a persistent criminal career 

(Cullen, Jonson, & Nagin, 2011), and may even contribute to its development and 

maintenance (Chen & Shapiro, 2007). Early-in-life developmental crime prevention 

strategies may be a more useful and cost-effective alternative that prospectively identifies 

youths at risk of becoming persistent offenders based on their childhood and adolescent risk 

factors (Dodge & McCourt, 2010; Whitten, Vecchio, Radford, & Fitzgerald, 2017). 

Research consistently demonstrates that developmental crime prevention strategies 

significantly reduce future offending, particularly amongst disadvantaged populations (for a 

recent meta-review, see: Manning, Homel, & Smith, 2010). This knowledge has formed the 

bedrock for many studies that explore the risk factors and offending habits associated with 

persistent offending, with the intent that future prevention efforts may better identify those at 

risk of persistence. Much of this research centres on the proposition that in childhood, 

persistent offenders experience cognitive deficits, a dysfunctional upbringing, and structural 

adversity (Farrington, 2005a; Thornberry, 2005; Moffitt, 2006). It is also generally thought 

that persistent offenders commit their first offence at an early age, are versatile in their 

offending, and mostly offend alone (Moffitt, 2006). With such a broad body of knowledge on 

persistent offending available, it could easily be assumed that researchers and policymakers 

alike would be confident in their approaches to address this phenomenon. There is, however, 

one critical flaw in this line of reasoning: there is no agreed definition or operationalisation of 

persistent offending.  
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Persistent offenders are defined and measured throughout the research literature in a 

variety of ways. This inconsistency may be due to the shortage of conceptual discussions on 

the topic. In the absence of clear guidance from the literature, researchers have been forced to 

use their discretion to identify persistent offenders. Many of these methods appear arbitrary 

and conceptually unsuitable, yet remain uncontested. For example, persistent offending has 

been defined as offending before and during adulthood, and is commonly operationalised as 

offending before and after the age of 21 (Bergman & Andershed, 2009; Farrington, Ttofi, & 

Coid, 2009). This method assumes that all persistent offenders commence their criminal 

careers before the age of 21, despite evidence indicating that adult-onset offenders can have 

extremely long criminal careers (Gomez-Smith & Piquero, 2005; Whitten et al., 2017). By 

contrast, others have defined persistent offending simply as the most frequent offenders, 

which is commonly operationalised as those responsible for five or more offences (Hill et al., 

2007; McGloin & Stickle, 2011). This method assumes that frequent offending is the 

hallmark characteristic of persistent offenders, despite the term persistence signifying 

duration, and not frequency. 

The lack of agreement on how to best define and measure persistent offending has 

serious ramifications for research and policy (Hagell & Newburn, 1994; Piquero, 2005). 

Foremost, the absence of an agreed definition and operationalisation impinges on the external 

validity of research findings. Relying on these results to formulate policy and interventions 

may subsequently reduce the efficacy of crime prevention strategies. The development and 

effectiveness of risk assessment tools may also be hindered since there is no consensus on 

what constitutes persistent offending. This ties in with the fact that the term ‘persistent’ 

offending is often used interchangeably with other terms, such as ‘chronic and ‘life-course’ 

offending. Fortunately, these issues are amendable by adopting a logical and consistent 
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definition of persistent offending. For this to occur, more conceptual discussions on the 

phenomenon are needed. 

1.2 THE CURRENT DISSERTATION 

I argue that the definitional inconsistency and varying interpretations of persistent 

offending are contributing to the inconsistent findings and competing explanations on the 

phenomenon. This position stems from Hagell and Newburn (1994) and Piquero’s (2009) 

concerns regarding the methodological inconsistencies impacting on research on persistent 

offending. Unfortunately, these concerns were met with little acknowledgement, and now 

appear to be forgotten by the broader criminological community. Although these authors 

attempted to bring attention to an important flaw in the research, they failed to propose how 

persistent offending should be consistently defined and measured. Moreover, the strength of 

their argument was weakened by the absence of empirical observations demonstrating the 

issues associated with the use of inconsistent definitions and operationalisations of persistent 

offending.  

This dissertation consists of a series of published and unpublished papers that have 

been accepted or are currently under review for publication in peer-reviewed criminology 

journals. Building from Hagell and Newburn (1994) and Piquero’s (2009) concerns, I argue 

that more conceptual discussions and empirical observations drawing attention to the 

ramifications of using inconsistent definitions of persistent offending, as well as methods for 

rectifying this problem, are needed. I aimed to meet this need by: (1) Highlighting the 

prevalence of inconsistent definitions, operationalisations, and measures of persistent 

offending in the literature, and the consequent need for consistency; (2) Empirically 

demonstrating the flaws associated with these inconsistencies, and; (3) Proposing how to best 

define, operationalise, and measure persistent offending.  
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Chapters two and three addressed the first aim. Chapter two is a theoretical literature 

review that describes eight prominent DLC theories and their explanations for persistent 

offending.  These theories are Moffitt’s (2006) developmental taxonomy of antisocial 

behaviour, Sampson and Laub’s (2005) age-graded theory of crime, Thornberry’s (2005) 

interactional theory of Crime, Catalano and Hawkings (1996) social development model, 

Farrington’s (2005) Integrated Cognitive Antisocial Potential (ICAP) theory, Agnew’s (2005) 

general theory of crime, Wikström’s (2005) Situational Action Theory (SAT), and Loeber 

and colleagues (2008) cumulative developmental model of risk and protective factors. The 

idea behind this chapter is to outline the areas of similarity and difference between these 

competing explanations of persistent offending. I also draw attention to the fact that each 

theory is based on a different definition of persistent offending, which may be contributing to 

the disparity between theories. 

One of the most common arguments is that childhood and adolescent risk factors 

predict persistent offending. It is not known, however, if these risk factors differ depending 

on how persistent offending is defined. In chapter three, I systematically examine the 

published research literature on persistent offending and its association with childhood and 

adolescent risk factors. This chapter aims to identify the risk factors most frequently 

associated with persistent offending while taking into account the different ways persistence 

is defined and operationalised in these studies. After an exhaustive search of the literature, I 

find evidence to suggest that the risk factors associated with persistent offending differ 

depending on how the concept is defined. Tying in with chapter two, it also appears that 

research based on specific definitions of persistent offending are more supportive of some 

DLC theories over others. This systematic review ultimately highlights a significant issue 

with the current state of research on persistent offending, and the consequential need for 

further investigation and subsequent resolution. 
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The next two chapters address the second aim of this dissertation by empirically 

demonstrating the limitations of using inconsistent definitions and operationalisations of 

persistent offending. Specifically, a common point of confusion in the literature is whether 

persistent offending should be measured by the duration of the criminal career, or by the 

number of offences committed. It is also implicitly assumed that persistent offenders 

identified by either measure do not qualitatively differ from one another. In chapter four, I 

argue that persistent offending is uniquely measured by the duration of the criminal career, 

while chronic offending is uniquely measured by the number of offences committed. I then 

compare the childhood risk factors associated with offenders identified as having the longest 

criminal careers against offenders identified as having the most convictions. Results indicate 

that far fewer childhood risk factors predict persistent than chronic offending. Similarly, very 

few childhood risk factors appear to predict criminal career duration, while many risk factors 

significantly predict conviction frequency. 

Chapter four empirically demonstrates that two frequently used measures of persistent 

offending (duration and frequency) predict different types and amounts of childhood risk 

factors. This result lends some credence to my argument that the inconsistent findings and 

competing explanations on persistent offending are due to the concepts various definitions 

and operationalisations. Chapter five extends this line of enquiry by examining and 

comparing the criminal careers of persistent offenders as they emerge from 35 different 

operationalisations in the research literature. Results indicate that different operationalisations 

of persistent offending identify vastly different offenders as persistent. These findings also 

question many of the long-held beliefs about persistent offenders, such as if an early age of 

onset accurately predicts persistent offending. It follows that the generalisability of research 

on persistent offending is highly questionable. By the same token, I argue that identifying 
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persistent offenders by an extended duration of the criminal career is the most logical 

method. I expand upon this point in the next chapter.  

My findings and arguments come together in chapter six, which discusses how 

persistent offending should be defined and measured. In this capstone chapter, I argue that the 

best method to measure persistent offending is by the duration of the criminal career. I further 

propose that persistent offending should be defined as a criminal career that exceeds the 

average duration of a criminal career in a population or offender-based sample. In turn, 

persistent offending is identified as a criminal career that is equal to or more than one 

standard deviation longer than the mean criminal career duration in a population or offender-

based sample. My reasoning for this approach stems from the contents of the preceding 

chapters, and through examining the published research on criminal career durations.  Other 

conceptual considerations regarding persistent offending are also discussed, such as the role 

of onset age and offence frequency.  

Three pivotal findings arose when I defined and measured persistent offending solely 

by the duration of the criminal career. First, childhood and adolescent risk factors were not as 

closely associated with long criminal career durations as previously thought. Second, an early 

age of onset did not predict criminal career duration when controlling for offence frequency. 

Finally, persistent offenders seemed to widely vary in their conviction and intermittency 

(lulls in offending) rates. Chapter seven discusses the implications of these findings, and 

others, in relation to theory, research, and policy. This final chapter also discusses the 

strengths and limitations of this dissertation, and possible directions for future research. 

1.3 THE CAMBRIDGE STUDY IN DELINQUENT DEVELOPMENT 

 This dissertation uses data from the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development 

(CSDD). The CSDD is a longitudinal, population-based study that, to date, has observed the 

development of offending behaviours in 411 South London males from the age of eight to 56 
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years (Farrington, Piquero, & Jennings, 2013). Boys were first contacted between 1961 and 

1962. Most boys (399) were selected if they were aged eight to nine years and were on the 

registers of six state primary schools within a one-mile radius of a research office. The 

sample also included a small handful of boys (12) attending a local school for the 

educationally challenged. This was done to make the sample more representative of the 

population of boys living in the area. The majority of boys (87 per cent) were white and of 

British origin. When the boys were first contacted, almost all (94 per cent) were classified as 

coming from a working-class background since because their father had a manual job. 

The CSDD was limited to males from a working-class urban area because of the prior 

assumption that around a quarter of the sample would eventually be convicted of a crime 

(Farrington, 1994). Therefore, the initial sample of 411 males was believed to be a suitable 

size for statistical comparisons between the convicted and non-convicted males, yet small 

enough to build intensive case histories for each boy based on interviews of him and his 

family. Psychologists interviewed and tested the males in their schools when they were eight, 

ten, and 14 years of age. They were then interviewed in the research office at around age 16, 

18, 21, and 24, and then again in their homes at about age 25, 32, and 48 by young male 

social science graduates (Farrington, Piquero, & Jennings, 2013). The aim was to interview 

the whole sample, except at age 21 and 25 where interviews only included the convicted men 

and a randomly chosen sample of unconvinced men.  

Tests conducted in school measured a variety of the boy’s characteristics, including 

intelligence, school attainment, personality, and psychomotor behaviours (Farrington, 

Piquero, & Jennings, 2013). Interviews conducted in school collected information about the 

boy’s living circumstances, employment history, relationships with females, recreational 

activities, and self-reported offending. During this time, female social workers also 

interviewed the parents at their homes about once a year from when the boys were eight until 
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their last year of compulsory education (age 14-15). The parent interviews provided 

information on aspects such as family income and size, parent employment histories, and 

their child-rearing practices. Teachers also completed questionnaires when the boys were 

aged eight, 10, 12, and 14. These surveys included questions about the boy’s school 

behaviour, ability to concentrate, their school attainment, and truancy. At ages eight and 10, 

peers were also asked to rate the boys on various aspects, including their daringness, 

dishonesty, troublesomeness, and popularity. Because my analyses only include data from 

interviews obtained during childhood, I will not discuss the adult interview methods. Full 

descriptions of the adult interviews are in Farrington, Piquero, and Jennings (2013), 

Farrington, Ttofi, and Coid (2009), and Zara and Farrington (2016). 

The analyses in this dissertation takes full advantage of the lengthy conviction data 

recorded in the CSDD. Criminal convictions were recorded annually from the age of 10 to 56 

(Farrington, Piquero, & Jennings, 2013). All but two of the males were at risk (n = 409) of 

conviction at the study’s commencement. This number fell to 374 (91 percent of the original 

sample) males at risk of conviction when the men were 56 years of age. Death and emigration 

were the main reasons for attrition. At first, official conviction data for the CSDD was 

obtained from the Criminal Record Office and National Identification Service at Scotland 

Yard in London. These records documented the men’s annual convictions from the age of 10 

to 40. Subsequent administrative changes required the men’s yearly conviction data from age 

41 to 56 to be retrieved from the Police National Computer.  

All offences leading to a conviction, including serious motoring offences (e.g., 

driving while disqualified and drunk driving), were included in my analyses. This did not 

include minor crimes, such as traffic infractions and public intoxication. Offences were only 

counted if they occurred on different days, and only the most serious offence was counted if 

two or more crimes were committed on the same day (the most serious offence was 
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considered to be the one that received the more severe sentence). This rule ensured that the 

number of criminal incidents is not overestimated. Burglary (62 offenders, 132 convictions) 

and theft of vehicles (62 offenders, 110 convictions) were the most common offences, mainly 

when offenders were between 16 to 20 years of age (Farrington, Piquero, & Jennings, 2013). 

The prevalence of assault and motoring convictions markedly increased after age 40 

primarily because of the 1995-1996 classification of common assault and drunk driving as a 

standard list of offences. Sex offences (11 offenders, 14 convictions), including indecent 

assault and rape, were the least common. 

  



 24 

CHAPTER TWO: THEORETICAL LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 25 

2.1 INTRODUCTION 

Developmental and life-course (DLC) criminology theories are primarily concerned 

with the development of criminal and related behaviours, the occurrence of risk and 

protective factors, and the impact life events have on the course of development (Farrington, 

2005b). Persistent offending is a contentious issue within the DLC framework as no two 

perspectives offer the same account. DLC theories do tend to agree on certain aspects about 

persistent offenders, such as an early onset of antisocial behaviour precipitating future 

persistent offending (Moffitt, 1993; Farrington, 2005b, Wikström, 2005). However, 

discrepancies are also present, such as the impact individual traits have on offending patterns. 

Since evidence indicates that a small group of persistent offenders are responsible for 

the majority of crimes, preventative policies targeting persistent offenders should reduce 

aggregate crime rates (Farrington, 1989; Moffitt et al., 1996). Unfortunately, there is little 

consistency in the academic arena on what mechanisms and risk factors promote the 

development of persistent offending. For example, Moffitt (2006) argues that specific 

childhood risk factors, such as neuropsychological deficits and early behavioural problems, 

are primarily responsible for the development of persistent offending
1
. On the other hand, 

Sampson and Laub (2005) contend that poor bonds to informal social controls and human 

agency are to blame. Alternatively, Thornberry (2005) argues that persistent offending results 

from reciprocated antisocial interactions and poor parental attachments.  

Theory helps inform researchers’ on what methods should be used to identify 

persistent offenders and how to structure research appropriately. Unfortunately, there is little 

consistency between theories on how persistent offending develops or should be defined. For 

example, Moffitt (1993), who argues that specific childhood risk factors precede persistent 

offending, defines persistence as continuity in severe antisocial behaviour from childhood to 

                                                             
1 Moffitt’s (1993) original arguments detailed the development of persistent antisocial behaviour. Many 

researchers have nonetheless assumed that this theory is also applicable to persistent offending.  
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adolescence. Severe antisocial behaviour, in this regard, is operationalised as antisocial 

behaviour that is one standard deviation more than the sample mean. On the other hand, 

Sampson and Laub (2003) argue that childhood risk factors do not accurately predict 

persistent offending, which they define as offending at least once every decade from 

childhood to late adulthood.  

As a first step towards understanding the definitional confusion surrounding the idea 

of persistent offending, it is important to recognise how theories explain this phenomenon, 

where they differ from one another, and what data sources and methods were used to derive 

their explanations. As such, this chapter compares and contrast eight prominent DLC theories 

and their explanations for persistent offending. These theories are Moffitt’s (2006) 

developmental taxonomy of antisocial behaviour, Sampson and Laub’s (2005) age-graded 

theory of crime, Thornberry’s (2005) interactional theory of Crime, Catalano and Hawkings 

(1996) social development model, Farrington’s (2005) Integrated Cognitive Antisocial 

Potential (ICAP) theory, Agnew’s (2005) general theory of crime, Wikström ’s (2005) 

Situational Action Theory (SAT), and Loeber and colleagues (2008) cumulative 

developmental model of risk and protective factors. Many of these theories are based on their 

authors understanding of the age-crime curve. Therefore, before outlining each theory, the 

age-crime curve, and its impact on DLC theories, will be discussed.  

2.2 THE AGE-CRIME CURVE 

Because age has a profound effect on crime, the age-crime curve is of central 

importance to DLC theories. The age-crime curve indicates that aggregate offending patterns 

are near identical across time, race, sex, and country (Hirschi and Gottfredson, 1983; 1990). 

This aggregate pattern demonstrates that offending rapidly accelerates to a peak level at mid-

adolescence, followed by an initially steep decline at late adolescence/early adulthood with a 

subsequent and more gradual decline thereafter (Farrington, 1986). Although initial 
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inspection of the age-crime curve suggests that continuity in offending is not the expected 

outcome, further theoretical and statistical examination suggests that a small number of 

offenders continue to offend longer than the aggregate decline rate (Thornberry, 1987: 

Moffitt, 1993; 2006;).  

Evidence of the age-crime curve has been present in data from as early as the 19th 

century. This pattern was first reported over 150 years ago by Quetelet (1831/1984), who 

found that criminal offending peaked during the teenage years before declining with age. 

More recently, the American Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Uniform Crime Report (1935-

1997) found consistent evidence for the age-crime curve occurring in the past 80 years. 

Contemporary evidence also indicates that although the general pattern of the age-crime 

curve is consistent across time, current distributions suggest that more modern offenders are 

committing their first crime at a slightly younger age, have fewer convictions in early 

adulthood, and demonstrate a more gradual decline in the rate of offending (Greenberg, 1985; 

Ulmer & Steffensmeier, 2014; Farrell, Laycock, & Tilley, 2015; Kim, Bushway, & Tsao, 

2015; Matthews & Minton, 2017). These fluctuations in offending patterns that developed in 

the time between Quetelet (1831/1984) and Ulmer and Steffensmeier’s (2014) observations 

are unsupportive of the invariance hypothesis put forward by Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990).  

Proposing that no other empirical factors have consistently been found to influence 

the relationship between age and crime, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) assert that the age-

crime distribution is invariant of all other known variables. Since they consider age to be the 

most reliable predictor of crime, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) state that changes across the 

life-course cannot explain the effect age has on crime (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1986). This 

assertion clashes with the criminal career and DLC perspectives (Blumstein and Cohen, 

1987; Blumstein et al., 1988a, 1988b). Being a proponent of the criminal career paradigm, 

Farrington (1986) argues that although the general pattern of the age-crime effect is 
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consistent, the parameters related to this association do alter in accordance to differing times, 

countries, sex, and race.  

  DLC theories stand in contrast to the invariance argument since they explain the 

effect varying influences across the life-course have on offending. Because of this focus on 

the life-course, DLC theories take into account the age-crime curve in their explanation of 

crime. Specifically, they account for why offending peaks during the teenage years, why 

offending begins to decline at late adolescence/early adulthood, and, of particular interest, 

why some individuals persist in their offending. Ultimately, each theory’s explanation for 

persistent offending is, in some part, shaped by the author's interpretation of the age-crime 

curve.  

2.3 DLC THEORIES 

While DLC theories explain a host of factors facilitating the onset, maintenance, and 

desistence of offending, the focus here is on the specific mechanisms responsible for 

persistent offending. The remainder of this chapter will outline eight prominent DLC 

theories, and will focus on their explanations for persistent offending, the age-crime curve, 

and their relative comparability to other perspectives. These theories were chosen due to their 

popularity with empirical research, and their comparative similarities and differences in their 

accounts for persistence. 

2.4 THE DEVELOPMENTAL TAXONOMY OF ANTISOCIAL BEHAVIOUR 

Moffitt’s (1993, 2006) Developmental Taxonomy of Antisocial Behaviour explains 

the development, maintenance, and desistence of antisocial behaviour from birth to early 

adulthood. Originally, the Adolescence-Limited (AL) and the Life-Course Persistent (LCP) 

typologies were used to describe the outcomes of a multidisciplinary study from Dunedin, 

New Zealand (Moffitt et al., 1996; Moffitt et al., 2001). The AL typology describes 
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individuals whose antisocial behaviour is mainly limited to the teenage years, while the LCP 

group represents individuals who have an early onset of severe antisocial behaviour that is 

thought to endure across the life-course. Moffitt's (2006) later works introduced the abstainer 

and unclassified typology, although their importance is overshadowed by the LCP and AL 

typologies. Simply put, the abstainer typology consists of individuals who entirely abstain 

from antisocial behaviour, while the unclassified group encapsulates those who demonstrate 

average levels of antisocial behaviour. 

The additional development of two further typologies, the Childhood-Limited (CL) 

and Adult-Onset (AO) group, emerged in response to additional evidence (Pulkkinen et al., 

2009; Veenstra et al., 2009; Zara and Farrington, 2009). The CL group explains the 

occurrence of extreme antisocial behaviour in childhood that markedly subsides once the 

individual reaches adolescence (Moffitt, 2006). Alternatively, the AO typology describes the 

onset of severe antisocial behaviour once an individual reaches adulthood (Moffitt, 2006). 

Some question the validity of the AO group, and argue that this typology may instead 

comprise of incorrectly identified LCP offenders, or AL individuals with slightly longer 

durations of severe antisocial behaviour (Moffitt, 2006; McGee and Farrington, 2010). 

 

2.4.1 Explaining Persistent Offending 

The LCP typology represents Moffitt's (1993) explanation of persistent offending. 

Reports on the development of LCP offending originated from research on the Dunedin 

Multidisciplinary Health and Development Study, which, at the time of the theory’s 

formation, followed a cohort of 1,000 New Zealand children from birth to late-adolescence 

(Moffitt, 1993). Children were classified as LCP if they exhibited extreme antisocial 

behaviour in at least three of the four assessment periods (five, seven, nine, and 11 years), 

and then self-reported extreme delinquency at either age 15 or 18 (Moffitt & Caspi, 2001). 
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This was measured using the Rutter Child Scales, and extreme antisocial and delinquent 

behaviour was identified in those who scored at least one standard deviation above the mean 

LCP individuals are argued to have an early onset of severe antisocial behaviour that 

persists throughout the life-course (Moffitt 1993, 2006). Moffitt (2006) explains that 

neuropsychological deficits are one of the leading underlying traits facilitating the 

development of severe antisocial behaviour for this typology. This characteristic, which can 

arise from maladaptive maternal influences (e.g., prenatal maternal smoking, drug use, and 

genetics), interacts with family factors (e.g., negative parenting, structural adversity) to 

enforce an early and severe onset of antisocial behaviour. From this interaction, severe 

antisocial behaviour may subsequently persist across the life-course through the process of 

persistent heterogeneity and state dependence.  

Persistent heterogeneity is the presupposition that continuity in antisocial behaviour 

occurs through an association between stable individual differences and criminal activity 

(Farrington, 2010). For example, the risk for severe antisocial behaviour may increase when 

neuropsychological deficits interact with environmental risk factors. Once severe antisocial 

behaviour develops, it may be reciprocated by poor parenting practices that further reinforce 

this behaviour. This maladaptive interaction escalates as the child ages, eventually leading to 

state dependence.  

State dependence presumes that past offending predicts future offending (Farrington, 

2010). Hypothetically, the process of persistent heterogeneity and state dependence escalate 

the severity and frequency of an individual’s antisocial behaviour. In turn, the LCP offender 

encourages continuity of their deviant behaviour by altering their surroundings to 

accommodate their antisocial tendencies (Moffitt, 1993). Doing so leads to more pervasive 

and persistent antisocial behaviour that concurrently locks the individual out of prosocial 

opportunities that would otherwise assist them in leading a pro-social life (Moffitt, 2006).  
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Although Moffitt’s (1993; 2006) core presupposition is that persistence is directly 

influenced by early life risk factors, certain aspects of the theory suggest that, for some, 

persistence may occur from later life events. For instance, LCP offenders possess endogenous 

traits (e.g., genetics, neuropsychological deficits, and psychopathology) that predispose them 

to antisocial behaviour. This penchant for antisocial behaviour may not manifest until after 

the removal of age-specific protective factors (e.g., parent and teacher supervision, and 

residing at home). Likewise, criminality may not stem from this disposition until the 

consequences of antisocial behaviour reduce opportunities for prosocial behaviour. The 

consequences of offending can also act as snares that trap one within a criminal lifestyle, 

subsequently increasing the likelihood of persistent offending. Although snares can occur at 

any age and for any of Moffitt's (2006) typologies, those with a penchant for antisocial 

behaviour (i.e., LCP) may find it more difficult to escape these snares and pursue a non-

criminal pathway. 

Subsequent revisions to the developmental taxonomy of antisocial behaviour have 

introduced the low-level chronic typology; another persistent group who, despite exhibiting 

many of the same risks as their LCP counterparts, demonstrate less severe and frequent 

antisocial and offending behaviours (Moffitt, 2006). According to Moffitt (2006), specific 

personality disorders, such as anxiety and depression, can isolate offenders from delinquent 

peer groups or criminogenic environments which, by their presence or absence, can influence 

the severity and frequency of antisocial behaviour and offending. Arguably, a 

disproportionate number of individuals with a disposition for antisocial behaviour suffer from 

these isolating personality traits. Variations in offence frequency between persistent 

offenders, such as those between the LCP and low-level chronic typology, are the result of 

differences in the severity and type of personality disorders.   

 



 32 

2.4.2 Age-Crime Curve 

 The aggregate age-crime curve indicates that most criminal careers peak at around 17 

years of age before steadily declining into adulthood (Farrington, 1986). The LCP typology 

contravenes this regression towards the mean by continuously displaying high levels of 

antisocial behaviour regardless of age or situation (Moffitt, 1993). Moffitt (1993) argues that 

both the peak and the majority of the incline and decline in offending displayed in the age-

crime curve denotes the AL typology. However, LCP individuals are suggested to be 

responsible for the aggregate offending patterns displayed at either side of this peak. In other 

words, LCP individuals tend to make up the small proportion of offenders that begin to 

offend during early childhood and continue to offend in later life (Moffitt and Caspi, 2001).  

 

2.5 THE AGE-GRADED THEORY OF CRIME 

 Sampson and Laub’s (1993) age-graded theory of crime focuses on the role social 

forces play in explaining stability and change in offending over the life-course. Accordingly, 

crime is the result of weak of social controls, few structured routine activities, and a lack of 

purposeful human agency (Sampson & Laub, 1993). Consistent with Matza’s (1964) social 

control theory, Sampson and Laub (1993) assert that when social ties (attachments and 

commitments to conventional relationships) that bind an individual to key social institutions 

(e.g. family, school, employment) are weakened or severed, the risk for deviancy and crime 

rise. However, this alone is not sufficient for crime to eventuate. Rather, human agency, or an 

individual’s purposeful choice and free will, mediates this relationship (Sampson & Laub, 

2005a). Sampson and Laub’s (2005a; 2005b) more recent works argue that due to the 

arbitrary nature of human behaviour, it is difficult, if not impossible, to accurately predict 

future offending patterns. 
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There are four main assertions embedded in the age-graded theory of crime (Sampson 

& Laub, 1993; 2003). First, social controls mediate structural contexts, subsequently 

facilitating the development of antisocial or prosocial behaviour in childhood and 

adolescence. Second, persistent delinquency originating in childhood may spread to 

adulthood across numerous domains in life. Third, informal social controls in adulthood may 

produce changes in delinquent and criminal behaviour, regardless of prior individual 

variations in criminal propensity; this is particularly salient in life transitions such as 

marriage, employment, and incarceration. Finally, all criminal behaviour eventually declines 

in later life, regardless of individual characteristics or history of offending. 

 

2.5.1 Explaining Persistent Offending 

The age-graded theory’s account of persistent offending stems from Laub and 

Sampson’s (2003) reanalysis of the Glueck study of delinquency. The original Glueck study 

followed 500 delinquent and 500 non-delinquent males from the age of 10 to 32, while the 

reanalysis followed the delinquent men to age 70. Offending data was derived from official 

criminal records and self-reported delinquency and misbehaving (Sampson & Laub, 2005). In 

their subsequent empirical analyses, Laub and Sampson (2003) define persistent offending as 

offending across multiple stages of the life-course, and have used three methods to identify 

these offenders: (1) Offending at least once every decade from the age of seven to 60; (2) 

offending at least once from the age of eight to 18, 19 to 31, and 32 years or older, and; (3) 

membership in the highest and longest trajectory in a group-based trajectory model (Sampson 

& Laub, 2003; Laub & Sampson, 2003).  

The age-graded theory of crime contends that childhood risk factors do not adequately 

predict persistent offending (Laub & Sampson, 2003; Sampson & Laub, 2003; 2005). Instead, 

persistent offending is the result of weak adult attachments to informal social controls, a lack 
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of routine activities, and the purposeful choice to offend. The theory does state, however, that 

the foundations for weak social controls can be laid in early life through poor experiences 

with parents and the school. These poor experiences can include harsh and inconsistent 

discipline, low parental interest in the child, poor school grades, and bad relations with 

teachers.  

Sampson and Laub (1993; 2005) state that the life-course resembles a chain of 

stability that is reliant on each subsequent link, with each link being dependent on the 

presence of some particular set of features. As such, continuity in offending relies on an 

interactional process where aspects of the previous link of the chain effect concurrent links. 

Initially, weak social bonds early in life lead to delinquency, which further weakens 

conventional bonds to society. Early delinquency may then lead to weak social bonds in 

adulthood, which in turn leads to adult criminality (Sampson & Laub, 2005). The 

combination of these variables heightens the individual’s difficulty in re-establishing bonds 

to conventional society. Consequently, these factors tend to reinforce one another over time 

to produce a high risk for continuity in offending. 

Each phase of the persistent offender’s life-course is devoid of prosocial and nurturing 

relationships, social supports, and informal social controls; mechanisms that promote a 

crime-free life, or facilitate desistance from crime (Sampson & Laub, 2005). Persistent 

offenders are considered to be “social nomads” who experience residential, marital, and 

employment instability, school or military failure, and long periods of incarceration. They 

also have frequent contact with other, similarly situated individuals who are also unattached 

to conventional society. In other words, persistent offending occurs because weak ties to 

society can inhibit the forces of desistence, which are constantly in effect, while associating 

with other “social nomads” can result in the replication and reinforcement of criminal 

behaviour.  
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Sampson and Laub (1993) also explain that the consequences of crime may trigger the 

overlapping processes of cumulative continuity and state dependence, both of which promote 

persistent offending. Cumulative continuity can sustain criminal behaviour through the 

progressive accumulation of the consequences of crime. This occurs because arrests, 

incarcerations, and other negative life events associated with crime weaken bonds to informal 

social controls and other opportunities for desistence. Similarly, through state dependence, 

past offending heightens the risk of future offending because of a cumulative role where 

crime has a systematic and attenuating effect on the social and institutional bonds linking one 

to society.  Ultimately, these two processes, coupled with weak ties to informal social 

controls, a lack of routine activities, and the purposeful choice to offend, lead to persistent 

offending. Nevertheless, due to maturation, human agency, turning points, and reduced 

physical capabilities, it becomes increasingly unlikely that persistent offenders will maintain 

their criminality as they age, as desistance in later life is the norm. 

 

2.5.2 Age-Crime Curve 

   The age-graded theory of crime suggests that social bonds are responsible for the 

pattern displayed in the age-crime curve (Sampson & Laub, 1993). The peak in aggregate 

offending rates during adolescence is due to the age-normative weakening of social bonds to 

the family and school. The subsequent decline in offending during early adulthood is thought 

to be a consequence of the development of appropriate adult social ties that promote 

conformity to societal expectations. The continued decline in aggregate offending rates 

reflects desistence, or ‘aging out of crime’, which is a result of strengthening adult social 

bonds to conventional institutions of formal and informal social control. This consistent 

decline in offending rates in later life is also reflected at the individual level (Sampson & 

Laub, 2003; Laub & Sampson, 2003). It is this constant pattern that partly led the authors to 
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believe that, regardless of how persistent one’s offending is, desistance occurs for all in later 

life. 

 

2.6 THE INTERACTIONAL THEORY OF CRIME 

The interactional theory of crime (Thornberry & Krohn, 2005) is a general theory that 

explains a variety of delinquent and criminal acts through the process of reciprocated social 

interactions and stable biological dispositions. Accordingly, deviancy results from negatively 

reciprocated social interactions that reinforce antisocial behaviour and promote its continuity. 

Antisocial behaviour is also developed by the weakening of social controls that assist in 

maintaining conformity to conventional values (Thornberry et al., 1994). Because of the 

reciprocal nature of social interactions, a feedback loop develops where the social 

environment influences behaviour, which in turn affects the social environment. This circuit 

continuously repeats as long as the contingent factors are present. As such, offending occurs 

when one becomes free from informal social controls to conventional society and interacts 

with a setting that reinforces delinquent behaviour (Thornberry, 1987). 

 

2.6.1 Explaining Persistent Offending 

The interactional theory of crime is based on the findings of the Rochester Youth 

Development Study, which, at the time of the theories formulation, studied 1,000 adolescents 

and followed them from the age of13 to 23 years, and represents a general urban community 

sample (Thornberry, Krohn, Lizotte, Smith, & Tobin, 2003). Annual offending was self-

reported by the general delinquency index, a 32-item inventory covering a range of antisocial 

and criminal behaviours. Persistent offenders were defined as adolescents who demonstrated 

continuity in antisocial behaviour across the observation period, and have been identified as 
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those offenders grouped to the highest and longest trajectory in the group-based trajectory 

model approach (Thornberry & Krohn, 2005). 

Consistent with the premise of numerous DLC theories, Thornberry and Krohn (2005) 

assert that an early onset of antisocial behaviour predicts later offending. They argue that 

antisocial behaviour in early childhood is a combination of the interactions between 

individual deficits, poor parenting, and structural adversity. Negative parental responses are 

likely to elicit maladaptive reactions from the child, producing an interplay where the child’s 

antisocial behaviour combines with the parent’s poor rearing techniques, which increases the 

likelihood that a coercive style of interaction eventuates (Thornberry and Krohn, 2005). This 

bidirectional causality assists in the child’s development of defiant and aggressive behaviour, 

as well as weakening attachments and bonds to the family and future forms of social control.  

Stable causal factors that aid the development of antisocial behaviour are suggested to 

assist in the continuity of offending (Thornberry, 2005). Given that numerous deficits lead to 

the development of antisocial behaviour, Thornberry and Krohn (2005) state that the more 

severe these deficits are, the more stable they are likely to be. Since severe deficits (such as 

poor neuropsychological functioning, poor parenting, and structural adversity) encourage an 

early onset of antisocial behaviour, and because these deficits are more likely to be relatively 

stable, it is assumed that these deficits will endure to promote the continuation of delinquent 

behaviour throughout the life-course (Thornberry, 1987; Thornberry & Krohn, 2005). The 

stability of these causal factors is also likely to generate cumulative and cascading 

consequences throughout the individual’s life (Thornberry, 2005). These consequences are 

often the outcome of reciprocated interactions that reinforce antisocial behaviour.  

When interactions encompassing antisocial and delinquent behaviour are negatively 

reciprocated, these behaviours are reinforced to an extent where they become persistent 

(Thornberry & Krohn, 2005). The more persistent and severe a child’s antisocial behaviour 
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is, the more likely that the negative consequences of social interactions will become salient 

throughout the child’s development. From an early age, negative parental interactions enable 

the child to learn coercive behaviours. Children who have learned coercive behaviour styles 

are likely to extend these behaviours to other domains in life (Thornberry & Krohn, 2005; 

Thornberry, 2005). Consequently, the child’s repertoire of antisocial behaviour is expected to 

elicit negative responses from parents, teachers, and peers. In turn, this child is likely to react 

to these responses in an equally or more negative manner. In the absence of suitable 

protective factors, this reciprocal social interaction is replicated throughout the individual’s 

life.  

Despite their assertion that an early onset can lead to persistent offending, Thornberry 

and Krohn (2005) also argue that onset age is not destiny. They contend that while some 

early starters will persist, many will desist, and just as many late starters will desist, some 

will persist (albeit in fewer numbers than their early onset counterparts). Accordingly, late 

onset persistent offenders exhibit traits that predispose them to criminal conduct (e.g., 

neuropsychological deficits, impulsive behaviour). However, due to the presence of 

protective factors in the family home, opportunities to offend are limited, and their criminal 

propensity may not manifest until a later age (Thornberry and Krohn, 2005).  

In summary, persistent offending is the result of the interaction between individual 

traits and negatively reciprocated social interactions (Thornberry & Krohn, 2005; Thornberry, 

2005). The aetiology of persistent offending commences with the onset of antisocial 

behaviour, which develops from the combined influence of stable childhood risk factors, such 

as poor executive functioning and low self-control. For persistent offending to develop, the 

antisocial behaviour must then be negatively reciprocated in an equally poor manner by 

others, particularly the parents. For example, harsh and erratic parental discipline that is in 

response to antisocial behaviour may reinforce it.  In turn, the antisocial behaviour is likely to 
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persist and escalate over time. Antisocial behaviour that is continuously reinforced by 

adverse reactions from others, or positive responses from delinquent peers or the 

environment, may become a stable disposition that leads to persistent offending. Simply put, 

the continuity of antisocial behaviour in early life is reinforced by reciprocated interactions 

with parents and peers, while offending in adulthood becomes persistent due to the 

consequences and social reactions to one’s criminal and related behaviours. 

 

2.6.2 Age Crime Curve 

According to the interactional theory of crime, the peak in the age-crime curve occurs 

when the desire for adult-appropriate autonomy during adolescence is not met, resulting in 

conflict with parental authority and social controls (Thornberry, 2005). A rebellious nature 

ensues as adolescents pursue deviant means to acquire adult autonomy. For most, once 

adulthood is reached and autonomy is obtained conventionally, offending declines. The small 

proportion of individuals who offend before the mean age of onset and continue to offend 

past the mean age of desistence are argued to be relatively stable in their offending 

(Thornberry, 1987). However, individual age-crime curves are expected to differ from the 

aggregate distribution, as individuals always remain open and responsive to changes in their 

environment (Thornberry, 2005). With this line of reasoning, any offending trajectory, 

including persistent offending, can occur at any age (Thornberry, 2005; Cullen & Wilcox, 

2010). This point is not immediately clear in the age-crime curve, as the impact of early and 

late-onset persistent offenders on this distribution is eclipsed by the large number of age-

normative offenders whose criminality is limited to the adolescent years. 
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2.7 THE SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT MODEL 

 The social development model explains the development of prosocial and antisocial 

behaviour from childhood to adolescence (Catalano and Hawkins, 1996; Catalano et al., 

2005), and draws inspiration from social control theory (Hirschi, 1969), social learning 

theory (Bandura, 1973), and differential association theory (Sutherland, 1973). According to 

the social development model, all patterns of behaviour are learned from four social 

development processes: (1) perceived opportunities for involvement in activities with others; 

(2) the degree of participation and interaction with others; (3) the ability to participate and 

interact with others, and; (4) the perceived reinforcement of involvement and interaction with 

others. Consistent socialisation processes lead to the development of cohesive social bonds 

and attachments between the individual and the socialising unit (Catalano, Oxford, Harachi, 

Abbott, & Haggerty, 1999). These social bonds, once strengthened, mediate the four social 

development processes.  

The development of prosocial or antisocial behaviour also depends on the behaviour, 

norms, and values held by those to whom the individual has bonded with (Catalano et al., 

2005). The development of antisocial behaviour is believed to be directly caused by three 

endogenous processes: (1) the perceived rewards of antisocial behaviour; (2) attachments to 

antisocial peers and behaviours, and; (3) belief in antisocial values. Likewise, three 

exogenous factors also predict crime and delinquency by affecting the social development 

process. These are (1) one’s position in the social structure (socioeconomic status, age, 

gender, and race), (2) the presence or absence of external constraints (formal and informal 

social controls), and (3) individual constitutional factors (stable personality characteristics). 

These factors, and the strength of one’s bond to a prosocial or antisocial socialising unit, 

mediate the social development process and subsequent offending. 
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2.7.1 Explaining Persistent Offending 

The social development model was formulated from the results of the Seattle Social 

Development Project, which, at the time of the theory's formulation, examined 808 fifth 

grade students attending one of 18 public elementary schools in Seattle, and continued to 

observe the students to late adolescence (Hawkins et al., 2003). Empirical tests of the social 

development model have measured persistent offending using offence frequency (Chung et 

al., 2002), and have identified these offenders as those who demonstrate frequent violent 

offending from age 13 to 21 (Kosterman, Graham, Hawkins, Catalano, & Herrenkohl, 2001), 

and stable serious offending from age 12 to 13 and age 14 to 15 (Ayers et al., 1999).     

The few individuals who experience little opportunities for prosocial development, 

but experience multiple and sustained opportunities for antisocial development, are more 

likely to become persistent offenders (Catalano et al., 2005). In other words, persistent 

offending develops when socialisation processes consistently favour and reinforce antisocial 

over prosocial behaviour. The continued reinforcement of antisocial behaviour increases 

one’s perception of antisocial opportunities, thereby increasing the frequency of antisocial 

behaviour and the development of a criminal proficiency or skill. The perceived rewards of 

antisocial and criminal behaviour subsequently begin to outweigh its perceived costs. 

Antisocial behaviours continue until a time when it’s perceived costs exceed its perceived 

rewards, and, in turn, prosocial opportunities and actions become preferred. 

 

2.7.2 Age Crime Curve 

According to the social development model, offending peaks in adolescence because 

of a rise in perceived antisocial opportunities, which are caused by decreased parental and 

teacher supervision, increased socialisation with older and delinquent peers, and a wider 

availability of drugs (Catalano et al., 2005). In conjunction with more antisocial opportunities 
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are a lack of external constraints and low perceived costs of antisocial behaviour. Likewise, 

the perceived rewards of antisocial involvement increase due to approval and shared 

excitement from peers, and the possible acquisition of utilitarian rewards. Most offenders 

desist after adolescence because approval for offending, and its perceived rewards, rapidly 

decline. This occurrence is reflected by the precipitous drop in aggregate crime rates after 

adolescence. Nevertheless, persistent offenders continue to offend after adolescence because 

they may either still be engaged in an antisocial peer network, or offend for utilitarian 

reasons. 

 

2.8 THE INTEGRATED COGNITIVE ANTISOCIAL POTENTIAL THEORY 

Farrington’s (2005a) Integrated Cognitive Antisocial Potential (ICAP) theory is an 

integrated DLC approach that explains offending through the use of various theoretical 

concepts
2
 to create an aggregate model of antisocial potential. This theory explains both the 

development of antisocial tendencies and the commission of crimes in certain contexts 

(Farrington, 2010). Unlike the typological approach, Farrington (2005a) posits that all 

individuals fit somewhere on a continuum of Antisocial Potential (AP). AP refers to the 

likelihood that one would engage in an antisocial or criminal act, and is operationally defined 

through antisocial attitudes and beliefs (Farrington, 2005b).  

Although decisions to offend are grounded in rational thought, they may also be 

influenced by AP (Farrington, 2005a). An individual’s potential to commit an antisocial act is 

regulated by decision-making processes that are influenced by both long-term persisting 

between individual differences (e.g., impulsivity, neuropsychological deficits) and short-term 

within-individual variations (e.g., anger, intoxication, and situational factors) in AP. In a 

practical sense, those with low AP levels are not likely to commit an offence even if it the 

                                                             
2 These theories are Durkheim’s Strain theory (1983), Hisrchi’s Control theory (1969), and Rational Choice 

theory (1993). 
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situation and context makes it seem rational to do so. Conversely, those with high AP levels 

may be more willing to offend, even if the circumstances make it seem irrational (Farrington, 

2005a). 

 

2.8.1 Explaining Persistent Offending 

ICAP theory reflects the main outcomes of longitudinal research projects, with a 

particular focus on findings from the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development (CSDD) 

(Farrington, 2005a). The CSDD is a population-based study that includes comprehensive 

measures of offending behaviour (Farrington et al. 2013). Much of the research that uses the 

CSDD data has identified persistent offenders using annually recorded official convictions, 

and has defined them as either those who offend before and after the age of 21 (e.g., 

Farrington et al. 2009), or are members of the most protracted high and low-rate trajectories 

in a group based trajectory model (GBTM) (e.g., Piquero et al. 2007).  

ICAP theory incorporates the ideas of persistent heterogeneity and state dependence 

to explain continuity in offending (Farrington, 2010). A history of criminal behaviour is 

likely to open up one or more opportunities for future criminal behaviour via the 

consequences of offending. Coupling this idea is that stable characteristics, such as biological 

mechanisms, environmental influences, and personal experiences, impact an individual’s 

long-term AP levels. Because of the relative stability of individual characteristics, long-term 

AP is also postulated to be one of the main mechanisms facilitating persistent offending 

(Farrington, 2007).  

The initial development of long-term AP is derived from individual characteristics, 

attachments, and socialisation processes. The stability of long-term AP is a result of the 

factors influencing AP, which are suggested to be relatively resistant to change (Farrington, 

2007). For instance, impulsivity, neuropsychological deficits, and low socioeconomic status 
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are comparatively consistent throughout life (Moffitt et al, 1996). Due to this stability, those 

who are antisocial at one age are more likely to be antisocial at a future age (Farrington, 

2010). For example, children with poor parental attachments and weak socialisation skills are 

at a higher risk of developing high long-term AP. In turn, certain stable characteristics, such 

as impulsivity or structural adversity, accentuate this potential into a stable propensity that 

increases the likelihood of persistent antisocial and criminal behaviour.  

Childhood risk factors need not be the only variable effecting antisocial potential. 

Influences in later life, such as energising variables, changes in decision-making processes, 

stigmatisation, labelling, and the reinforcement of antisocial behaviour, can also lead to high 

long-term antisocial potential. Energising variables, such as the desire for material goods, 

status, and reputation, also have the potential to lead to high long-term AP. If antisocial 

methods are regularly chosen to attain hedonistic desires, then through dynamic changes in an 

individual’s cognitive decision making, directing, and inhibiting processes, future decision 

making is likely to favour deviant outcomes, consequently increasing long-term AP 

(Farrington, 2010). This is exacerbated if antisocial and criminal behaviours are continuously 

reinforced, labelled, and stigmatised to produce further changes in an individual’s decision-

making process. 

 

2.8.2 Age Crime Curve 

 The distribution of AP throughout the life-course is said to mirror the aggregate age-

crime curve. Farrington (2005) argues that the high prevalence and frequency of offending 

during the teenage years indicates that AP also peaks at this age. This increase is a 

consequence of changes in situational factors that govern AP, such as higher importance 

placed on peers and the decreased controls parents have on their offspring. Subsequently, the 

decline in offending at late adolescence/early adulthood is a result of either a decrease in 
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long-term AP, short-term AP, or changes in decision making processes. Long-term AP 

subsides when there is a decrease in antisocial motivation, a reduction in impulsivity, and the 

occurrence of certain life events (e.g., marriage, employment). Short-term AP declines when 

transient energising factors (e.g., anger, intoxication) are reduced. Finally, decision making 

processes alter to favour non-offending when the subjective utility of offending decreases 

(Farrington, 2005). Individuals who persist in their offending are thought to demonstrate 

consistently high levels of AP. The relative distribution of AP at any age is thought to be 

highly skewed, with few individuals persistently having high levels of AP across the life-

course (Farrington, 2005). Although offending in older age is possible, the frequency of 

offending is likely to systematically decline across adulthood into old age. 

 

2.9 A GENERAL THEORY OF CRIME 

Central to the general theory of crime is the argument that the likelihood of offending 

increases when the motivations for crime are high and the constraints against crime are low 

(Agnew, 2005). Nevertheless, most people do not offend because: (1) they fear being caught 

and punished by external controls; (2) they risk losing their stakes in conformity, and; (3) 

they have strong internal controls, such as the belief that crime is wrong (Ngo, Paternoster, 

Cullen, & Mackenzie, 2011). The relatively small proportion who offend do so because their 

motivation to offend increases when exogenous and endogenous forces either pull or push 

one towards criminal behaviour. Pulling forces are external to the individual, and include 

gang membership, delinquent peers, and high crime neighbourhoods. Forces that push one 

towards crime arise from within the individual, and include inner psychological impulses and 

drives. Following social learning theory and general strain theory, Agnew (2005) also argues 

that individuals can be taught how to break the law, or may do so when they are prevented 

from reaching their goals and are consequently pressured into crime (strain). Nevertheless, 
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the initial desire to commit a crime, regardless of the situation, requires the motivation to 

offend. 

The forces that motivate one to offend are directly affected by a host of individual and 

social variables (Ngo, Paternoster, Cullen, & Mackenzie, 2011). Agnew (2005) grouped these 

variables around five major life domains, arguing that these represent the general factors most 

strongly correlated with crime. These five factors and the variables they represent are: 

 The self: low self-control and irritability 

 Family: poor parental supervision and discipline, weak bonds to parents, family 

conflict, child abuse, lack of parental support, and criminal parents and siblings. 

 Work: unemployment, poor work performance and working conditions, negative 

bonds to work, and criminal co-workers. 

 School: negative bonds to school, poor academic performance, little support from 

teachers, low school goals, and poor teacher supervision. 

 Peers: delinquent peers, conflicts with peers, and spending time with peers in 

unstructured and unsupervised activities. 

 

2.9.1 Explaining Persistent Offending 

 The general theory of crime argues that the development of persistent offending 

depends on three factors: (1) the impact prior offending has had on an individual’s motivation 

to offend; (2) the perceived constraints against crime, and; (3) the effect past offending has 

had on the five life domains (Agnew, 2005). Prior offending can lead to economic strain and 

subsequently increase the motivation to offend. Furthermore, incurring a negative label from 

one’s deviant past may lead to rejection from conventional society. This rejection may 

weaken one’s bonds to conventional society, and consequently decrease the perceived 

constraints against criminal behaviour. Offending can also impact on the factors associated 
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with the self, work, family, school, and peers. For example, involvement in offending may 

worsen school grades, weaken bonds to parents, and lead to unemployment. These 

consequences may further decrease opportunities for prosocial behaviour, and indirectly 

promote antisocial behaviour and crime.  

A continued and strong motivation for crime (as evinced by risk factors in the five life 

domains), coupled with a prolonged absence from formal or informal constraints against 

crime, increase the probability for persistent offending (Agnew, 2005). Constraints include 

external controls (e.g., likelihood of detection and sanctions), internal controls (e.g., self-

control and prosocial morals), and stakes in conformity (e.g., degree of personal investment 

with other persons and activities). This explanation of persistence is drawn from numerous 

studies and theories, though no study has directly tested this explanation for persistent 

offending. Nonetheless, Agnew (2006) broadly defines persistence as continuity in offending 

over the life-course. 

 

2.9.2 Age Crime Curve 

 Offending peaks in adolescence because, at this time, the forces that pull (e.g., 

delinquent peers) and push (e.g., desire for status) one towards crime become more 

prominent. Accompanying this rise in the motivation to offend is the increased likelihood of 

learning criminal behaviours from other criminal models. Furthermore, the adolescent’s 

desire to be free of age-normative constraints so that they may enjoy adult prerogatives instils 

a sense of strain, thereby increasing their motivation to offend. The subsequent gradual 

decline in the aggregate rate of offending occurs because of the natural decline in the 

motivation to offend as one ages. Specifically, this motivation decreases because as most 

individuals age they become more fearful of the consequences of crime, losing their stake in 

conformity, and develop stronger internal controls (Agnew, 2005). 
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2.10 SITUATIONAL ACTION THEORY 

Wikström’s (2005) Situational Action Theory (SAT) argues that crime is the result of 

the interaction between the individual and setting. Acts of crime (C) are an outcome of a 

perception-choice process () that is instigated and directed by the interaction (x) between 

an individual’s criminal propensity (P) and criminogenic exposure (E), so that P x E  C 

(Wikström et al., 2012). The motivation to offend eventuates out of the interaction between 

the individual’s criminal propensity and the criminogenic properties of the setting (Wikström, 

2005). Criminal propensity denotes the individual’s potential to commit crime, and is a 

consequence of individual morality and executive functions. Morals develop through 

socialisation processes derived from parents, teachers, peers, and other models. Processes 

such as learning, attachment, and social observation enable individuals to learn the relativity 

of right and wrong, as well as feelings of shame and guilt for not following these values 

(Wikström, 2005). Alternatively, executive functions refer to the cognitive skill an individual 

encompasses, and is responsible for an individual’s ability to regulate emotions, have rational 

thoughts, and deliberate on decisions (Wikström, 2005).  

 

2.10.1 Explaining Persistent Offending 

Situational Action Theory conceptualises persistent offending as frequent, self-

reported offending over an extended period of time (Wikström & Trieber, 2009). Many of 

SAT’s assertions come from the findings of the Peterborough Adolescent and Young Adult 

Development Study. This study followed around 700 randomly chosen young people residing 

in Peterborough, U.K, and focuses on the offending patterns that occur in early to mid-

adolescence (Wikström et al., 2012).     
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The Situational Action Theory states that persistent offending occurs when an 

individual’s criminal propensity and the criminogenic features of an environment are 

consistently high. Caregivers who provide poor parenting and defective moral teaching are 

more likely to raise children with high criminal propensities. If this propensity remains stable 

and is met with an environment that possesses criminogenic features, then that individual is 

likely to have an early onset of offending, which is argued to be a precursor of persistent 

offending (Wikström, 2005). Therefore, individuals and settings interact to create a situation 

that affects one's behaviour or course of action. This course of action is reliant on an 

individual’s perception-choice process, which involves perceiving alternative actions and 

making choices based on these alternatives (Wikström, 2005).  

Individuals differ in what they perceive in their environment, as perception is filtered 

according to the features of the setting and the past experiences of the individual (Wikström, 

2005). Perception-action alternatives rely on factors that are relevant to the individual and 

their setting (e.g., individual morality, executive functions, moral context, provocation, and 

temptation). Individuals who reside in highly criminogenic areas and have high criminal 

propensities are likely to perceive action alternatives that favour offending. Over time, this 

behaviour is likely to become habit.  

The continued perception of crime as an action alternative is derived from either 

habitual or deliberate processes (Wikström et al., 2012). Deliberation opposes habituated 

behaviour, and occurs when an individual perceives multiple action alternatives and 

deliberates on whether to engage in an action or not. Deliberation requires the rational 

weighing of the pros and cons of a situation in order to identify the best means of satisfying 

one’s desires (Wikström et al., 2012). This is likely to occur when one has strong executive 

functions and are in an unfamiliar environment. Alternatively, persistent offending occurs 

when antisocial morals are formed and deviant behaviours are habituated.  



 50 

An individual responds out of habit only when they perceive a single action 

alternative, and thus form an automatic intention to carry out that action (Wikström et al., 

2012). Habituation results when an individual consistently performs the same behaviour in a 

familiar setting. This behaviour requires no deliberation, and is not subject to constraints such 

as morality, self-control, or deterrence. As previously mentioned, continued offending occurs 

when a highly criminogenic setting interacts with an individual encompassing a high criminal 

propensity. The repeated delinquent actions that occur in this setting become habituated and 

lead to persistent offending (Wikström, 2006).  

 

2.10.2 Age Crime Curve 

 Wikström (2005) argues that the distribution for criminal propensity mirrors that of 

the aggregate age-crime curve. When young people enter adolescence, the strength of their 

morality towards minor acts of rule breaking loosens, while time spent in peer groups without 

adult supervision increases. Crime peaks at this age due to the interaction between 

criminogenic exposure (lack of adult supervision and increased peer pressure) and an increase 

in criminal propensity (reduced morals and attachments to parents). Additionally, the higher 

one’s criminal propensity, the less criminogenic exposure is needed to encourage offending. 

Because criminal propensity increases during the teenage years, criminogenic environments 

are not necessarily needed for offending to take place. The eventual decline in aggregate 

offending is due to the natural reduction in criminal propensity once adulthood is reached. 

Indeed, at this stage of life, most emerging adults procure social roles that foster moral 

development, supervision, and altered activity fields. Persistent offenders, who constitute a 

small portion of the population, do not follow this normative offending trajectory. Their 

offending becomes habituated, and consequently locks them out of conventional social roles.  
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2.11 THE CUMULATIVE DEVELOPMENTAL MODEL OF RISK AND PROTECTIVE 

FACTORS 

 The cumulative developmental model of risk and protective factors is a revised 

iteration of Loeber and colleagues (1993) developmental pathways model. The original 

model proposed that three pathways could explain the development of delinquency and 

violent behaviour from childhood to adolescence. These are the authority conflict pathway, 

covert pathway, and overt pathway. Each pathway has three stages, and the progression to 

each stage occurs with age. The authority conflict pathway starts with stubborn behaviour, 

which progresses to defiant behaviour in the second stage, and then rebellion against 

authority in the third stage. Behaviours arising from the authority conflict pathway generally 

occur before the age of 12 (Loeber, Keenan, & Zhang, 1999). The covert pathway begins 

with minor covert behaviours, such as lying and shoplifting, and then progresses to property 

damage, and finally ends with serious delinquent behaviour. Alternatively, the overt pathway 

commences with minor aggressive behaviours, then physical fighting, and finally serious 

violent behaviour, including rape and assault. Individuals in the covert and overt pathways 

are generally older than those in the authority conflict pathway, and the number of children in 

each pathway decreases with each progression to the next stage. Individuals can enter a 

pathway at any level, and may identify with multiple pathways.  

The cumulative developmental model of risk and protective factors (Loeber et al., 

2008) expands the scope of the pathways model, which explained the development and 

escalation of delinquent and violent behaviour from childhood to adolescence, to include the 

development of offending across the life-course. This new model argues that the risk for 

offending increases with the accumulation of risk factors over time and across multiple 

domains of life: (1) individual; (2) family; (3) peers; (4) schools, and; (5) neighbourhoods. 

Unlike other DLC theories, specific or early risk factors are not necessary for the 
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development of offending. Instead, responsibility lies with the quantity of risk factors spread 

over multiple domains. Many risk factors are also thought to be developmentally graded, 

meaning that risk factors at one age lead to the development of new risk factors at a later age. 

For example, prenatal problems at birth can lead to callous and unemotional behaviour in 

early childhood, aggressive behaviour in middle to late childhood, drug dealing in 

adolescence, and unemployment in early adulthood. 

 

2.11.1 Explaining Persistent Offending 

Both the cumulative developmental model (Loeber et al., 2008) and the 

developmental pathway model (Loeber et al., 1993) are based on the findings of numerous 

longitudinal studies, namely the Pittsburgh Youth Study, Denver Youth Study, and the 

Rochester Youth Development Study. These studies have followed subjects from early to late 

adolescence. The theory’s explanations for persistent offending are based on the observations 

of frequent adolescent delinquents (Loeber, Keenan, & Zhang, 1999), who were identified 

through self-reported offending (Self-Reported Antisocial and Delinquency questionnaire and 

the Youth Self Report) and court records of violent and non-violent offences.  

Persistent offenders are argued to develop problem behaviours from an early age, are 

more likely to enter one of the three developmental pathways at the first stage, and 

predictably progress through all three stages (Loeber, Keenan, & Zhang, 1999). Involvement 

in multiple developmental pathways also increases the likelihood that persistent offenders 

will be high rate offenders. Persistent offenders are therefore more likely to have experienced 

many early life risk factors that place them at a higher risk of early entry into multiple 

antisocial developmental pathways.  

Some risk factors may be stable or lead to an unending continuation of 

developmentally graded risk factors (Loeber et al., 2008); both of which have consequences 
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that echo across the life-course. Persistent offenders are thought to be the unlucky few who 

experience few protective factors and are subject to many stable and developmentally graded 

risk factors. Experiencing numerous risk factors does not guarantee the development of 

persistent offending, as the accumulation of protective factors across the life-course may 

buffer their effects. Nonetheless, the more risk factors one has accumulated across the five 

domains of life, the more likely one will develop a persistent pattern of offending.  

 

2.11.2 Age Crime Curve 

 The peak in the age-crime curve occurs because adolescence is a time where most 

youth experiment with a variety of behaviours, such as shoplifting and truancy (Loeber, 

Keenan, & Zhang, 1999). This form of experimentation is age-normative, and allows youth to 

find out and learn from the consequences of their behaviour. The initial impetus for this 

experimentation is due to the influx of risk factors in the domain of the individual and peers. 

For example, peer delinquency and substance use, an early onset of puberty, and maturation 

increase the risk of adolescent offending (Loeber et al., 2008). Most teenagers do not 

experience the necessary amount of risk factors to promote offending before and after 

adolescence, and as such offending patterns quickly decline in adulthood. Consistent with 

other explanations, the aggregate crime rates that occur after adolescence are largely due to 

persistent offenders. A portion of this distribution may also be due to late-onset offenders 

who, despite the absence of risk factors early in life, accumulate many risk factors over 

numerous domains in adulthood. 

2.12 COMPARISON AND SUMMARY OF THEORIES 

There are many differences between competing explanations of persistent offending, 

although none are more noticeable than that between the developmental taxonomy of 

antisocial behaviour (Moffitt, 2006) and the age-graded theory of crime (Sampson & Laub, 
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2005). Sampson and Laub (2003) disagree with the concept of the LCP typology, arguing that 

there are no “life-long” persistent offenders. Instead, they contend that all offenders 

eventually desist from crime due to either maturation or turning points in later life, such as 

marriage, employment, or military service. In rebuttal, Moffitt (2006) states that to aid their 

continuity, LCP individuals seek out environments that support their deviant lifestyles, 

consequently transforming “turning points” that would facilitate desistence into opportunities 

for antisocial behaviour. Piquero and Moffitt (2005) have also articulated that although some 

LCP offenders may desist from street crimes in later life, their antisocial behaviours endure 

across the life-course.  

The age-graded theory of crime also opposes the idea that childhood risk factors can 

accurately predict adult offending patterns, or that offenders can be seamlessly integrated into 

distinct typologies. These core arguments are grounded in the premise that human agency and 

developmental noise lead to random human behaviours that undermine the accuracy of 

prospective identification efforts (Sampson & Laub, 2005). Nevertheless, many theorists, 

such as Moffitt (1993), Farrington (2010), and Loeber and colleagues (2008), argue that 

certain childhood risk factors, such as an early onset of conduct problems, predict future 

offending. Although Sampson and Laub (1993; 2003) acknowledge that delinquent children 

are more likely to become delinquent adults, they also propose that strictly relying on these 

associations to prospectively identify offenders ignores the unpredictability of human agency 

and the effect social controls have on altering behaviours. They therefore suggest that the 

usefulness of developmental typologies is limited to their application as a heuristic tool 

(Sampson & Laub, 2005). 

Despite these differences, the age-graded of crime has some similarities with other 

perspectives. For example, Sampson and Laub’s (2005) assertion that previous offending can 

“knife off” prosocial opportunities that would aid desistence from crime is in harmony with 
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Agnew’s (2005) idea that past criminal behaviour impacts future offending by preventing 

opportunities for prosocial behaviour, and Moffitt’s (1993) suggestion that the consequences 

of antisocial behaviour can “snare” one into an antisocial lifestyle. In another example, both 

the age-graded theory of crime and the social development model (Catalano & Hawkins, 

1996) suggest that social bonds play a prominent role the development of offending 

behaviour. However, Catalano and Hawkins (1996) argue that it is the strength of the bond to 

a specific socialising unit, such as the parents or peers, that mediates the social development 

process. On the other hand, Sampson and Laub’s (2005) idea of social bonds is expressed as 

attachments to socially constructed institutions that act as informal social controls, such the 

family, school, or work.  

The social development model also shares similarities with the interactional theory of 

crime (Thornberry & Krohn, 2005), as both emphasise the role of social interactions on the 

formation of criminal behaviour. The interactional theory of crime, however, considers 

biological risk factors to be far more influential in the development of persistent offending 

than the social development model (Catalano & Hawkins, 1996), which argues that 

persistence primarily stems from social interactions. Agnew’s (2005) general theory of crime 

also shares similarities with the social development model, as both have drawn inspiration 

from social control theory (Hirschi, 1969), social learning theory (Bandura, 1973), and 

differential association theory (Sutherland, 1973). However, Agnew (2005) places relatively 

less importance on the role of social interactions and bonds to socialising units, ascribing 

significance equally across five distinct life domains. 

Many theories detail the importance of social interactions in the development of 

offending (e.g., Thornberry, 1987; Catalano et al., 2005). Wikström (2005), nonetheless, goes 

beyond the scope of many of these theories by arguing that it is the interaction between 

socialising units and the environment that exacerbates the effects of one’s criminal 
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propensity, and subsequent likelihood of offending. Because SAT is a general theory of 

crime, its explanations for offending are broadly interpreted to encompass all criminal 

activity, as opposed to specific theories of crime, such as ICAP, which describes the 

development of antisocial and criminal tendencies in lower-socioeconomic males and 

explains how offending may occur in particular contexts (Farrington, 2010). Despite this 

difference, both theories suggest that criminal behaviour is driven by an underlying 

disposition to offend.  

SAT and ICAP theory are among the few theories to explicitly conceptualise and 

argue that an underlying antisocial disposition (criminal propensity and AP, respectively) 

partly accounts for the commission of crime. At face value, AP appears to be conceptually 

similar to Wikström’s (2005) idea of criminal propensity. However, unlike AP, criminal 

propensity is rooted in the premise that offending is dependent on one’s moral values and 

executive functions. Wikström (2005) asserts that an individual’s relative morality is 

determined by that individual’s internalised morals and emotions, their ability to exercise 

self-control in adhering to their morals, and the moral norms of an environment. This 

morality system, which is grounded in one’s sense of legal right and wrong, is learned 

through socialising experiences, and is an outcome of social adherence to the legal system 

(Wikström et al., 2012). Alternatively, AP reflects one’s attitudes towards antisocial 

behaviour (Farrington, 2005a). The difference between this and morality is that antisocial 

attitudes are not specifically derived from legal definitions of right and wrong, but more so 

preoccupy the grey area of what is and is not socially acceptable. 

The differences between explanations of persistent offending may be due to the 

varying data sources and definitions of persistence that underlie these theories. Foremost, it 

seems that the scope of the data set used has an impact on the formation of theory. For 

instance, many theories that emphasize the role of early childhood risk factors on the 
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development of persistent offending were derived from observations of children and 

adolescents (e.g., Moffitt & Caspi, 2001; Kosterman et al., 2001; Loeber et al., 2008). On the 

other hand, theories based on data that cover a broader range of the life-course (e.g., 

Farrington, 2005; Sampson & Laub, 2005) tend to place more importance on factors and 

mechanisms that arise in later life.  

           Differences between theories may also be due to the measure of offending used. 

Indeed, self-reported offending can reveal longer criminal careers, earlier ages of onset, and 

more offences, compared to official crime data (Farrington, Ttofi, Crago, & Coid, 2014). 

Different measures of offending may identify different offenders as persistent, and 

consequently lead to variations in explanations of persistent offending. Another source of 

variation among theories is the different definitions of persistent offending that underlie each 

explanation. Theories have explained persistent offending under the inconsistent assumption 

that these offenders are identified either by an early age of onset (e.g., Moffitt, 1993), 

frequent antisocial behavour or offending (e.g., Hawkins et al., 2003; Loeber et al., 2008), 

offending before and during adulthood (e.g., Farrington et al. 2009), offending across 

multiple stages of the life-course (e.g., Sampson & Laub, 2005), or the group-based trajectory 

model (e.g., Thornberry et al., 2003). These different methods of identification, in 

conjunction with varying data sources and measures of offending, identify vastly different 

offenders with different childhood experiences as persistent (Whitten et al., 2017; 2018; 

Jollife, et al., 2017b). 

This chapter aimed to highlight the extent of the competing explanations of persistent 

offending. Indeed, the differences between explanations of persistent offending and 

interpretations of the age-crime curve are obvious. For ease of understanding, Table 1 

provides an overview of each theory covered in this chapter, describing them in accordance 
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to their underlying construct, what this construct measures, the causes of persistent offending, 

the study the theory is based on, and how each theory defined persistent offending. 

The extent of the disagreements between theories makes it difficult to formulate 

policies that target persistent offenders. It is therefore important to uncover the source 

contributing to these disagreements. In line with the objective of this dissertation, I speculate 

that many of the differences between theories can, at least in part, be attributed to the use of 

inconsistent definitions of persistent offending. Recall that most theories advocate that 

childhood and adolescent risk factors contribute to the development of persistent offending. 

One possible way to determine if the use of different definitions is impacting on the 

inconsistencies between theories is to examine if different childhood and adolescent risk 

factors are associated with different definitions of persistence in the empirical literature. This 

was the focus of chapter three. 
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Table 1. Summary of eight DLC theories and their explanations for persistent offending 

Theories  
Underlying 

construct 

Operational 

definitions 

Construct 

measurement 

Causes of persistent 

offending 

Definition of 

persistent 

offending 

Study 

Developmental 

taxonomy of 

antisocial 

behaviour 

None Neuropsychological 

deficits and poor 

upbringing 

Antisocial 

behaviour 

Early onset of conduct 

problems that leads to 

snares and cumulative 

disadvantage  

An early onset of 

frequent offending 

that continues 

across childhood 

and adolescence 

Dunedin 

Multidisciplinary 

Health and 

Development 

Study 

Age graded 

theory of crime 

Informal and 

formal social 

control and 

attachment 

Bonds to family, 

school, work, and 

military 

Criminal 

behaviour 

Persistently weak bonds 

to informal social 

controls, lack of routine 

activities, and 

purposeful choice to 

offend. 

Offending across 

multiple stages of 

the life-course 

Glueck’s study of 

delinquency 

Interactional 

theory of crime 

None Psychological and 

social risk factors, 

and a history of 

antisocial behaviour 

Antisocial 

behaviour 

Stable deficits and the 

repeated interaction 

between the individual 

and the consequences 

of their offending. 

A long duration of 

high-rate 

offending. 

Rochester Youth 

Development 

Study 

Social 

development 

model 

Social 

development 

Bonds to socialising 

agent, opportunities 

to interact, and 

social 

reinforcements.  

Antisocial 

behaviour 

Socialisation processes 

consistently favour 

antisocial and criminal 

behaviours. 

Frequent offending Seattle Social 

Development 

Project, 
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Integrated 

Cognitive 

Antisocial 

Potential 

Long and 

short-term 

antisocial 

potential 

Personal attitudes 

and antisocial beliefs 

Antisocial 

behaviour 

High long-term 

antisocial potential that 

interacts with high 

short-term antisocial 

potential across the life-

course 

Offending before 

and during 

adulthood 

Most western 

studies, with a 

focus on the 

Cambridge Study 

in Delinquent 

Development 

General theory of 

crime 

Motivation 

and 

constraints to 

offend 

External and internal 

controls, stakes in 

conformity, strain, 

and risk factors 

spread across the 

five life domains 

Crime The motivation to 

offend continuously 

outweighs the 

constraints and negative 

consequences of crime. 

Continuity in 

offending 

Numerous 

empirical 

examinations 

across multiple 

studies. 

Situational Action 

Theory 

Criminal 

propensity 

Moral values and 

executive functions 

Moral rule 

breaking 

Repeated interaction 

between a high criminal 

propensity and 

criminogenic 

environment  

Frequent offending 

over an extended 

period of time 

Peterborough 

Adolescent and 

Young Adult 

Development 

Study 

Cumulative 

developmental 

model of risk and 

protective factors 

None Risk factors in the 

domains of  

individual, family, 

peers, schools, and 

neighbourhoods 

Delinquency 

violent 

behaviour, 

and crime 

Early onset of problem 

behaviours, and an 

accumulation of many 

stable and 

developmental graded 

risk factors. 

Frequent offending Pittsburgh Youth 

Study, Denver 

Youth Study, and 

the Rochester 

Youth 

Development 

Study 
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CHAPTER THREE: SYSTEMATIC LITERATURE REVIEW 
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3.1 INTRODUCTION 

There is much confusion, and little consistency, regarding what persistent offending is 

and how it is defined. Persistent offenders have been referred to by many names, including 

chronic offenders, life-course persistent, habitual offenders, early starters, and career 

criminals (Blumstein & Moitra, 1980; Moffitt, 1993; Danner et al., 1995). Scholars have 

struggled to agree if, for example, offending over specific ages (Bergman & Andershed, 

2009), committing many offences (Hill et al., 2007), or an early age of first offence (Lobley, 

Smith, & Haines, 2012), should be the defining feature of persistent offending. Detailed 

justifications for these definitions are also rarely provided. The lack of substantial conceptual 

discussions on persistent offending is undoubtedly contributing to the vagueness of the 

concept and its inconsistent usage in the literature. This lack of clarity may also be a threat to 

the external validity of research, which has serious implications for developmental crime 

prevention strategies.  

Various childhood and adolescent risk factors have been found to predict criminal and 

other related behaviours (Farrington et al., 2006). Developmental crime prevention strategies 

rely on this research to prospectively identify young people at risk of offending (Manning, 

Homel, & Smith, 2005; Farrington, 2007; Dodge & McCourt, 2010). These youths then 

become the target of intervention strategies that aim to mitigate risk factors and promote 

protective factors. Targeting prospective persistent offenders through developmental crime 

prevention strategies should reduce aggregate crime rates, and may be a better, more cost-

effective alternative to incarceration (Schindler & Yoshikawa, 2012; Schweinhart, 2013), 

which can increase recidivism rates (Chen & Shapiro, 2007). Nonetheless, reliably 

identifying individuals at risk of persistent offending is dependent on the accuracy of research 

on risk and protective factors. 
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As highlighted in chapter two, there are many competing explanations regarding 

which childhood and adolescent risk factors predict persistent offending. Scholars, who are 

often preoccupied with debating which explanations are correct (for example, see Sampson 

and Laub’s (2003) critique of Moffitt’s (1993) life-course persistent typology), often fail to 

question why these different explanations arose in the first place. One possibility is that many 

of the differences between theories are but a by-product of theorists constructing their 

explanations from research based on different definitions and operationalisations of persistent 

offending. 

In this context, operationalisations are quantifiable statements that reflect the 

definition they are based on. Hence, contrasting definitions of persistent offending lead to 

more divergent operationalisations that are increasingly unlikely to identify the same 

offenders as persistent (Whitten et al., 2017). For example, persistent offending defined as 

offending before and during adulthood has been operationalised as offending before and after 

21 years of age (Bergman & Andershed, 2009), an official conviction before 21 and after 29 

years (Jolliffe, Farrington, Piquero, Macleod, & van de Weijer, 2017a), and a registered 

offence before age 18 and another registered offence between 18 and 32 years (Werner & 

Smith, 1992). It is unlikely that many of these individuals would still be identified as 

persistent when the concept is defined as the most frequent offenders, which has been 

operationalised as committing 15 or more offences by 25 years of age (McGloin & Stickle, 

2011), four or more convictions resulting in incarceration (Sigler & Culliver, 1990), or the 

five per cent most frequent offenders (Piquero, Daigle, Gibson, Piquero, & Tibbetts, 2007). 

The lack of a consistent definition of persistent offending limits the external validity 

of research, the efficacy of developmental crime prevention strategies, and may also account 

for the disagreement between theories. These concerns have been voiced by Hagell and 

Newburn (1994), and was later reflected in Piquero’s (2009) exhortation on the need for a 
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standard definition of persistent offending. More recently, Jolliffe and colleagues (2017a; 

2017b) proposed that persistent offending should be defined and measured by the duration of 

the criminal career. Unfortunately, these discussions have been met with little 

acknowledgment by the criminological community. A likely reason for this general apathy is 

the lack of empirical examples demonstrating the issues associated with inconsistent 

definitions and operationalisations of persistent offending. This chapter aims to make these 

limitations more known by highlighting the discrepancy between different definitions of 

persistent offending as well as the childhood and adolescent risk factors and theories they are 

associated with.  

3.2 OBJECTIVE 

The goal of this chapter is to review the published research literature on the 

association between childhood and adolescent risk factors and persistent offending, and 

discern if any patterns of disparity between theory and research can be attributed to different 

definitions of persistence. The eight theories outlined in chapter two form part of the basis of 

the following systematic review. Each of these theories argue that childhood and adolescent 

risk factors may directly, or, as is the case for Sampson and Laub (2003), indirectly effect the 

development of persistent offending. A complete list of the relevant risk factors presented by 

these theories is presented in Table 20 in the appendix.  

3.3 METHODOLOGY 

 I conducted a comprehensive search for published research that examined the 

association between childhood and adolescent risk factors and persistent offending. 

Publications were included if they met the following seven criteria: (1) high quality research 

findings were published in a peer reviewed journal, government report, or book; (2) persistent 

offenders were identified by some measure of offending (e.g., official convictions, arrests, or 
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self-reported offending); (3) a group of offenders were identified as either ‘persistent’, 

‘chronic’, ‘early starters’, ‘life-course persistent’, ‘habitual’, or ‘career criminals’; (4) authors 

did not acknowledged that ‘chronic’, ‘early starters’, ‘life-course persistent’, ‘habitual’, or 

‘career criminal’ offenders were conceptually distinct from persistent offenders; (5) 

quantitative analysis was used to examine the link between risk factors and persistent 

offenders when non-offenders were the comparison group; (6) childhood and adolescent risk 

factors were measured before subjects were 18 years of age, and; (7) the study was published 

between January 1
st
, 1990 to February 1

st
, 2017. 

Publications that included the following search terms in the title or abstract were 

flagged for further inspection: (persist* OR chronic* OR life-course* OR chronic OR habit* 

OR career* OR early OR frequent*) AND (offend* OR crim*) AND (child* OR adolescent* 

OR teenag* OR early life OR boy* OR girl* OR early* OR risk* OR outcome*). Additional 

searches were conducted for studies that did not have the previous search terms in the title or 

abstract, but used the Group-Based Trajectory Model (GBTM) to identify offenders. The 

databases examined were ProQuest, Web of Science, PubMed, Google Scholar, and Criminal 

Justice Abstracts. A total of 208 eligible publications were found based on their titles and 

abstract, and 40 of these met all seven criteria for inclusion. Fifty-four groups of persistent 

offenders identified by 29 different operationalisations were found in the 40 included 

publications. A complete list of these studies, how they defined and identified persistent 

offenders, their main findings, and the data sets used, are provided in Table 21 of the 

Appendix.  

 

3.3.1 Categories of persistent offenders 

 The 54 groups of persistent offenders were partitioned into six categories based on 

how they were originally defined and operationalised. These categories are: low-level Group-



 66 

Based Trajectory (low-level GBT); high-level Group-Based Trajectory (high-level GBT); 

offending before and during adulthood; offending over multiple life stages; an early onset of 

offending; and the most frequent offenders. Table 2 details the number of groups of persistent 

offenders belonging to each category, and how these groups were assigned based on their 

original identification criteria. 

 

 

Table 2: Categorisation of persistent offender groups. 

Category of Persistent 

Offenders  

(N = 54) 

Inclusion Criteria Example Operationalisations 

Low-level GBT (n = 12) Identified by GBTM, 

and assigned to the 

longest trajectory with a 

low-rate of offending. 

(1) Low-level chronic trajectory 
(Piquero et al., 2012) 
(2) Low-rate persister (Day et al., 2012) 

High-level GBT (n = 8) Identified by GBTM, 

and assigned to the 

longest trajectory with a 

high-rate of offending. 

(1) High-rate chronic (Piquero et al., 

2012) 

(2) High-rate persister (Day et al., 2012) 

Offending before and 

during adulthood (n = 15) 

Offending at two time 

points – once before and 

after the cut-off age for 

adulthood. 

(1) Convicted before and at/after 

the age of 21 years (Farrington, Ttofi, & 

Coid, 2009) 

(2) Convicted before the age of 21 

and again after the age of 29 (Jolliffe 

et al., 2017a) 

Offending over multiple 

life stages (n = 7) 

Offending at three or 

more separate time 

points or life stages 

across the life-course. 

(1) Offend at least once before age 

13, between age 13 to 18, and 

again after the age of 18 (Bellair, 

McNulty, & Piquero, 2014) 
(2) A registered offence at least 

once every decade from the age of 

seven to 60 (Laub & Sampson, 2003) 

An early onset of 

offending 

(n = 5) 

One or more offences 

during childhood or 

adolescence. 

(1) A reported crime before the age 

of 14 years (Tibbetts & Piquero, 1999) 

(2) Offending twice before the age 

of 16 (Lobley, Smith, & Haines, 2012) 

The most frequent 

offenders 

(n = 7) 

A high number of 

offences committed. 

(1) Committed 15 or more offences 

before the age of 15 years (McGloin & 

Stickle, 2011) 
(2) Five per cent most frequent 

offenders (Piquero et al., 2007) 
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3.3.2 Childhood and adolescent risk factor groups 

 Over 150 measures of various childhood and adolescent risk factors were examined 

by the studies included in this review. To help organise this information, these measures were 

partitioned into 17 risk factor groups. A description of these groups, and some of the 

measures they include, are detailed below.  

 
Table 3. Childhood and adolescent risk factor groups and included measures. 

Childhood and Adolescent 

Risk Factor Groups 
Description 

Example of Included 

Measures 

Low socioeconomic status Measures of low social class and 

economic disadvantage. 

Low family income, poor 

housing quality, and parental 

occupation status. 

Criminogenic 

environments 

Crime related social and 

environmental risk factors 

outside of the immediate family. 

Delinquent peers, high crime 

neighbourhoods, and gang 

involvement.  

Family risk factors Risk factors pertaining to the 

family structure. 

Weak family attachments, 

large family size, and family 

conflict. 

Parental risk factors Risk factors directly attributed to 

parental characteristics. 

Convicted parent, low 

parental education, and 

parental substance abuse. 

Dysfunctional parenting Poor parental upbringing 

practices. 

Poor childrearing, harsh and 

erratic parental discipline, 

low interest in the child.  

Prenatal risk factors Negative prenatal maternal risk 

factors.  

Maternal prenatal alcohol, 

smoking, and drug use. 

Child abuse Instances of serious abuse and 

neglect towards the child.  

Child abuse, and neglect. 

Poor schooling Indicators of poor academic 

performance and experiences.  

Low school performance, 

truancy, and low school 

motivation. 

Institutionalised care Reported situations where the 

child has been displaced into 

outside home care.  

Juvenile detention and foster 

care. 
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Behavioural abnormalities Abnormal behaviours that are 

not strictly antisocial or 

delinquent.  

Attention difficulties, 

hyperactivity, and 

impulsivity.  

Antisocial behaviour Behaviours that are direct 

manifestations of antisocial 

conduct.  

Conduct problems, 

aggression, and 

troublesomeness. 

Poor cognitive functioning Indicators of intellectual and 

cognitive dysfunctions. 

Neuropsychological deficits, 

low IQ, and reading 

difficulties. 

Psychopathic features Symptoms of psychopathy or 

un-empathetic behaviour 

towards others. 

Low ability to feel guilt and 

high scores on the 

Psychopathy Checklist. 

Poor mental health Symptoms or signs of 

personality disorders or mental 

illnesses.  

Symptoms of anxiety, 

depression, and other mental 

illnesses.  

Birth risks Unusual birth circumstances and 

complications. 

Low birth weight, premature 

birth, and pregnancy 

complications.  

Genetic risks Risk factors attributed to genetic 

heritability. 

Genetic predispositions and 

monozygotic twin 

differences. 

Biosocial interactions Interaction between individual 

traits and environmental factors. 

Neuropsychological deficits 

x family risk factors. 

 

3.4 ANALYTICAL PLAN 

 To interpret as simply as possible the information provided by these publications, I 

collated how often a childhood and adolescent risk factor group was associated with a 

category of persistent offenders. The first step in doing this involved identifying all the risk 

factors measured in each study that were or were not found to be significantly associated with 

persistent offenders (p <.05) when non-offenders were the comparison group. I also recorded 

the category of persistent offenders these measures related to. For each category of persistent 

offenders, the total number of significant measures from each risk factor group were recorded 

and divided by the total number of measures analysed from that group. This produced a 

percentage that roughly indicated how consistently childhood and adolescent risk factor 
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groups were associated with each category of persistent offenders. Bear in mind that this 

method of data aggregation does not take into account the magnitude of effect between a risk 

factor and an operationalisation of persistent offending 

3.5 RESULTS 

Table 4 demonstrates that almost half of the studies included in this review came from 

the United States of America, while very few were from Denmark, Finland, New Zealand, 

and Canada. The most common observation length was 10 to 19 years, closely followed by 

30 to 39 years. Five studies observed persistent offenders for fewer than 10 years, two of 

which were cross-sectional and relied on retrospective self-reports. Data set sample sizes 

ranged from 196 to 12 686 participants, and the largest data sets often came from the United 

States. Just over one third of the studies reported that persistent offenders comprised between 

five to 10 per cent of the sample, while around a quarter of the studies reported that persistent 

offenders made up more than 15 per cent of the sample. This inflated prevalence often 

occurred when persistent offenders were identified by the GBTM. 

 

Table 4. Study sample characteristics. 

Variable Category 

FREQUENCY 

Studies 

(N = 40) 

Persistent offender 

groups 

(N = 54) 

Location United States of America 23 33 

England 6 11 

Sweden 5 4 

Germany 2 2 

Denmark 1 1 

Finland 1 1 

New Zealand 1 1 

Canada 1 1 

Study duration < 10 years 5 5 

10 – 19 years 16 20 
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20 – 29 years 6 9 

30 – 39 years 9 16 

> 39 years 4 4 

Full sample size <400 5 - 

400 – 999 9 - 

1000 - 1999 8 - 

2000 – 4999 8 - 

5000 – 9999 3 - 

> 9999 7 - 

Persistent offender 

prevalence 

< 5% - 13 

5-10% - 20 

11-15% - 7 

>15% - 14 

   

Table 5 displays the number and percentage of significant associations, and the total 

number of examinations, between the persistent offender categories and the corresponding 

childhood and adolescent risk factor groups. For example, the column labelled all persistent 

offender groups includes the 54 groups of persistent offenders found in the reviewed studies, 

and collectively these groups were significantly associated with 30 of the 60 measures 

corresponding to a low socioeconomic status (50%). Likewise, the Low-level GBT column 

indicates that three of the eight measures pertaining to a low socioeconomic status (37.5%) 

were significantly associated with persistent offenders categorised as Low-level GBT.
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Table 5. The consistency of research linking the risk factor groups with categories of persistent offenders.  

Childhood and adolescent 

risk factors groups 

All 

persistent 

offender 

groups  

(N = 54) 

 

CATEGORY OF PERSISTENT OFFENDERS  

Low-level 

GBT 

(n= 8) 

High-level 

GBT 

(n = 12) 

Offending 

over multiple 

life stages 

(n =7) 

Offending 

before and 

during 

adulthood 

(n = 15) 

An early onset 

of offending 

(n = 5) 

Most frequent 

offenders 

(n = 7) 

Low socioeconomic status 
50% 

(30/60) 

37.5% 

(3/8) 

36.4% 

(4/11) 

55.6% 

(5/9) 

52.4% 

(11/21) 

100% 

(5/5) 

33.3% 

(2/6) 

Criminogenic environments 
63.6% 

(21/33) 

50% 

(2/4) 

77.8% 

(7/9) 

100% 

1/1 

66.7% 

(8/12) 
- 

42.9% 

(3/7) 

Family risk factors 
54.8% 

(17/31) 
- 

66.7% 

(2/3) 

66.7% 

(4/6) 

87.5 

(8/7) 

40% 

(2/5) 

10% 

(1/10) 

Parental risk factors 
64.8% 

(35/54) 

85.7% 

(6/7) 

92.3% 

(12/13) 

50% 

(3/6) 

60% 

(12/20) 

0% 

(0/4) 

50% 

(2/4) 

Dysfunctional parenting 
56.1% 

(23/41) 

40% 

(4/10) 

61.5% 

(8/13) 

100% 

(2/2) 

46.1% 

(6/13) 
- 

100% 

(3/3) 

Prenatal risk factors 
80% 

(8/10) 
- - 

100% 

(2/2) 

66.7% 

(4/6) 

100% 

(2/2) 
- 

Child abuse/neglect 
50% 

(2/4) 

50% 

(1/2) 

50% 

(1/2) 
- - - - 

Poor schooling 
55.6% 

(25/45) 

37.5% 

(3/8) 

50% 

(5/10) 

80% 

(4/5) 

100% 

(7/7) 
- 

40% 

(6/15) 

Institutionalised care 
100% 

(1/1) 
- - - 

100% 

(1/1) 
- - 
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Behavioural abnormalities 
75% 

(27/36) 

60% 

(3/5) 

88.9% 

(8/9) 

85.7% 

(6/7) 

81.8% 

(9/11) 
- 

25% 

(1/4) 

Antisocial behaviours 
76.3% 

(61/80) 

56.3% 

(9/16) 

73.7% 

(14/19) 

60% 

(3/5) 

87.1% 

(27/31) 
- 

88.9% 

(8/9) 

Poor cognitive functioning 
65.9% 

(27/41) 

100% 

(3/3) 

71.4% 

(5/7) 

70% 

(7/10) 

57.1% 

(8/14) 

0% 

(0/3) 

100% 

(4/4) 

Psychopathic features 
76.9% 

(10/13) 

100% 

(1/1) 

100% 

(2/2) 

100% 

(1/1) 

50% 

(1/2) 
- 

71.4% 

(5/7) 

Poor mental health 
56.5% 

(13/23) 

66.7% 

(2/3) 

50% 

(2/4) 

50% 

(2/4) 

44.4% 

(4/9) 
- 

100% 

(3/3) 

Birth risks 
26.7% 

(4/15) 
- 

0% 

(0/1) 

0% 

(0/3) 

0% 

(1/3) 

75% 

(3/4) 

0% 

(0/4) 

Genetic risk 
100% 

(2/2) 
- - 

100% 

(1/1) 

100% 

(1/1) 
- - 

Biosocial interactions 
12.5% 

(1/8) 
- 

0% 

(0/1) 
- 

0% 

(0/3) 

100% 

(1/1) 

0% 

(0/3) 
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 All persistent offender groups were most often associated with psychopathic features 

(83.3%), prenatal risk factors (80%), antisocial behaviour (76.3%), behavioural abnormalities 

(75%), poor cognitive functioning (65.9%), parental risk factors (64.8%), and criminogenic 

environments (63.6%). The number of significant associations were inconsistent regarding 

poor mental health (56.5%), dysfunctional parenting (56.1%), poor schooling (55.6%), family 

risk factors (54.8%), child abuse/neglect (50%), and low socioeconomic status (50%). The 

risk factor groups not consistently associated with all persistent offender groups were birth 

risks (27.6%) and biosocial interactions (12.5%). Too few analyses had examined 

institutionalised care and genetic risk. 

 Research was either inconsistent or unsupportive of the link between low 

socioeconomic status and all but one category of persistent offenders. This was unexpected, 

as a low socioeconomic status predicts reoffending (Kubin & Stewart, 2006; Webster, 2014). 

Considering low socioeconomic status is consistently cited in most theories of persistent 

offending, this discrepancy presents an interesting empirical question. Nonetheless, only the 

early onset of offending category of persistent offenders was consistently associated with low 

socioeconomic status. This possibly indicates that socioeconomic issues, such as structural 

adversity and poverty, may best predict persistent offenders identified by an early age of first 

offence.  

 In contrast, criminogenic environments were associated with the high-level GBT and 

offending before and during adulthood categories. This could be interpreted as going against 

Moffitt’s (2006) assertions that the life-course persistent and low-level chronic offenders 

(both referred to as persistent offenders) are generally lone offenders, and therefore are 

unlikely to be influenced by certain criminogenic features in the environment, such as gangs 

and delinquent peers. The evidence, however, was inconsistent regarding the association 

between criminogenic environments and the low-level GBT or the most frequent offenders 
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categories (little to no evidence was available for the offending over multiple life stages and 

an early onset of offending categories). This inconsistency has more accord with Moffitt’s 

(2006) previous assertion on the life-course persistent and low-level chronic typologies, the 

former of which was partly identified based on the frequency of their problem behaviours, 

while the latter was identified by the low-level GBT. 

 Family risk factors, and to a lesser extent criminogenic environments and parental risk 

factors, were relatively consistently associated with the high-level and low-level GBT, 

offending before and during adulthood, and offending over multiple life stages categories. 

One possible reason for this may be due to the interconnectedness of criminogenic 

environments, various family risk factors (e.g., a convicted sibling or family member), and 

parental risk factors (e.g., parental drug use and offending). Theories that emphasise the role 

of these risk factor groups have also based their assertions on research that identify persistent 

offenders by the high-level GBT, low-level GBT, offending before and during adulthood, and 

offending over multiple life stages (e.g., Thornberry, 2005; Laub and Sampson, 2003; 

Farrington, 2005). 

 Research categorising persistent offenders by an early onset of offending or the most 

frequent offenders did not often find an association with criminogenic environments, family 

risk factors, and parental risk factors. The most frequent offenders category, however, appears 

to be consistently associated with antisocial behaviour, poor cognitive functioning, 

psychopathic features, and poor mental health. Many of these risk factors are suggested to be 

indicators of an underlying antisocial or criminal disposition (Moffitt, 1993; Farrington, 

2005; Wikström, 2005). It is therefore possible that these so defined persistent offenders are 

less driven by environmental factors, and more so by a latent antisocial inclination akin to 

antisocial potential (Farrington, 2005) or criminal propensity (Wikström, 2005). 
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 Dysfunctional parenting was also often associated with the most frequent offenders 

category. If, as previously suggested, this category of persistent offenders is driven by an 

underlying antisocial disposition, then, as Thornberry and Krohn (2005) and Moffitt (2006) 

explain, certain forms of dysfunctional parenting, such as harsh and erratic parental 

discipline, may originate from the parents’ frustrated responses to their child’s antisocial 

disposition. The relationship between offspring antisocial behaviour and dysfunctional 

parenting is thought to be bidirectional, with both factors exacerbating one another 

(Thornberry, 2005). Dysfunctional parenting was also consistently linked with offending over 

multiple life stages and the high-level GBT categories, but not with offending before and 

during adulthood and the low-level GBT. The former two categories were also consistently 

associated with risk factors linked to an underlying antisocial disposition. This is to be 

expected considering frequent offending is part of the identification criteria for the high-level 

GBT and, to a lesser extent, offending over multiple life stages categories. 

 The developmental taxonomy of antisocial behaviour (Moffitt, 2006) emphasises the 

role of prenatal risk factors in the development of persistent offending more so than any other 

theory. Most research that has explored this presupposition has defined persistent offenders 

as offending before and during adulthood, and found this categorisation to be consistently 

associated with prenatal risk factors. Few analyses have examined the association between 

this risk factor group and persistent offenders categorised as offending over multiple life 

stages and an early onset of offending. Yet, of the little evidence available, research appears 

to be supportive of the association.  

 In a similar vein, there are too few examinations of the association between any 

category of persistent offenders and child abuse, institutionalised care, or genetic risks. One 

reason for this gap in the literature may be because measuring these early life risk factors 

typically requires special instruments, access to sensitive documents, and additional ethical 
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considerations that exceed the scope and budget of most longitudinal data sets used in 

criminology. Because the existing, albeit limited, research on these variables hint at a 

possible link, further efforts to measure and examine these risk factors are encouraged.  

 Behavioural abnormalities were consistently associated with all but the most frequent 

offenders category. Antisocial behaviour, poor cognitive functioning, and psychopathic 

features were also somewhat consistently associated with each category of persistent 

offenders. As previously mentioned, these risk factors are thought to be manifestations of an 

antisocial disposition. Numerous theories agree that persistent offenders possess some kind of 

stable predisposition for antisocial behaviour that emerges in early life, and produces various 

behavioural and cognitive problems (e.g., Wikström, 2005; Farrington, 2005; Moffitt, 2006). 

Therefore, each of the six categories of persistent offenders may reflect offenders who, to 

varying degrees, have an underlying antisocial disposition.  

 Some evidence suggests that depression and anxiety are associated with adolescent 

and young adult offending (Fergusson, Lynskey, & Horwood, 1996; Beyers & Loeber, 2003; 

Siennick, 2007), yet few theorists - with Moffitt (2006) being one of the exceptions - discuss 

the impact of poor mental health on persistent offending. Nonetheless, poor mental health 

was only consistently associated with the low-level GBT and the most frequent offenders 

categories. This was surprising because, by definition, the offenders in these two categories 

have drastically different rates of offending. It is possible this association occurred because 

persistent offenders identified as the most frequent offenders tend to be teenagers and young 

adults (Whitten et al, 2017), and it is at this age where rates of depression and offending are 

highest (Farrington, 1986; Hodgins, 1992). Likewise, low-level GBT persistent offenders may 

have more severe symptoms of anxiety and depression that inhibit their offending patterns, 

resulting in a low rate of offending (Moffitt, 2006).  
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 An early onset of offending was the only category to be consistently linked to birth 

risks. Persistent offenders were often defined this way in studies that did not follow offenders 

past adolescence. Like low socioeconomic status, birth risks may have a degree of influence 

on the onset of offending, yet have a small impact on offending duration and recidivism. The 

only significant association for biosocial interactions also came from the early onset of 

offending category, which was limited to a single analysis. This lack of support does not bode 

well for Moffitt (2006) and Thornberry’s (2005) hypothesis that biological and social risk 

factors interact to produce persistent offending.  

 

3.5.1 Childhood and adolescent risk factor groups in theory 

 Next, I examined if empirical support for DLC theories of persistent offending were 

in some part dependent on how persistent offending was defined. Table 6 presents this 

information by depicting the childhood and adolescent risk factor groups from each theory 

that were significantly associated with the respective category of persistent offenders in 60 

per cent or more of analyses. The risk factor groups associated with each category is 

presented in the top half of Table 6, while the risk factor groups cited in each theory are 

presented in the bottom half of the table.   
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Table 6. Early life risk factors consistently associated with categories of persistent offenders and DLC theories. 
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 All persistent offender groups  X  X  X    X X X X     

Low-level GBT    X      X  X  X    

High-level GBT  X X X X     X X X X     

Offending over multiple life stages   X  X X  X  X X X      

Offending before and during adulthood  X X X  X  X  X X       

Early onset of offending X     X         X   

Most frequent offenders     X      X X X X    

T
H

E
O

R
Y

 

Moffitt (2006) X   X X X  X  X X X X X X X X 

Farrington (2005) X X X X X   X  X X X      

Thornberry and Krohn (2005) X X  X X   X  X X X     X 

Wikström (2005) X X X X X     X X X     X 

Loeber and colleagues (2008) X X X X X X  X  X X X  X X   

Sampson and Laub (2005a) X  X X X   X   X       

Agnew (2005) X X X X X  X X  X X       

Catalano and colleagues (2005) X X X X X     X X   X    

Note: shaded boxes indicate that less than two measures had been analysed in the extant literature.  
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As previously stated, the all persistent offender groups were consistently associated 

with criminogenic environments, parental risk factors, prenatal risk factors, behavioural 

abnormalities, antisocial behaviour, poor cognitive functioning, and psychopathic features. 

Many of these risk factors are also present in the theories by Moffitt (2006), Farrington 

(2005), Thornberry and Krohn (2005), and Wikström (2005), who may provide the best 

explanations for the collective research findings on persistent offending found so far. These 

theories argue that a latent predisposition for antisocial behaviour, which manifests as 

behavioural and cognitive problems and is exacerbated by parental issues and criminally 

conducive environments and interactions, accounts for the development of persistent 

offending. Furthermore, Sampson and Laub’s (2005a) idea that early life risk factors are of 

limited importance to the development of persistent offending does not appear to be 

supported. Likewise, for Loeber and colleagues (2008) presupposition to have more merit, 

more risk factor domains, such as family risk factors and poor schooling, need to also be 

consistently associated with the all persistent offender groups. 

 The high-level GBT, offending over multiple life stages, and offending before and 

during adulthood categories were consistently associated with the most risk factor groups. It 

stands to reason, then, that research using these definitions tend to support many theories. 

The risk factors consistently associated with the high-level GBT category suggests that 

numerous risk factors spread across multiple domains, such as the family, environment, and 

individual, contribute to the development of persistent offending. Research using this 

definition may be more likely to find results that support ICAP theory (Farrington, 2005), the 

interactional theory of crime (Thornberry & Krohn, 2005), SAT (Wikström, 2005), and the 

cumulative developmental model of risk and protective factors (Loeber, et al., 2008). This is 

no coincidence, as most of these theories are also derived from research that defines 

persistent offenders by the high-level GBT, or measures persistence by frequent offending. 
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 Persistent offender groups defined as offending over multiple life stages were more 

often associated with risk factors that were supportive of the developmental taxonomy of 

antisocial behaviour (Moffitt, 2006), the cumulative developmental model of risk and 

protective factors (Loeber et al., 2008), and, to a lesser degree, the age graded theory of crime 

(Sampson & Laub, 2003). This is because environmental, individual, and parental factors 

consistently associated with this category of persistent offenders were also cited in these 

theories. This was surprising, as this definition of persistent offending was used by Laub and 

Sampson (2003) in their attempt to discredit Moffitt’s (1993) assertion that specific childhood 

risk factors predict persistent offending.  

 Alternatively, the offending before and during adulthood category of persistent 

offenders were more often associated with environmental and social risk factors than 

individual risk factors. As such, research based on this definition may subsequently be more 

likely to find evidence that supports the social development model (Catalano et al., 2005) and 

the general theory of crime (Agnew, 2005), as both theories emphasise the importance of 

environmental and social influences over individual risk factors.  

 Studies using the low-level GBT, early onset of offending, or the most frequent 

offenders categorisation may be less likely to find full support for DLC theories of persistent 

offending. Nonetheless, these persistent offender categories may provide support for some of 

the more unique risk factors thought to explain persistent offending. Indeed, prenatal risk 

factors, poor mental health, and birth risk factors are consistently associated with one or more 

of these categories. Note that the developmental taxonomy of antisocial behaviour (Moffitt, 

2006), and the cumulative developmental model of risk and protective factors (Loeber et al., 

2008) afford the most attention to these risk factor groups, relative to the other theories.  
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3.6 SUMMARY 

 Persistent offenders represent a small group of the population who are responsible for 

a disproportionate amount of crime (Moffitt, 1993). Targeting these offenders should have a 

profound effect on aggregate crime rates. Developmental crime prevention is one cost-

effective method that can prevent the development of persistent offending. This approach 

heavily relies on research that examines early life risk factors so that practitioners can 

prospectively identify and mitigate the factors leading to a persistent criminal career. 

Therefore, the efficacy of developmental crime prevention initiatives are somewhat 

influenced by the veracity of the empirical evidence and theories that they draw information 

from. Unfortunately, there is inconsistency on what risk factors predict persistent offending. 

These discrepancies, which are evident in both the theoretical and empirical literature, are 

likely to be a product of the definitional ambiguity surrounding the concept of persistent 

offending. In light of this limitation, and the implications it can have, this chapter examined 

the published research literature to discern if the childhood and adolescent risk factors 

associated with persistent offending differ depending on how the concept is defined.  

 Studies exploring the associations between persistent offending and birth risks, poor 

mental health, psychopathic features, poor schooling, and dysfunctional parenting produced 

varied results that appeared to be dependent by how persistence was defined and 

subsequently categorised. Low socioeconomic status was inconsistently associated with all 

categories of persistence except one, despite being cited as a predictor of persistent offending 

in all DLC theories. The research literature was also largely unsupportive of the role of birth 

risks and biosocial interactions. Although far too little research had examined child abuse, 

institutionalised care, and genetic risks, what evidence was available appeared to suggest a 

possible link with persistent offending, and therefore should be investigated by future 

research.   
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Most categories of persistent offending were consistently associated with behavioural 

abnormalities, antisocial behaviour, and poor cognitive functioning. These three risk factors 

hint at the presence of an underlying antisocial disposition, which is consistent with the 

theories put forward by Moffitt (2006), Farrington (2005), and Wikström (2005). Half of the 

categories of persistent offenders were consistently associated with family risk factors, 

parental risk factors, and dysfunctional parenting. Many DLC theories argue that parental and 

family risk factors play an important role in the development of persistent offending as, for 

example, they may weaken one’s attachments to informal social controls (Laub & Sampson, 

2003), decrease informal constraints and stakes in conformity (Agnew, 2005), or lead to 

reciprocated antisocial behaviours (Thornberry and Krohn, 2005). 

This review chapter has provided evidence to suggest that different definitions of 

persistent offending are associated with different childhood and adolescent risk factors, and, 

in turn, the generalisability of research on persistent offending may be limited. Consequently, 

there may be considerable implications for the efficacy of developmental crime prevention 

strategies. Chapter’s two and three have attempted to highlight the ambiguity surrounding the 

concept of persistent offending, and its subsequent need for clarity. However, this argument 

is limited as it is based on observations of the published literature, and, furthermore, no study 

has yet directly examined the different factors associated with competing definitions of 

persistent offending. Chapter’s four and five aim to rectify this gap by empirically 

demonstrating the flaws associated with inconsistent definitions and operationalisations of 

persistent offending. 

Persistent offending is most often measured by the duration of the criminal career or 

the number of offences committed. Likewise, the terms ‘chronic’ and ‘persistent’ offender are 

often used interchangeably to refer to those who offend for the longest durations, commit the 

most offences, or both. The following chapter attempts to reconcile this discrepancy by 
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arguing that persistent offenders should be identified by the duration of the criminal career, 

while chronic offenders should be identified by the number of offences committed. Although 

others have briefly touched upon this argument (e.g., Zara & Farrington, 2016; Jolliffe et al., 

2017a), there have been no attempts to empirically observe the differences between these two 

offender groups. Chapter four addresses this gap by comparing the criminal careers and 

childhood risk factors associated with chronic and persistent offenders using data from the 

Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development.  



 

CHAPTER FOUR: COMPARING THE CRIMINAL CAREERS AND CHILDHOOD RISK 

FACTORS OF PERSISTENT, CHRONIC, AND PERSISTENT-CHRONIC OFFENDERS 
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4.1 ABSTRACT 

There have been few efforts to conceptually and empirically distinguish persistent and 

chronic offenders, despite the prominence of these concepts in the criminological literature. 

Research has not yet examined if different childhood risk factors are associated with 

offenders who have the longest criminal careers (persistent offenders), commit the most 

offences (chronic offenders), or both (persistent-chronic offenders). We address this gap 

using data from the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development (CSDD). Poverty, poor 

school attainment, and family stress had a pervasive impact on all forms of offending in 

correlational analyses. Longer criminal career durations were associated with fewer 

childhood risk factors than was the case for chronic offenders. Chronic offenders were 

significantly more likely than persistent offenders to experience many environmental risks in 

childhood. When controlling for all other risk factors, hyperactivity and parental separation 

uniquely predicted persistent offending, while high daring and large family size uniquely 

predicted chronic offending. Our analyses point to the need for responses based on a 

philosophy of ‘proportionate universalism,’ where universal multisystemic crime prevention 

strategies that benefit all children incorporate program components that are known to 

influence the unique risk factors for both persistent and chronic offending, such as family 

criminality. 
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4.2 INTRODUCTION 

Developmental and Life-Course criminology (DLC) is primarily concerned with the 

development of criminal and related behaviours, the influence of risk and protective factors, 

and the impact of life events on the course of development (Farrington, 2005). One common 

underlying idea in DLC is that offenders can be categorised into defined groups, each 

characterised by a set of risk factors that can be prioritised in developmental crime prevention 

interventions. It is generally agreed that persistent and chronic offenders represent the 

smallest groups responsible for the majority of offences, and therefore should be at the 

forefront of intervention and incapacitation efforts (Blumstein et al., 1986; Moffitt, 2018). 

However, there is much confusion regarding how chronic and persistent offenders should be 

defined and measured.  

Chronic offenders have received considerable empirical attention since Wolfgang and 

his colleagues (1972) published their seminal study on a birth cohort of 9,945 Philadelphia 

boys. Chronic offenders were identified as those responsible for five or more offences 

between the ages of 10 and 18. They comprised six per cent of the birth cohort, or 18 per cent 

of the offenders, and were responsible for over half of the cohort’s recorded crimes. The 

study by Wolfgang and colleagues (1972) was influential in demonstrating that a small 

percentage of people were responsible for a large proportion of crime. This finding has led to 

many follow up studies on chronic offending.  

Most studies on chronic offending have adopted Wolfgang and colleagues’ (1972) 

original definition as a small group of offenders responsible for the most crimes (e.g., 

Piquero, 2000; McGloin and Stickle, 2011). Others have defined chronic offenders as the 

small group of offenders with the longest criminal careers (Wikström and Treiber, 2009; 

Remschmidt and Walter, 2010). Adopting this definition requires chronic offending to be 

measured by the duration of offending, and not by the number of offences committed. This 
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divergence in the definition of chronic offending has led to the use of two distinct measures 

(the number of offences and the duration of offending) to identify the same offender type.  

Part of the confusion surrounding the concept of chronic offending may be due to 

Wolfgang and colleagues’ (1972) use of the word ‘chronic’, which denotes continuity and 

recurrence, to instead mean a large number of offences. If interpreted literally, the concept of 

chronic offending would imply a long criminal career. However, most studies that identify 

chronic offenders use some measure of offence frequency, while studies identifying persistent 

offenders generally use some measure of offending duration. Indeed, as others have argued, 

the terms ‘chronic’ and ‘persistent’ reflect two distinct offending dimensions, the former 

being the number of offences, and the latter being criminal career duration (Jolliffe et al., 

2017a; Whitten et al., 2017).  

Although there have been recent efforts to conceptually distinguish persistent and 

chronic offenders, the historic inconsistent use of these terms has led many researchers to use 

them interchangeably (e.g. Sampson and Laub, 2003; Moffitt, 2018). Both terms have been 

used to describe offenders who commit a large number of offences (e.g., Piquero et al., 2007; 

Jones et al., 2001), offend over a long duration (e.g., Remschmidt and Walter, 2010; Werner 

and Smith, 1992), or both (e.g., Piquero, Sullivan, & Farrington, 2010). Indeed, Wikström 

and Treiber (2009: 390) assert that “the term chronic offender refers, in principle, to a 

persistent offender, one who has committed repeated acts of crime over a longer period of 

time”. This interpretation conflicts with the original definition of Wolfgang and colleagues 

(1972), which was based on offences by adolescent boys before age 18; far too short a 

timeframe to claim that chronic offenders offend over a longer period of time. Numerous 

subsequent studies have identified chronic offenders solely by measures of offending in the 

adolescent years (e.g., Mullis et al., 2005; Johansson and Kempf-Leonard, 2009). While one 

can accurately identify chronic offenders during adolescence based on the number of offences 
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committed, limiting observations to such a small period of the life-course would make it 

impossible to accurately distinguish persistent from non-persistent offenders.  

 Much of the definitional and empirical confusion surrounding the concepts of chronic 

and persistent offending can be attributed to a single question that has largely remained 

unanswered: do offenders with the longest criminal careers (persistent offenders) have 

different criminal careers and childhood risk factors from offenders with the most convictions 

(chronic offenders)? A related question is whether these differences extend to offenders who 

have the longest criminal careers and most convictions (whom we call persistent-chronic 

offenders). Our study uses data from the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development 

(CSDD) to: (1) clarify which childhood risk factors are associated with more convictions and 

longer criminal careers; (2) identify the criminal career statistics associated with persistent, 

chronic, and persistent-chronic offenders, and; (3) identify the childhood risk factors that 

distinguish these groups from one another, and uniquely predict them in comparison to one-

time and non-offenders.  

4.3 LITERATURE REVIEW 

Because of the confusion surrounding the concepts of chronic and persistent 

offending, both offender groups are thought to comprise five to 10 per cent of the population, 

have an early age of onset, and lengthy criminal careers (Wolfgang, Figlio, & Sellin, 1972; 

Moffitt, 2018). However, this similarity fades when these offenders are operationalised 

appropriately (see: Piquero, Sullivan, & Farrington, 2010; Whitten et al., 2017). Chronic 

offenders, who are identified as committing a high number of offences, reportedly comprise 

between 3.2 and 58.6 per cent of offender-based samples (Piquero, 2000; McMackin, Tansi, 

and LaFratta, 2004), and between 4.2 and 13.7 per cent of population-based samples (Arnold 

and Kay, 1999; Zara and Farrington, 2016). The average age of onset for these offenders 

ranges from 12.8 to 18.9 years (DeLisi, 2001). They are also responsible for 55 to 89.7 per 
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cent of the crimes of the sample (Schumacher and Kurz, 2000), and have an average criminal 

career duration of 3.6 to 19.8 years. By contrast, persistent offenders (identified by a long 

duration of offending) comprise between 1.6 and 41.9 per cent of offender-based samples 

(Blokland et al., 2005; Gunnison and McCartan, 2010), and between 1.5 and 30.8 per cent of 

population-based samples (Jennings et al., 2016; Brennan, et al., 1999). The average age of 

first offending by persistent offenders is somewhat older than for chronics, ranging from 14.4 

to 28.7 years (Jolliffe et al., 2017a; Francis et al., 2014). Compared to chronic offenders, 

persistent offenders appear to be responsible for fewer of the total crimes in a sample (16.7 to 

70 per cent: Wiesner et al., 2006; Kratzer and Hodgins, 1999), and yet have longer average 

criminal careers that range from 11.1 to 35.4 years (Day et al., 2012). 

The generalizability of research on childhood risk factors associated with persistent 

and chronic offenders compared to other offender groups can be poor, as there is much 

variability in how these comparison groups are identified. However, the generalizability of 

research is improved when these two groups are compared to non-offenders. In population-

based samples such as the CSDD, chronic offenders, or those identified as committing the 

most offences, are more likely than non-offenders in childhood to suffer from mental health 

issues, neuropsychological deficits, poor cognitive functioning, and psychopathic traits 

(Piquero et al., 2007; Stouthamer-Loeber et al., 2004; Street Crime Working Group, 2005). 

Chronic offenders also have an early onset of antisocial behaviour (Jones et al., 2001) and 

have been raised poorly by their parents. Research findings are inconsistent regarding 

whether these offenders come from a low socioeconomic background, experience poor 

schooling and low academic achievement, or have a convicted parent (Jones et al., 2001; 

Piquero 2001; Stouthamer-Loeber et al., 2002). 

Population-based studies also demonstrate that persistent offenders, or those identified 

by a long duration of their criminal career, are more likely than non-offenders to have poor 
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cognitive functioning (Farrington et al., 2009; Remschmidt and Walter, 2010), an early onset 

of antisocial behaviour (Jolliffe et al., 2017b; Stouthamer-Loeber et al., 2004), 

neuropsychological deficits (McGloin et al., 2006; Barnes, 2013), and experience poor child-

rearing by their parents (Hoeve et al., 2008; Bergman and Andershed, 2009). They are also 

more likely to come from large families that are marred by parental conflict (Stattin et al., 

2010). Unlike chronic offenders, persistent offenders consistently tend to have convicted 

parents, poor schooling, and impulsive or hyperactive behaviour (Stattin et al., 2010; 

Petkovsek, 2016; Jolliffe et al., 2017b), but were inconsistently associated with a low 

socioeconomic status, psychopathic traits, and mental health issues (Piquero et al., 2002; 

Stouthamer-Loeber et al., 2004; Turner et al., 2007; Farrington et al., 2009; Remschmidt and 

Walter, 2010).  

In summary, the research literature suggests that, when compared to non-offenders in 

population-based studies, persistent offenders experience more childhood risk factors than 

chronic offenders. Chronic offenders, however, are generally examined in data sets that are of 

a much shorter duration than those used to examine persistent offenders. Therefore, it is 

possible that some childhood risk factors, such as poor schooling, may not increase the risk 

for immediate offending, but instead may lead to the development of a cumulative 

disadvantage that increases the risk of offending in later life. Unfortunately, prior research 

has not directly compared the childhood risk factors associated with offenders who commit a 

large number of offences and those who offend for lengthy durations, using a data set that 

spans most of the life course. This gap in the literature may have hindered the development of 

DLC theories. 

At a time when the DLC paradigm was gaining momentum, Gottfredson and Hirschi 

(1990) put forward the hypothesis that no empirical variables other than low self-control and 

age reliably predict offending across the life course. Since then, numerus longitudinal 
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analyses have contradicted this claim, stimulating the formulation of many DLC theories. 

Although persistent offending is widely discussed in DLC theories, there is no specific 

explanation for a conceptually separate group of chronic offenders. Theories either ignore the 

possibility of there being a distinct chronic offending pathway (e.g. Lahey and Waldman, 

2005; Le Blanc, 2005), or use the terms ‘chronic’ and ‘persistent’ interchangeably (e.g. 

Moffit, 2006; Sampson and Laub, 2003; Wikström and Treiber, 2009). Likewise, some 

theories are based on research that identifies ‘persistent offenders’ according to the number of 

offences that they commit (Loeber et al., 2008). The lack of a clear distinction between these 

offender groups suggests that some theories may actually address chronic, rather than 

persistent, offending. 

Theories often differ substantially in their explanations for persistent offending. Much 

of the current understanding of persistent offending is drawn from Moffitt’s (2018) life-

course persistent typology. Life-course persistent individuals were originally categorised as 

children who demonstrated extreme antisocial behaviour at the ages of 5, 7, 9, and 11, and 

then self-reported extreme delinquency at either age 15 or 18. The aetiology of the life-course 

persistent offender begins with genetic and maternal risk factors that encourage the 

development of neuropsychological deficits, which manifest as a variety of intellectual 

difficulties and early behavioural problems. Disadvantaged environments and poor parental 

upbringing further compound the negative behaviours exhibited by the child. Risk factors 

accumulate as the child ages, reducing prosocial opportunities and positive development. 

This cumulative continuity is forecast to span the entire life-course, resulting in antisocial 

behaviour that does not terminate despite turning points in life.  

By contrast, Sampson and Laub (2003) contend that childhood risk factors do not 

adequately predict persistent offending. Instead, persistent offending results from weak adult 

attachments, inadequate informal social controls, and to human agency. Sampson and Laub 
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(2003) do claim, however, that the foundations for weak social controls can be laid in early 

life through poor experiences with parents and schools. These poor experiences can include 

harsh and inconsistent discipline, low parental interest in the child, poor school grades, and 

bad relations with teachers. It is the weakening of these attachments in early life that sets the 

stage for weak attachments in adulthood. The decision to offend, coupled with frail bonds to 

conventional society, maintains the adult offender’s persistent criminal career. Because of the 

extensive data set that they used, Sampson and Laub (2003) identified persistent offenders as 

those who offended at least once every decade from the age of 7 to 60, or offending at least 

once in each age range of 8 to 18, 19 to 31, and 32 years or older.  

Loeber and colleagues (2008) present a simpler explanation for persistent offending 

which, in their research, is identified as frequent offending during adolescence. The risk for 

persistent offending increases with the accumulation of risk factors across multiple domains 

of life (individual, family, peers, schools, and neighbourhoods). They do not assume that 

specific risk factors are necessary for the development of persistent offending; rather, it is the 

quantity of risk factors spread over multiple domains that is critical.  

 

4.4 METHODOLOGY 

4.4.1 Data 

The CSDD is a longitudinal population-based study that, to date, has measured the 

development of offending behaviours in 411 South London males from the age of 8 to 56 

(Farrington et al., 2013). The boys and their families were first contacted between 1961 and 

1962. Most boys (n = 399) were selected if they were aged eight to nine years and were on 

the registers of six state primary schools within a one-mile radius of a research office. A 

small handful of boys (n = 12) who were attending a local school for the educationally 

challenged were also included to make the sample more representative of the population of 
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boys in the area. Most males (87 per cent) are white and of British origin. When the boys 

were first contacted, almost all (94 per cent) were from a working-class background since 

their father had a manual job. The males were interviewed and tested at ages 8, 10, 14, 16, 18, 

21, 25, 32, and 48. Criminal convictions were recorded annually from the age of 10 to 56. To 

increase the likelihood that criminal careers could be observed in their entirety, only 

individuals who were at risk of offending up to the 32-year interview were included in our 

analysis (N = 389). All offences leading to a conviction, including serious motoring offences, 

were included. Convictions for burglary and theft were the most common, while convictions 

for sex offences (e.g. rape, indecent assault) were least common (Farrington et al., 2006). 

  

4.4.2 Defining and measuring offender groups 

We identified three separate groups, each with sufficient numbers to distinguish their 

characteristics: persistent, chronic, and persistent-chronic offenders. Our operationalisations 

are consistent with the definition of Wolfgang and colleagues (1972) that chronic offenders 

commit the most offences, and with Whitten and colleagues’ (2017) requirement that 

persistent offenders have criminal careers that exceed the average duration of a criminal 

career. 

 Around half of the men (n = 170, 43.7%) in our sample had at least one conviction. 

The 26 offenders who had the longest criminal career durations, but did not commit the most 

offences, were labelled persistent offenders. These offenders had a minimum criminal career 

duration at least five years longer than the average criminal career duration in the CSDD. The 

28 offenders with the most convictions who did not have the longest criminal careers were 

labelled chronic offenders, and they were, at a minimum, convicted four times during their 

criminal career. We also labelled the 26 offenders with the longest criminal career durations 

and the most convictions as persistent-chronic offenders. The minimum duration of their 
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criminal career was 19 years, and their minimum number of convictions was six. The 49 men 

who were convicted just once were labelled one-time offenders, and the 219 men who had not 

been officially convicted were called non-offenders.  

 

4.4.3 Childhood Risk factors 

Previous works using the CSDD (Farrington, 2016) have identified 24 childhood risk 

factors of offending that were measured at ages 8 to 10 and pertain to six specific theoretical 

constructs. All variables were dichotomised to indicate “at risk” or “not at risk”.  

Attainment. Raven’s Progressive Matrices test was used to measure nonverbal 

intelligence. Verbal intelligence was based on the boy’s verbal comprehension and 

vocabulary tests. School attainment was derived from school records of English, arithmetic, 

and verbal reasoning tests. School track was based on the stream in which the boy was 

placed. 

Self-control. The boy’s daringness was measured through peer and parent ratings of 

his risk-taking behaviours (e.g. taking many risks in traffic, climbing, exploring). 

Hyperactivity was based on teacher ratings of poor concentration and restlessness in class. 

The boy’s impulsiveness (defined as psychomotor clumsiness) was measured using the 

Porteus Maze, Spiral Maze, and Tapping tests. 

Personality. The New Junior Maudsley Inventory was used to measure Extraversion 

(e.g. “I like to tell my friends all about the things that happen to me”) and Neuroticism (e.g. “I 

worry about the little mistakes I make”). Popularity and dishonesty were measured using peer 

ratings, and troublesomeness was based on both peer and teacher ratings.  

Socioeconomic. Family income was derived from parent interviews conducted by 

social workers. These interviews also enquired about the number of children in the family 

(including full biological siblings of the boy), and the family breadwinner’s job (usually the 
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father). The social class (defined as socioeconomic status) of this job was rated on the 

Registrar General’s scale, ranging from professional and managerial to unskilled manual 

jobs. The quality of the housing and poor housing (defined as dilapidated slum housing) was 

identified by the social worker. Delinquency rates of the schools were obtained from the local 

education authority.  

Parental. Parental convictions were measured through criminal record searches. 

Interviews with the parents by the social worker revealed the mother’s age at her first birth, 

and the parents’ interest in the boy’s education.  

Family. The quality of child-rearing in terms of warm or cold parental attitudes and 

harsh or erratic discipline was judged from interviews, as was parental conflict. Parental 

supervision indicated the parents’ vigilance regarding the boy’s whereabouts, and parental 

separation identified boys who had been separated from a parent for a minimum of three 

months for reasons other than death or hospitalisation.  

 

4.5 ANALYTICAL PLAN 

 A series of independent samples t-tests were first conducted on the 170 offenders in 

the sample to identify the childhood risk factors associated with longer criminal careers and 

more convictions. Next, criminal career statistics were computed to gauge the general 

offending patterns of the men in the CSDD and those in the offender sub-groups. We also 

calculated the prevalence rates of childhood risk factors experienced by the men in these 

groups. Chi-square tests were used to identify childhood risk factors that differentiated non-

offenders, one-time offenders, persistent offenders, chronic offenders, and persistent-chronic 

offenders. Unadjusted logistic regressions were then run for each childhood risk factor, 
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followed by multiple logistic regressions to identify the childhood risk factors that uniquely 

predicted persistent, chronic, or persistent-chronic offenders in comparison to non-offenders. 

 

4.6 RESULTS 

4.6.1 Conviction frequency, criminal career duration, and childhood risk factors 

Independent samples t-tests (two-tailed) were first conducted to explore the childhood 

risk factors associated with criminal career duration and the number of convictions. Thirteen 

of the 24 childhood risk factors predicted offenders who had significantly (p <.01) more 

convictions (Figure One), while only four childhood risk factors predicted offenders who had 

significantly longer criminal careers (Figure Two). High troublesomeness and hyperactivity 

produced the most convictions, while poor supervision produced the longest criminal careers. 

Low popularity, high dishonesty, and poor child rearing were significantly associated with 

more convictions and longer criminal careers. These exploratory analyses suggest that more 

childhood risk factors are associated with conviction frequency than with duration. 
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Figure 1. Significant differences in the number of convictions for those with or without 

childhood risk factors.

 

 

Figure 2. Significant differences in criminal career duration for those with or without 

childhood risk factors. 
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4.6.2 Criminal careers and risk factor prevalence rates 

Because of the operationalisations used, there were substantial differences between 

the offender groups and their criminal careers, as presented in Table 1. One-time offenders 

had the latest age of first conviction and were responsible for the smallest proportion of total 

convictions. On the other hand, persistent offenders had a later average age of first conviction 

and fewer average and total convictions than chronic offenders, yet had an average criminal 

career that was around three times longer. By virtue of how they were identified, persistent-

chronic offenders had the earliest age of first conviction, longest criminal careers, and the 

most convictions.  

 The prevalence rates of childhood risk factors are also presented in Table 1. Poor 

housing was the most common risk factor experienced by the total sample, and by one-time 

and non-offenders. High neuroticism characterised persistent offenders, while poor school 

track record, high daring, and poor housing were features of the lives of chronic offenders. 

Having a convicted parent was, by far, the most common risk factor experienced by 

persistent-chronic offenders. Chi square tests revealed significant differences between groups 

for most childhood risk factors. There were no significant differences between the five groups 

for high extraversion, high neuroticism, low popularity, and low social class.  

 

 



 

Table 7. Criminal career statistics and prevalence of childhood risk factors. 

Means and frequencies 
Total sample 

N = 389 

Non-offenders 

n = 219 (56.3%) 

One-time 

offenders 

n = 49 (12.6%) 

Persistent 

offenders 

n = 28 (7.2%) 

Chronic offenders 

n = 26 (6.7%) 

Persistent-chronic 

offenders 

n = 26 (6.7%) 
χ

2 

Age of first conviction (x̅) - - 23.98 years 18.11 years 16.61 years 13.96 years - 

Criminal career duration (x̅) - - - 24.61 years 8.86 years 33.73 years - 

Convictions (x̅) - - - 4.27 8.46 14.42 - 

Total convictions  868 - 49 (5.6%) 111 (12.8%) 237 (27.3%) 375 (43.2%) - 

CHILDHOOD RISK FACTORS (% of total sample) 

Low nonverbal IQ 25.2 18.7 26.5 30.8 46.4 42.3 16.25** 

Low verbal IQ 24.9 18.9 28.6 38.5 42.9 34.6 13.25* 

Low attainment 22.4 15.5 26.7 31.8 53.6 47.8 30.02*** 

Low school track 29.8 23.7 26.5 38.5 60.7 50.0 22.70*** 

High daring 29.8 20.8 28.6 38.5 60.7 50.0 27.53*** 

High hyperactivity 20.1 14.2 26.5 32.0 32.1 46.2 20.89*** 

High impulsiveness 25.2 19.6 30.6 26.9 46.4 38.5 13.49** 

High extraversion 28.0 27.3 23.9 33.3 33.3 36.0 1.87 

High neuroticism 29.0 26.9 32.6 41.7 37.5 32.0 3.42 

Low popularity 30.1 27.9 24.4 32.0 37.0 56.5 9.39 

High dishonesty 21.6 16.7 25.6 39.1 38.1 57.1 23.54*** 

High troublesomeness 21.6 12.8 18.4 34.6 57.1 50.0 46.30*** 

Low social class 19.5 16.4 11.5 19.2 25.0 38.5 7.82 

Low family income 23.1 17.4 16.3 19.2 57.1 42.3 29.76*** 

Poor housing 37.5 27.9 46.9 26.9 60.7 50.0 19.49*** 

Large family size 24.2 16.0 18.4 23.1 53.6 50.0 32.69*** 

High delinquency school 19.3 14.5 17.4 29.2 50.0 30.4 18.96** 

Convicted parent 27.5 17.4 19.9 23.1 39.3 76.9 47.19*** 

Young mother 22.4 17.4 24.5 26.9 39.3 38.5 12.09* 

Low interest in education 15.4 12.7 4.3 14.3 44.0 29.2 21.39*** 

Poor child-rearing 22.4 18.6 12.8 19.0 36.0 52.0 20.08*** 

Parental conflict 21.9 18.2 17.0 11.8 34.8 47.8 13.04** 

Separation 22.6 14.6 28.6 38.5 25.0 50.0 24.45*** 

Poor supervision 18.0 12.6 17.0 28.6 25.0 50.0 20.08*** 



 

4.6.3 Childhood risk factors predicting persistent, chronic, and persistent-chronic offenders 

 Unadjusted logistic regression analyses were computed to examine the likelihood of 

persistent, chronic, or persistent-chronic offenders experiencing childhood risk factors when 

non-offenders were the comparison group (Table 2). Persistent offenders were significantly 

more likely than non-offenders to be characterised by low verbal IQ, high daring, 

hyperactivity, dishonesty, troublesomeness, poor supervision, and parental separation. 

Chronic offenders were more likely than non-offenders to experience all childhood risk 

factors except high extraversion and neuroticism, low popularity and social class, parental 

separation, and poor supervision. Persistent-chronic offenders were more likely to experience 

all risk factors except high extraversion and neuroticism.  

 Unadjusted logistic regression analyses were also used to examine the likelihood of 

persistent, chronic, and persistent-chronic offenders experiencing childhood risk factors 

compared to one-time offenders (Table 2). Persistent offenders were not more likely than 

one-time offenders to experience any specific childhood risk factor, while chronic offenders 

compared with one-time offenders were characterised by low attainment and school track, 

high daring and troublesomeness, low family income, a large family size, a highly delinquent 

school, low parental interest in education, and poor child-rearing. Persistent-chronic 

offenders had many of the same childhood risk factors as chronic offenders, in addition to 

low popularity, high dishonesty, a convicted parent, parental conflict, and poor supervision.  

 Next, we examined if the likelihood of experiencing a childhood risk factor differed 

between persistent, chronic, and persistent-chronic offenders (Table 2). Unadjusted logistic 

regression analyses indicated that, when persistent offenders were the comparison group, 

chronic offenders were significantly more likely to experience low family income, poor 

housing, a large family size, and parents who had a low interest in education. Persistent-

chronic offenders were also significantly more likely than persistent offenders to come from a 
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large family, experience poor child-raring, parental conflict, and have a convicted parent. 

When compared to chronic offenders, persistent-chronic offenders were more likely to have a 

convicted parent. All significant ORs in Table 2 were of moderate to high strength (Chen, 

Cohen, and Chen, 2010), suggesting substantial differences between the offender groups. 

 



 

Table 8. Unadjusted logistic regressions identifying childhood risk factors for chronic, persistent, and persistent-chronic offenders in 

comparison with non-offenders. 

Childhood risk factors 

Odds Ratios (95% CI) 

Persistent 

offenders 

Chronic 

offenders 

Persistent-

chronic 

offenders 

Persistent 

offenders 

Chronic 

offenders 

Persistent-

chronic 

offenders 

Chronic 

offenders 

Persistent-

chronic 

offenders 

Persistent-chronic 

offenders 

vs. non-offenders vs. one-time offenders vs. persistent offenders 
vs. chronic 

offenders 

Attainment    

Low nonverbal IQ 1.93 
(.79-4.74) 

3.76
 

(1.66-8.51) 

3.18
 

(1.36-7.44) 

1.23 
(.43-3.51) 

2.40
 

(.90-6.37) 

2.03 
(.74-5.54) 

1.95 
(.64-5.95) 

1.65 
(.53-5.16) 

0.85 
(.29-2.48) 

Low verbal IQ 2.68 

(1.14-6.41) 

3.22 
(1.42-7.33) 

2.27 

(.95-5.46) 

1.56 
(.57-4.27) 

1.88 
(.71-4.96) 

1.32 
(.48-3.66) 

1.20 
(.40-3.56) 

0.85 
(.27-2.62) 

0.71 
(.24-2.12) 

Low attainment 
2.55 

(.96-6.75) 

6.31 
(2.74-14.51) 

5.01 
(2.04-12.34) 

1.28 
(.42-3.91) 

3.17 
(1.17-8.57) 

2.52 
(.88-7.22) 

2.47 
(.77-7.92) 

1.96 
(.58-6.62) 

0.79 
(.26-2.40) 

Low school track 2.01 
(.86-4.69) 

4.96 

(2.19-11.27) 

3.21 
(1.40-7.36) 

1.73 
(.63-4.77) 

4.28 
(1.59-11.50) 

2.77 
(1.02-7.50) 

2.47 
(.83-7.39)

 

1.65 
(.53-4.82) 

0.65 
(.22-1.91) 

Self-control    

High daring 2.38 

(1.01-5.59) 

5.87 

(2.57-13.42) 

3.80 
(1.65-8.77) 

1.56 
(.57-4.27) 

3.86 
(1.45-10.29) 

2.50 
(.93-6.71) 

2.47 
(.83-7.39) 

1.60 
(.53-4.82) 

0.65 
(.22-1.91) 

High hyperactivity 2.85 
(1.14-7.18) 

2.87 

(1.19-6.92) 

5.20 
(2.20-12.28) 

1.30 
(.46-3.73) 

1.31 
(.48-3.62) 

2.37 
(.88-6.44) 

1.01 
(.32-3.20) 

1.82 
(.58-5.70) 

1.81 
(.60-5.47) 

High impulsiveness 1.51 
(.60-3.82) 

3.55 

(1.57-8.01) 

2.56 

(1.09-6.03) 

0.84 
(.29-2.41) 

1.96 
(.75-5.13) 

1.42 
(.52-3.84) 

2.35 
(.75-7.37) 

1.70 
(.53-5.48) 

0.72 
(.24-2.13) 

Personality    

High extraversion 1.33 
(.54-3.27) 

1.33 
(.54-3.27) 

1.50 
(.63-3.57) 

1.59 
(.54-4.71) 

1.59 
(.54-4.71) 

1.79 
(.62-5.17) 

1.00 
(.30-3.32) 

1.13 
(.35-3.65) 

1.13 
(.35-3.65) 

High neuroticism 1.95 
(.82-4.62) 

1.63 
(.68-3.94) 

1.28 
(.53-3.13) 

1.48 
(.53-4.09) 

1.24 
(.44-3.48) 

.97 
(.34-2.76) 

0.84 
(.26-2.68) 

0.66 
(.21-2.12) 

0.78 
(.24-2.55) 

Low popularity 1.22 
(.50-2.97) 

1.52 
(.66-3.51) 

3.36 
(1.40-8.07) 

1.46 
(.49-4.29) 

1.82 
(.65-5.12) 

4.02 
(1.38-11.70) 

1.25 
(.40-3.94) 

2.76 
(.85-8.97) 

2.21 
(.71-6.88) 

High dishonesty 3.21 

(1.28-8.06) 

3.08 

(1.18-8.03) 

6.67 
(2.59-17.13) 

1.87 
(.63-5.52) 

1.79 
(.59-5.46) 

3.88 
(1.29-11.69) 

0.96 
(.28-3.23) 

2.07 
(.62-6.91) 

2.17 
(.63-7.44) 

High troublesomeness 3.61 
(1.47-8.88) 

9.09 

(.39-21.22) 

6.82 
(2.87-16.20) 

2.35 
(.80-6.96) 

5.93 
(2.09-16.78) 

4.44 

(1.55-12.77) 

2.52 
(.84-7.58) 

1.89 
(.62-5.76) 

0.75 
(.26-2.19) 

Socioeconomic    

Low social class 
1.21 

(.43-3.42) 
1.69 

(.67-4.28) 

3.17 

(1.34-7.56) 

.93 
(.28-3.08) 

1.30 
(.43-3.91) 

2.44 
(.85-6.98) 

1.40 
(.38-5.12) 

2.63 
(.75-9.21) 

1.88 
(.59-6.01) 



 

 104 

Low family income 1.13 
(.40-3.20) 

6.35 

(2.78-14.51) 

3.49 
(1.49-8.20) 

1.22 
(.36-4.20) 

6.83 
(2.36-19.82) 

3.76 
(1.27-11.13) 

5.60 
(1.64-19.15) 

3.08 
(.89-10.73) 

0.55 
(.19-1.62) 

Poor housing 0.95 
(.38-2.38) 

4.00 

(1.77-9.03) 

2.59 
(1.14-5.90) 

0.42 

(.15-1.17) 
1.75 

(.68-4.49) 

1.13 
(.44-2.93) 

4.20 
(1.33-13.27) 

2.71 
(.85-8.65) 

0.65 
(.22-1.91) 

Large family size 
1.58 

(.59-4.21) 

6.07 

(2.66-13.86) 

5.26 
(2.25-12.29) 

1.33 
(.42-4.27) 

5.13 
(1.82-14.46) 

4.44 
(1.55-12.77) 

3.85 
(1.19-12.47) 

3.33 
(1.01-10.99) 

0.87 
(.30-2.52) 

High delinquency school 2.43 

(.92-6.38) 

5.89 
(2.48-14.02) 

2.60 
(.97-6.83) 

1.96 
(.61-6.27) 

4.75 
(1.61-14.03) 

2.08 
(.65-6.70) 

2.43 
(.76-7.81) 

1.06 
(.30-3.71) 

0.44 
(.14-1.42) 

Parental    

Convicted parent 1.43 
(.54-3.80) 

3.08 

(1.34-7.10) 

15.88 
(5.98-42.18) 

0.62 
(.21-1.84) 

1.34 
(.51-3.50) 

6.88 
(2.31-20.46) 

2.16 
(.66-7.06) 

11.11 
(3.06-40.37) 

5.15 
(1.57-16.87) 

Young mother 1.76 
(.69-4.47) 

3.08 
(1.34-7.11) 

2.97 
(1.26-7.06) 

1.14 
(.38-3.36) 

2.00 
(.73-5.42) 

1.93 
(.69-5.37) 

1.76 
(.56-5.56) 

1.70 
(.53-5.48) 

0.97 
(.32-2.89) 

Low interest in education 1.15 
(.32-4.17) 

5.4 
(2.22-13.18) 

2.84 
(1.07-7.49) 

3.67 
(.56-23.82) 

17.29 
(3.41-87.54) 

9.06 
(1.71-48.03) 

4.71 
(1.10-20.20) 

2.47 
(.55-11.14) 

0.52 
(.16-1.71) 

Family    

Poor child-rearing 1.03 
(.33-3.23) 

2.46 

(1.02-5.97) 

4.74 
(2.01-11.16) 

1.61 
(.40-6.43) 

3.84 
(1.18-12.55) 

7.40 
(2.32-23.66) 

2.39 
(.61-9.33) 

4.60 
(1.20-17.63) 

1.93 
(.62-5.98) 

Parental conflict 0.59 
(.13-2.73) 

2.39 

(.95-6.06) 

4.11 
(1.69-10.04) 

0.65 
(.12-3.42) 

2.60 
(.83-8.18) 

4.47 
(1.46-13.66) 

4.00 
(.73-22.05) 

6.88 
(1.27-37.15) 

1.72 
(.53-5.63) 

Separation 
3.65 

(1.52-8.76) 

1.95 
(.77-4.96) 

5.84 
(2.48-13.75) 

1.56 
(.57-4.27) 

0.83 
(.29-2.40) 

2.50 
(.93-6.71) 

0.53 
(.17-1.71) 

1.60 
(.53-4.82) 

3.00 
(.95-9.47) 

Poor supervision 2.77 

(1.00-7.77) 

2.31 

(.84-6.3) 

6.92 
(2.82-17.02) 

1.95 
(.58-6.57) 

1.63 
(.49-5.38) 

4.88 
(1.62-14.71) 

0.83 

(.22-3.13) 

2.50 
(.72-8.64) 

3.00 
(.88-10.18) 



 

Many of the risk factors associated with persistent, chronic, or persistent-chronic 

offenders may reflect the effects of other risk factors. To explore this possibility, we 

conducted a series of multiple logistic regressions to identify childhood risk factors that 

uniquely predicted persistent (comparison 1), chronic (comparison 2), or persistent-chronic 

offenders (comparison 3) when non-offenders were the comparison group. To reduce 

complexity, we first computed six separate multiple logistic regressions per comparison 

group for each of the six risk domains. The risk factors from each domain that predicted 

persistent, chronic, or persistent-chronic offenders over and above other risk factors from the 

same domain (models 1 to 6) were then tested in the final model. The model reductions and 

final models are displayed in Table 3. 

For persistent offenders, hyperactivity, high troublesomeness, and parental separation 

constituted the final risk set from each domain, with the addition of high daring and a high 

delinquency school because they were marginally significant. Combining these five risk 

factors into the final model resulted in high hyperactivity and parental separation uniquely 

predicting persistent offending. In simple terms, when controlling for other significant risk 

factors, individuals who were highly hyperactive or separated from their parents had almost 

three and a half times the odds of becoming a persistent offender compared with a non-

offender.  

For chronic offending, low attainment, high daring, high impulsiveness, high 

troublesomeness, large family size, a high delinquency rate school, and low parental interest 

in education constituted the risk set from each domain, while low family income and a 

convicted parent also approached significance. Including these nine risk factors in the full 

model resulted in high daring and large family size uniquely predicting chronic offending. 

Highly daring children were six and a half times more likely to be a chronic than non-
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offender, while coming from a large family corresponded to a three and a half times increased 

risk. 

The model reduction process for chronic-persistent offenders identified low 

attainment, high daring, high hyperactivity, high dishonesty, large family size, a convicted 

parent, poor child rearing, parental separation, and poor supervision. Combining these nine 

risk factors into the final model revealed that a convicted parent was the only unique 

predictor of persistent-chronic offending, showing that the children of convicted parents had 

around eight and a half times the odds of being a persistent-chronic offender than a non-

offender.  



 

Table 9. Multiple logistic regressions of childhood risk factors on persistent, chronic, and persistent-chronic offenders in comparison to non-

offenders. 

Childhood risk factors 

Adjusted OR’s (95% CI) 

COMPARISON 1 

Persistent vs Non-offenders 

COMPARISON 2 

Chronic vs Non-offenders 

COMPARISON 3 

Persistent-chronic vs Non-offenders 

Model reduction Final model Model reduction Final model Model reduction Final model 

Attainment Model 1  Model 1  Model 1  

Low nonverbal IQ 
1.28 

(.40-4.13) 
- 

2.32 
(.86-6.26) 

- 
1.92 

(.64-5.75) 
- 

Low verbal IQ 1.35 
(.40-4.53) 

- 0.82 
(.27-2.53) 

- 1.05 
(.32-3.43) 

- 

Low attainment 2.66 
(.69-10.15) 

- 3.62 
(1.15-11.34) 

3.43 
(.92-12.70) 

4.14 
(1.24-13.82) 

3.18 
(.76-13.40) 

Low school track 0.72 
(.19-2.64) 

- 2.00 
(.65-6.12) 

- 1.07 
(.32-3.60) 

- 

Self-control Model 2  Model 2  Model 2  

High daring 2.34 
(.97-5.64) 

1.89 
(.64-5.54) 

6.50 
(2.66-15.65) 

5.83 
(1.48-22.94) 

3.10 
(1.28-7.50) 

2.76 
(.70-10.91) 

High hyperactivity 2.61 
(1.00-6.84) 

3.30 
(1.06-10.08) 

1.74 
(.64-4.70) 

- 3.85 
(1.53-9.72) 

1.45 
(.35-6.05) 

High impulsiveness 
1.40 

(.52-3.74) 
- 

4.12 
(1.64-10.35) 

1.97 
(.48-8.08) 

1.98 
(.77-5.10) 

- 

Personality Model 3  Model 3  Model 3  

High extraversion 1.28 
(.47-3.46) 

- 0.90 
(.29-2.80) 

- 1.51 
(.53-4.29) 

- 

High neuroticism 1.75 
(.68-4.54) 

- 0.96 
(.31-2.96) 

- 0.69 
(.22-2.20) 

- 

Low popularity 
.73 

(.26-2.10) 
- 

1.59 
(.55-4.62) 

- 
2.09 

(.75-5.86) 
- 

High dishonesty 1.72 
(.60-4.96) 

- 0.96 
(.28-3.35) 

- 3.92 
(1.34-11.48) 

2.20 
(.53-9.03) 

High troublesomeness 3.61 
(1.21-10.72) 

2.51 
(.76-8.25) 

11.91 
(3.61-39.32) 

3.46 
(.85-14.05) 

2.43 
(.72-8.20) 

- 

Socioeconomic Model 4  Model 4  Model 4  

Low social class 0.79 
(.24-2.63) 

- .50 
(.14-1.75) 

- 1.84 
(.64-5.30) 

- 

Low family income 1.14 - 3.02 0.87 1.47 - 
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(.33-3.99) (.94-9.66) (.20-3.87) (.48-4.52) 

Poor housing 0.60 
(.20-1.81) 

- 1.61 
(.59-4.41) 

- 1.87 
(.68-5.11) 

- 

Large family size 1.27 
(.38-4.25) 

- 3.05 
(1.01-9.22) 

4.11 
(1.02-16.62) 

4.68 
(1.62-13.50) 

1.87 
(.38-9.18) 

High delinquency school 2.44 
(.88-6.80) 

1.67 
(.53-5.2) 

3.40 
(1.21-9.59) 

2.60 
(.74-9.16) 

1.21 
(.39-3.74) 

- 

Parental Model 5  Model 5  Model 5  

Convicted parent 
1.31 

(.44-3.88) 
- 

2.45 
(.95-6.31) 

1.74 
(.50-6.11) 

11.02 
(3.97-30.54) 

8.17 
(2.06-32.42) 

Young mother 1.95 
(.70-5.46) 

- 1.80 
(.66-4.86) 

- 2.15 
(.79-5.84) 

- 

Low interest in education 1.01 
(.27-3.78) 

- 4.18 
(1.64-10.65) 

0.99 
(.24-4.05) 

1.70 
(.56-5.15) 

- 

Family Model 6  Model 6  Model 6  

Poor child-rearing 1.37 
(.35-5.33) 

- 2.05 
(.68-6.19) 

- 4.02 
(1.35-11.97) 

2.75 
(.64-11.80) 

Parental conflict 0.25 
(.04-1.41) 

- 1.12 
(.34-3.66) 

- 1.01 
(.32-3.22) 

- 

Separation 3.63 
(1.09-12.01)

 
3.41 

(1.15-10.06) 
1.75 

(.61-5.08) 
- 4.17 

(1.53-11.33) 
3.19 

(.83-12.23) 

Poor supervision 2.87 
(.86-9.55) 

- 2.15 
(.73-6.35) 

- 5.02 
(1.76-14.27) 

1.51 
(.34-6.71) 

 



 

4.7 DISCUSSION 

 To date, no study has examined the differences between offenders with long 

criminal career durations, offenders who commit many offences, and offenders who combine 

both. We addressed this gap by examining the criminal careers and childhood risk factors that 

distinguish persistent, chronic, and persistent-chronic offenders from each other, and from 

one-time and non-offenders. To do this, we analysed the childhood risk factors and annual 

official convictions of 389 men from the CSDD. 

Official conviction data demonstrated that there were clear differences in the criminal 

careers of persistent, chronic and persistent-chronic offenders. Chronic offenders generally 

had much shorter criminal careers, yet committed many more offences, and were collectively 

responsible for more of the total convictions. In comparison, persistent offenders had a later 

age of first conviction and much longer criminal careers. Persistent-chronic offenders, on the 

other hand, had the earliest age of first conviction, longest criminal career duration, and were 

responsible for the most convictions. Differences in the criminal careers of these groups were 

expected because of how they were operationalised, but these results do call into question the 

relatively uncontested assumption that chronic and persistent offenders have similar 

offending patterns.  

 Comparisons of the offender groups indicated that chronic offenders were more likely 

than persistent offenders to experience many environmental childhood risk factors. The only 

consistent difference between persistent-chronic offenders and persistent or chronic offenders 

was that the former group was more likely to have a convicted parent. Surprisingly, persistent 

offenders were the only group who did not significantly differ from one-time offenders. 

Compared to non-offenders, persistent offenders were more likely to experience individual 

risk factors, such as low verbal IQ and high hyperactivity. These cognitive and behavioural 

risk factors hint at an underlying neuropsychological disorder that possibly causes an 
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antisocial disposition, as advocated by Moffitt (2018). Moreover, chronic and persistent-

chronic offenders were more likely to be predicted by most childhood risk factors across all 

domains. This is consistent with the assertions of Loeber and colleagues (2008), and suggests 

that their theory may more accurately explain the development of chronic, not persistent, 

offending. We did not find support for Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) invariance 

hypothesis, nor for Sampson and Laub’s (2003) argument that childhood risk factors do not 

predict later offending. 

 Contrary to popular belief, persistent offenders, and more broadly criminal career 

duration, were predicted by the fewest childhood risk factors. One implication of our findings 

is that developmental crime prevention approaches that target individual children based on 

their risk factors are likely to be focusing on potential chronic, and not persistent, offenders. 

It may be difficult to specifically target prospective persistent offenders, as they possess few 

risk factors that clearly differentiate them from one-time offenders. Taken together, the 

analyses in this paper point to the pervasive impact on offending of poverty, family stress, 

and low school attainment, together with distinctive (statistically ‘unique’) risk factors like 

hyperactivity for persistent offending or parent criminality for persistent-chronic offenders. 

This strongly suggests the need for multisystemic developmental prevention strategies 

delivered within the framework of proportionate universalism, where universal evidence-

based services in socially disadvantaged communities benefit all children, but groups of 

children with special needs (such as those from criminal families) benefit from targeted 

programs (Carey, Crammond & De Leeuw, 2015). 

 To our knowledge, this paper presents the first empirical demonstration that chronic 

and persistent offenders, defined respectively in terms of offending frequency and duration, 

are characterised by distinct childhood risk factors. Nonetheless, our study does have 

limitations. First, the group sizes for persistent, chronic, and persistent-chronic offenders 
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were relatively small, limiting the statistical power and significance of our results. Second, it 

has been often suggested that persistent or chronic offenders represent only five to 10 per 

cent of the population. However, we collectively identified 20.6 per cent of the sample, and 

around half of the offenders, as being either persistent, chronic, or persistent-chronic. 

Although this was necessary in order to achieve reasonable sample sizes, we identified some 

offenders who, conceptually, some may not consider as persistent or chronic. Third, our 

findings must be interpreted in the context of officially recorded offences, and not self-

reported offending data, which can reveal longer criminal careers and more offences 

(Farrington, Ttofi, Crago, & Coid, 2014). Despite these limitations, our study highlights that 

offender groups identified by the durations of their criminal careers appear to differ in many 

ways from those identified by the number of offences they commit. Because this is the first 

paper to directly compare these offender types, further research is needed. Our hope is that 

this paper will stimulate more discussion on these offending pathways, with the goal of 

moving towards a more generally agreed usage of the terms chronic and persistent offending. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISENTANGLING OPERATIONALISATIONS OF PERSISTENT 

OFFENDING 
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5.0 FOREWORD 

Few have articulated the possible ramifications of using inconsistent definitions and 

operationalisation’s of persistent offending. By not questioning the validity of these different 

methods, researchers have developed the notion that findings on this phenomenon are 

generalisable across studies. In particular, persistent offending is frequently measured by 

either the duration of the criminal career or offence frequency. Despite the use of vastly 

different measures, it remains largely unacknowledged that this inconsistency in 

identification methods could identify different offenders as persistent. The previous chapter 

found that there are qualitative differences between offenders identified by either offence 

frequency or criminal career duration. Based on this distinction, it was argued that offenders 

identified by committing a high number of offences should consistently be referred to as 

chronic offenders, while those identified by long criminal careers should be referred to as 

persistent offenders.  

Chapter four demonstrated that persistent offenders identified solely by the duration 

of the criminal career were associated with relatively fewer risk factors than offenders who 

had the most convictions (chronic offenders), or offenders who had the longest criminal 

careers and the most convictions (persistent-chronic offenders). It is not surprising that 

theories that attribute the development of persistent offending to many childhood risk factors 

often identified these offenders by offence frequency (e.g., Moffitt, 2006; Loeber et al., 

2008). Likewise, theories that place relatively less emphasis on childhood risk factors, or 

argue that factors in later life may also lead to persistence, often identify persistent offenders 

by the duration of their criminal career (e.g., Laub & Sampson, 2003; Farrington, 2005).  

 There is a need for consistency in the way persistent offending is defined and 

measured. Chapter five is my response to this challenge. It is a published paper that examines 

if different operationalisations identify qualitatively different offenders as persistent. We 
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began by conducting a comprehensive search of the research literature for definitions and 

operationalisations of persistent offending. We found seven definitions and 38 

operationalisations that formed the basis for the subsequent empirical analysis. Each of these 

operationalisations was based on a key measure of the criminal career: duration, frequency, 

and onset. Official conviction data from the CSDD were used to identify persistent offenders 

according to each operationalisation.  

 As expected, there were considerable differences in the criminal careers (onset age, 

offence frequency, criminal career duration, etc.) of persistent offenders identified by 

different operationalisations. Persistent offenders identified using onset as the key measure 

had, on average, the earliest age of first conviction (late childhood) and were more frequent 

in their offending, yet had the shortest criminal careers. Alternatively, persistent offenders 

identified using offence frequency as the key measure, on average, committed the most 

offences and were first convicted in early adolescence, yet also had the most inconsistent 

criminal career lengths. Finally, persistent offenders identified using duration as the key 

measure had, on average, the longest criminal careers, later ages of first conviction, and a 

variable number of convictions. 

 Offenders identified by one operationalisation were more likely to be identified by 

another if both operationalisations were based on the same key measure of offending. 

Persistent offenders identified by the group-based trajectory model were least likely to be 

identified by any other operationalisation. Likewise, operationalisations based on the key 

measure of duration or onset were least likely to identify the same offenders as persistent. 

Intrigued by this outcome, we discovered that an early age of first conviction was not 

associated with long criminal career durations when controlling for conviction frequency. 

Collectively, our results confirm that different operationalisations of persistent offending 
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identify qualitatively different offenders. This casts serious doubt on the generalisability of 

findings in the literature. 
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5.1 ABSTRACT 

Objective: Numerous operationalisations of persistent offending have been used in the 

extant research with the assumption that these findings are generalisable. We tested this 

assumption by comparing the criminal careers of persistent offenders identified by different 

methods. 

 Method: We examined 38 operationalisations of persistent offending and the groups 

they identified. Criminal careers were measured using official conviction data from the 

Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development (n = 411). 

 Results: The groups of persistent offenders differed in prevalence rates (ranging from 

1.24% to 29.53% of the sample), average age of onset (from 10.86 to 26.07 years), average 

criminal career duration (from 16.96 to 39.86 years), average convictions (from 4.03 to 

23.33, 𝜆 ranged from .3 to 1.17 convictions per year), and offender overlap (from 0% to 

100%, ORs ranged from .34 to 787.5). Persistent offenders identified by the Group Based 

Trajectory Model were least likely to be identified by any other operationalisation.  

Conclusion: Different operationalisations generally identified qualitatively different 

offenders as persistent, suggesting that the findings on persistent offending in the literature 

may not be generalisable across studies. However, our analyses are limited to the CSDD, and 

so further research is needed. 
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5.2 INTRODUCTION 

 The criminal career paradigm casts doubt on the proposition that static processes 

cause offending (as argued by Hirschi and Gottfredson 1983), and instead suggests that 

offending is influenced by multiple risk factors at different ages that lead to different 

developmental pathways (Blumstein et al. 1986). This paradigm shift brought with it new 

implications for policy and incapacitation efforts (Sullivan & Piquero 2016). It also opened 

another avenue of theoretical and empirical enquiry by enabling researchers to quantify 

distinct offender pathways (Piquero, Farrington, & Blumstein, 2003). One such pathway that 

has attracted considerable attention is persistent offending.   

 According to the operationalisations employed by some researchers, persistent 

offenders comprise a relatively small portion of the population, are responsible for around 

half of all offences (Moffitt, 1993; Zara & Farrington, 2016), and inflict significant economic 

damage (DeLisi & Gatling 2003). Various risk factors have been associated with persistent 

offending, such as neuropsychological deficits (Piquero, 2001), structural adversity (Aguilar 

et al. 2000), and harsh and erratic parental discipline (Farrington, Ttofi, & Coid, 2009). 

Research also indicates that in later life, persistent offenders have an increased risk for low 

life success (Farrington et al., 2006), poor physical and mental health (Piquero et al., 2007), 

and earlier ages of death (Nieuwbeerta & Piquero, 2008). Although persistent offending is 

commonly discussed in the criminological literature, the phenomenon is shrouded in 

conceptual ambiguity.  

 There is currently no consistent definition of persistent offending. Persistence has 

been defined as early onset offending (Hay and Forrest 2009), frequent offending (Piquero et 

al., 2007), and lengthy criminal careers (Jolliffe et al., 2017a). This inconsistency is further 

amplified by there being over 30 operationalisations of persistent offending in the research 

literature. We argue that this methodological eclecticism affects the external validity of the 
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research. Some years ago, Hagell and Newburn (1994; pp. 98) cautioned that “no two 

definitions of persistence will lead to the identification of exactly the same individuals.” Over 

twenty years have passed since their assertion, and yet little has been done to rectify this 

issue. Without a consistent definition and operationlisation across studies, researchers run the 

risk of identifying qualitatively different groups of offenders as ‘persistent,’ with consequent 

confusion about the generalisability of results from one study to another (Bliesener, 2012).  

 Persistence is a temporal term denoting a deviation from a ‘normative’ period of 

activity. As scholars from the health sciences have argued (Caetana et al. 2006), persistence 

is best understood as the duration of an event. For criminology, this would imply that 

persistent offending be measured through the duration of the criminal career. Phenomena 

such as an early age of onset or frequent offending would therefore have no bearing on the 

identification of persistent offending. Although some scholars agree with this idea (e.g., 

Jolliffe et al., 2017a), this is not yet the dominant perspective in criminology. For this to 

happen, the unsuitability of measuring persistence through offence frequency and onset age 

needs to be empirically demonstrated.  

 A lack of definitional accord has implications not only for the concept of persistent 

offending, but for related terms as well. In many publications, terms such as life-course 

persistent, chronic, career criminal, and habitual offender are synonymous with persistent 

offending. Although these terms were originally used to describe specific offender and 

antisocial pathways, they have become interchangeable with the concept of persistent 

offending. For example, ‘life-course persistent’ originally connoted the small percentage of 

youths who demonstrated an early onset of severe antisocial behaviour which continued to 

late adolescence and early adulthood (Moffitt, 1993). Likewise, the term ‘chronic offender’ 

was coined by Wolfgang, Figlio, and Selin (1972) to describe the small number of 

adolescents who were responsible for the majority of all crimes. Many studies have now 



 

 120 

moved away from these original contextualisations, and instead use these terms to refer to 

persistent offending (e.g., Sampson & Laub, 2003; Wikström & Treiber, 2009; McGloin & 

Stickle, 2011). It is debatable if absolute continuity in antisocial behaviour (as represented by 

the notion of ‘life-course persistent’) constitutes persistent offending. Certainly, if a person 

ceaselessly exhibits antisocial behaviour in the absence of any formal convictions or self-

reported offending, that individual is life-course persistent, but not a persistent offender. 

Likewise, it is not useful to use the terms chronic and persistent
3
 interchangeably when, as 

the term was originally used, chronic does not require any sustained duration in offending.  

Without consensus on how persistent offending and other terms should be defined and 

measured, researchers cannot be certain they are accurately measuring these offending 

pathways.   

 The implications of definitional disparity go deeper than questionable external 

validity. The reciprocal relationships between empirical research and criminological theory 

have a profound effect on the formation and implementation of policy. Many policies 

targeting persistent, chronic, or habitual offenders were, in part, devised from theories on 

persistent offending (e.g., Crawford, Chiricos, & Kleck, 1998; Street Crime Working Group, 

2005). Furthermore, the effectiveness of these policies can be somewhat influenced by the 

validity of the theories they are based on. Unfortunately, there is much disagreement between 

theories on persistent offending. For example, Moffitt’s (2006) developmental taxonomy of 

antisocial behaviour entails one of the most frequently cited explanations for persistent 

offending
4
, stipulating that the foundations for persistence begin with childhood risk factors 

(e.g., neuropsychological deficits and family poverty) and early onset conduct problems. 

Moffitt’s (2006) idea of persistence stipulates that continuity in antisocial behaviour (or 

                                                             
3For example, Wikström and Treiber (2009), and McGloin and Stickle (2011) argue that there is no valid 

distinction between chronic and persistent offenders, while Farrington (2016) contends that chronic and 

persistent offenders differ in terms of offence frequency and criminal career duration.   
4 Although the taxonomy originally explained the development and continuity of antisocial behaviour, it has 

been frequently used to explain persistent offending. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Per_Wikstr%C3%B6m
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offending, as some have interpreted it (Sampson & Laub, 2003)) is unending, and is preceded 

by an early age of first offence. In contrast, Laub and Sampson’s (2003) age-graded theory 

argues that childhood factors are far less important for the development of persistent 

offending, and, instead, weak adult attachments to informal social controls are to blame. 

Persistent offending, in this regard, is not perceived to be ‘unending’, as in Moffitt’s (1993) 

conceptualisation, but rather subject to desistance in later life. Alternatively, Thornberry’s 

(2005) interactional theory advocates that persistent offending, which need not be 

characterised by an early age of onset, is largely the result of negatively reciprocated social 

interactions. This kind of theoretical inconsistency may challenge the formation of suitable 

policies and interventions targeting persistent offenders.  

 No two explanations of persistent offending have been devised from the same 

operationalisation. It is this inconsistency that may, at least partially, account for the 

disagreement amongst theorists
5
. To elucidate, Moffitt’s (1993) explanations of life-course 

persistent offending were originally derived from individuals whom demonstrated extreme 

childhood antisocial behaviour in at least three of the four assessment periods (five, seven, 

nine, and 11 years), and then extreme self-reported delinquency at either age 15 or 18 

(Moffitt & Caspi, 2001). Alternatively, Sampson and Laub’s (2003) age-graded theory for 

persistent offending was derived from individuals responsible for at least one criminal act 

from age eight to 18, 19 to 31, and 31 years or older (Laub & Sampson, 2003). Thornberry’s 

(2005) interactional theory adds to the heterogeneity by basing its postulations of persistence 

on individuals assigned to the longest trajectory identified by the group-based trajectory 

model (Thornberry, 2005).  

 Ultimately, the absence of an agreed operationalisation and definition of persistent 

offending may have profound implications on the external validity of empirical research, the 

                                                             
5 The use of different data sets is another reason why theories may differ in their explanations of persistent 

offending.  



 

 122 

accuracy of theory, and the effectiveness of policy. No study has empirically investigated the 

disparities between the groups of offenders that different operationalisations of persistent 

offending identify. If, as we anticipate, there are considerable differences, then the 

generalisability of research findings about ‘persistent offending’ may be questionable. We 

acknowledge that operationalisations of persistent offending may be a product of the data, 

and thus we expect differences between operationalisations and the offenders they identify. 

Nonetheless, the existing research is framed around the assumption that the findings 

pertaining to persistent offenders across operationalisations and methodologies are 

generalisable. This paper aims, therefore, to test this assumption by examining the criminal 

careers of persistent offenders identified through multiple operationalisations.  

5.3 DIMENSIONS OF THE CRIMINAL CAREER 

 The criminal career describes the longitudinal offending patterns of offenders who 

have committed two or more crimes in different time periods (Blumstein 2016). Persistent 

offending is commonly measured and characterised through four dimensions of the criminal 

career: participation, frequency, onset, and duration. Although these dimensions and their 

associations with persistent offending have been the topic of much research, the use of 

different operationalisations and methodologies have produced inconsistent results. 

 The participation, or prevalence rate, for persistent offending is small. The long-held 

view is that persistent offenders comprise between five and 10 percent of the general 

population (Moffitt, 2006). However, prevalence rates can differ vastly depending on how 

persistent offenders are identified. For example, when Jolliffe and colleagues (2017a) 

measured persistence as offending ‘before the age of 20 and after the age of 30’, and used this 

operationalisation across several data sets, they found that persistent offenders constituted 

between 2.8 and 13.5 percent of the samples examined. Alternatively, studies that 

operationalised persistence as ‘at least one offence before and after the age of 21’ identified 
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13.3 percent (Bergman and Andershed 2009), 17.6 percent (Farrington, Ttofi, & Coid, 2009), 

and 29 percent (Pulkkinen, Lyyra, & Kokko, 2009) of the sample as persistent. 

 Many researchers argue that an early onset of offending, defined as the first officially 

recorded offence at or before the age of 14 (Patterson et al. 1998), is a prerequisite for 

persistent offending (Aguilar et al., 2000; Lahey & Waldmen, 2003; Moffitt, 2006; Piquero, 

2009). Some studies suggest that an early onset is associated with frequent offending and 

long criminal careers (DeLisi & Piquero 2011; Farrington, Piquero, & Zara, 2013; Zara & 

Farrington, 2016). However, most early onset offenders do not continue to offend in later life 

(Sampson & Laub, 2003), and continuous and serious offending is not limited to early onset 

offenders (Lussier & Blokland, 2014). Likewise, late and adult onset offenders can have 

lengthy and serious criminal careers, albeit at a reduced prevalence than their early onset 

counterparts (Gomez-smith & Piquero, 2006; DeLisi, 2006). This latter line of research 

reflects Thornberry’s (2005) argument that onset age does not entirely determine whether one 

will engage in persistent offending. 

 Another common point of reasoning is that early onset offending is inversely related 

to the duration of the criminal career. In some operationalisations, persistent offenders are 

generally first convicted around early to middle adolescence and are convicted for the last 

time around the early to mid-thirties (Farrington et al. 2009; Domburgh et al. 2009; Day et al. 

2012). However, studies documenting the duration of persistent criminal careers are sparse, 

and those that are available are largely variable in their estimates. For instance, depending on 

the operationalisation used, the average persistent offender’s criminal career could span 

between 11.1 and 35.4 years (Table 1). Some studies have even identified persistent offenders 

whose criminal careers are less than two years or over 40 years (Blokland 2005; Farrington et 

al. 2009). 
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 With respect to offence frequency, persistent offenders are thought to be responsible 

for a disproportionately large number of crimes (Moffitt 1993). This reasoning stemmed from 

the work of Wolfgang and colleagues (1972), who found that a small percentage of frequent 

(chronic) offenders were responsible for a disproportionate number of offences. Depending 

on how persistence is measured, some studies support this assertion  (Blokland 2005; 

Farrington et al. 2013), while others have found that not all persistent offenders frequently 

offend (Moffitt 2006; Day et al. 2012). Despite opposing theoretical and empirical assertions, 

some researchers continue to use measures of offence frequency to operationalise persistent 

offending (Brent, Xiaojia, and Earnst 2000; Piquero 2009; McGloin and Stickle 2011). 

5.4 CURRENT DEFINITIONS AND OPERATIONALISATIONS OF PERSISTENT 

OFFENDING 

 Without an agreed definition of persistent offending, it is difficult to compare the 

findings of current research. Some of the difficulty in reaching agreement is that many 

conceptual questions regarding the phenomena remain unanswered. As it is, there is no 

consensus regarding whether persistent offenders require an early onset of offending, must 

offend frequently, or have long criminal careers. Historically, the lack of sufficient guidance 

has led researchers to rely on their discretion when identifying persistent offending. As a 

result, numerous operationalisations of persistence have arisen.  

 To demonstrate this point, we searched the existing research literature for definitions 

and operationalisations of persistent offending. We based our search on two criteria. First, we 

only examined definitions and operationalisations that were specifically designed to identify 

persistent offenders and their synonyms (life-course persistent offenders, career criminals, 

chronic offenders, and habitual offenders). Second, we only sought operationalisations that 

included measures of offending (as opposed to the broader construct of antisocial behavior), 

such as convictions, court appearances, and arrests. We found seven definitions of persistent 
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offending and one statistical model that is equivalent to a definition. Persistent offenders have 

also been identified by 38 different operationalisations. These operationalisations can be 

divided into three conceptual groups based on one of three dimensions of the criminal career: 

duration, onset, and frequency. Table 1 summarises the results of our search. For comparison 

purposes, where available, we also included the prevalence rates, mean offence frequency, 

mean criminal career durations, and mean onset ages for the offenders identified by these 

operationalisations in the research literature.  

 Definitions that measure persistent offending by the duration of the criminal career 

include “offending before and during adulthood” (Farrington et al. 2009), and “offending 

across multiple stages of the life-course” (Sampson and Laub 2009). These definitions have 

been operationalised as “offending before and after the age of 21” (Pulkkinen et al. 2009), 

and “offending every decade from the age of 10 to 60” (Sampson and Laub, 2003). 

Persistence has also been defined through onset age, and has been operationalised as 

“committing three offences before the age of 14” (Hagell and Newburn, 1994), and “at least 

one offence committed between 10-12 and 12-14 years of age” (Hay and Forrest 2009)”. 

Furthermore, persistence, as measured through offence frequency, include definitions such as 

“the most frequent offenders” (Piquero et al. 2007), and “chronic offenders” (McGloin and 

Stickle 2011), and has been operationalised as “the ten percent most frequent offenders” 

(Piquero et al. 2007), and “those who have committed five or more offences” (McGloin and 

Stickle 2011). 

 Nagin’s (1999) Group-Based Trajectory Model (GBTM) is another common method 

for identifying persistent offenders. Despite the critiques and limitations of the method (see: 

Nagin and Tremblay (2005), Piquero (2007), and Skardhamer (2010)), the use of the GBTM 

in criminology has proliferated in recent times. This method uses a semi-parametric approach 

that places individuals into distinct developmental trajectories based on posterior probabilities 
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(Nagin 1999). One must keep in mind that these groups are not literal entities, but convenient 

approximations (Nagin and Tremblay 2005). Individual trajectories of offending often differ 

vastly from the aggregate group-based trajectories (Piquero 2007; Skardhamer 2010). 

Furthermore, the names and meanings given to these trajectories are determined by the 

researcher’s discretion and interpretation, and what would be considered a ‘persistent 

trajectory’ in one study may not be considered so in another. Nonetheless, trajectories with 

the longest active duration of offending tend to be labelled persistent (or chronic). How 

accurately these trajectories capture persistent offenders, relative to other identification 

methods, remains to be seen.  
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Table 10. Definitions and operationalisations of persistent offending cited in the literature and their available criminal career statistics. 

DEFINITION OPERATIONALISATION 
DIMENSION OF THE 

CRIMINAL CAREER 

AVERAGE FINDINGS 

PREVALENCE 

MEAN 

OFFENCE 

FREQUENCY 

MEAN 

DURATION 

(YEARS) 

ONSET 

(YEARS) 

Exceeds the 

average duration of 

a criminal career in 

a population-based 

sample 

1. Criminal career at least 

1SD longer than the 

mean criminal career in a 

population-based sample  

Duration 8.7% (Whitten, McGee, 

& Homel, 2017)  
- - - 

Offending before 

and during 

adulthood 

2. At least one offence before 

and after 21 years of age  
Duration 

17.3% (Farrington et al. 

2009) 

9.4% (Bergman and 

Andershed 2009) 

29% (Pulkkinen et al, 

2009) 

8.1 (Farrington et al. 

2009) 

7.8 (Bergman  and 

Andershed 2009) 

18.4 (Farrington et al. 

2009) 
15.7 (Farrington et 

al. 2009) 

3. At least one offence before 

and after 18 years of age  
Onset 

26.6% (Remschmidt 

and Walter 2010) 

20.4% (Carrington, 

Matarazzo, and DeSouza 

2005) 

7% (Piquero et al. 2002) 

31.2% (Brennan, 

Grekin, and Mednick 1999) 

8.1 (Carrington et al. 

2005) 
- - 

4. At least one offence before 
Duration 

11% (Nilsson and 24.1(Nilsson and Estrada 
- - 
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and after 20 years of age   Estrada 2009) 2009) 

5. First offence up to age 20 

and then at least another 

offense at age 30+   

Duration 2.8-13.5 % (Jolliffe 

et al. 2017a;2017b) 
8.8-21.2 (Jolliffe et al. 

2017a;2017b) 
16.7-29.9 (Jolliffe 

et al. 2017a;2017b) 
13-15.4 (Jolliffe 

et al. 2017a;2017b) 

6. First offence up to age 20 

and then at least another 

offense at age 40+  

Duration 9.4% (Jolliffe et al. 

2017a; 2017b)) 
10.1(Jolliffe et al., 

2017a; 2017b) 
33.2(Jolliffe et al., 

2017a; 2017b) 
14.5(Jolliffe et al., 

2017a; 2017b) 

7. Registered offence before 

age 18, and another 

offence committed from 

18 to 32  

Duration 4.2% (Werner & Smith 

1992) 
- - - 

8. Registered offence from 

age 13 to 19 and again 

from 20 to 31 

Duration 11% (Nillson & Estrada 

2009) 
   

9. Official police contact up 

to age 17, and again from 

18 to 25  

Duration 1.6% (LeBlanc & 

Freschette 1989) 
   

10. Official police contact up 

to age 17, and again from 

18 to 22  

Duration 

10.9% (Denno 1990) 

3.7% (Carrington et al. 

2005) 

   

11. Official offence up to age 

17 and again from 18 to 

30  

Duration 18.3% (Wolfgang et al. 

1987) 
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12. First offence up to age 16 

and then at least another 

offense at age 40+  

Duration 6.9(Jolliffe et al., 2017) 12.2(Jolliffe et al., 2017) 35.4(Jolliffe et al., 

2017) 
14.4(Jolliffe et al., 

2017) 

13. First offence up to age 16 

and then at least another 

offense at age 30+  

Duration 9.3(Jolliffe et al., 2017) 11.5(Jolliffe et al., 2017) 30.9(Jolliffe et al., 

2017) 
14.3(Jolliffe et al., 

2017) 

14. Offend before age 18, 

arrested after age 24, and 

commit 19 or more 

offences  

Frequency 19% (Brent et al. 2000) 27.7 (Brent et al. 2000) - 15.1 (Brent et al.  

2000) 

15. Offend before age 15, 

and offend once after age 

17  

Onset 4% (Piquero et al. 2002)    

16. Offend before age 15, 

and offend at least twice 

after age 17  

Onset 

3% (Piquero et al. 2002) 

25.3% (Turner, 

Hartman, and Bishop 2007) 

- - - 

17. Offend at least once at or 

before the age of 12, and 

again at or after the age 

of 18  

Onset 2.4%  (Bellair et al. 

2014) 
- - ≤12  (Bellair, et al. 

2014) 

Offending at 

multiple stages of 

the life-course 

18. Offend at least once from 

8-18, 19-31, and 32+  
Duration - 40 (Laub and Sampson 

2003) 
- - 

19. Offend at least once from 

7-16, 17-24, 25-31, 32-

Duration 10% (Samposn and Laub 

2003) 
- - - 
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39, 40-49, and 50-59  

20. Offend at least once 

before 15 years, 15 to 18 

years, 18 to 21 years, and 

21 to 30 years  

Duration 6.2% (Kratzer and 

Hodgins 1999) 
36.8 (Kratzer and 

Hodgins 1999) 
- - 

Early onset 

offenders 

21. Offend at least once 

between 10-12 and 12-14  
Onset - - - ≤12 (Hay & Forrest 

2009) 

22. Three offences before the 

age of 14 (Hagell & Newburn, 1994) 

Onset - - - - 

23. At least two offences 

before the age of 16  
Onset - 17.7 (Lobley, Smith, & 

Haines 2012) 
- - 

24. At least two convictions, 

one of which occurred 

before the age of 16 and 

resulted in incarceration 

or probation  

Onset 14% (Decker and Salert 

1986) 

3.6-6 (Decker and 

Salert 1986) 
- - 

25. Offend at least twice 

before the age of 18  
Onset 19.9% (Stouthamer-

Loeber, et al. 2004) 
- - - 

Frequent offenders 

26. 10% most frequent 

offenders  
Frequency 10%(Hagel and Newburn 

1994) 
- - 15.9 (Piquero et al. 

2007) 

27.  5% most frequent 

offenders  
Frequency 

5%  

(Piquero and Lawton 2000; 

Piquero et al. 2007) 

- - - 
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28. 5 or more offences 

committed in 6 months  
Frequency - 18.2 (Hill et al. 2007) - - 

29. Four or more convictions 

resulting in incarceration 
Frequency - 9.8-10.1(Sigler and 

Culliver 1990) 
- - 

Resistance to 

increasing formal 

social control. 

30. Repeat youth offenders Frequency - - - - 

Chronic offenders  

31. Five or more offences  Frequency 

22.8% (Kempf-Leonard 

et al. 2001) 

33% (McGloin and 

Stickle 2011) 

6.8% (Zara and 

Farrington 2016) 

14 (McGloin and Stickle 

2011) 

10.5 (Zara and 

Farrington 2016) 

19.2 (Zara and 

Farrington 2016) 
14 (Zara and 

Farrington 2016) 

32. Ten or more offences  Frequency - - 21.37 (Zara and 

Farrington 2016) 
- 

33. 15 offences by the age of 

25  
Frequency 9% (McGloin and Stickle 

2011) 
29 (McGloin and Stickle 

2011) 
- - 

34. Youths under the age of 

18 with 4 or more court 

referrals  

Frequency 
15.4% (Baglivio, 

Jackowski, and Greenwald 

2014) 

- - 12 (Baglivio, et al. 

2014) 

35. Youths aged between 12 

to 15 who were arrested 

15 times within an 18 

month period  

Frequency 9.3% (Mullis et al. 2005) ≤15 (Mullis et al. 2005) - - 
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Note: Studies vary in sample sizes, populations, length of follow-ups, and measurements of offending. Dimensions of the criminal career were categorised as 

followed: Onset: Persistence identified before the age of 21. Duration: The identification of persistent offending requires offending across multiple life 

phases. Frequency: The identification of persistent offending explicitly requires a specific amount of offences to be committed.  

  

 

36. Commit half of all 

offences 
Frequency 7% (Farrington et al. 

2006) 
≤10 (Farrington et al. 

2006) 
19 (Farrington et al. 

2006) 
14(Farrington et al. 

2006) 

Group-Based 

Trajectory Model 

37. Very low rate chronic / 

Low persister  

 

Frequency/onset 

/duration 

11.3% (Piquero et al. 

2007) 

32% (Day et al. 2012) 

4.9 (Piquero et al. 2007) 

9.7 (Day et al. 2012) 

14.5(Piquero et al. 

2007 

11.1 (Day et al. 2012) 

17.2 (Piquero et al. 

2007) 

15.8 (Day et al. 

2012) 

38. High rate chronic / 

Moderate early persister / 

Moderate late persister / 

Chronic offenders / High 

rate persister  

Frequency/onset 

/duration 

2.5% (Piquero et al.  

2007) 

1.6% (Blokland, et al. 

2005) 

5.7% (Fergusson and 

Horwood 2002). 

19% (Day et al 2012) 

19 (Piquero,et al. 2007) 

141(Fergusson and 

Horwood 2002). 

27.3-52.1 (Day et al. 

2012) 

22.3 (Piquero et al.  

2007) 

14.7-16.6 (Day et 

al. 2012) 

13 (Piquero et al. 

2007) 

15.3 (Day et al. 

2012) 
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5.5 THE CURRENT STUDY 

 We argue that persistent offending should be defined and measured through the 

duration of the criminal career. Nonetheless, there are many other operationalisations of 

persistent offending that use onset age or offence frequency as the identifying criterion. This 

inconsistency may be impacting on the external validity of research findings, accuracy of 

theory, and effectiveness of policy. Because the concept of persistent offending is based on 

specific characteristics of the criminal career, it needs to be empirically tested whether 

different operationalisations identify persistent offenders with different criminal careers. If 

this is the case, then this may explain the empirical inconsistency relating to the criminal 

career length, age of onset, offence frequency, and prevalence rate of persistent offenders. 

The goal of this paper is to highlight the discrepancies between different operationalisations 

of persistent offending, and to pave the way for an agreed definition and operationalisation of 

the phenomenon.  

5.6 METHOD 

5.6.1 The Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development 

To maximise the likelihood that criminal careers could be observed in their entirety, 

data from the CSDD were used. The CSDD is a longitudinal, population-based study that, to 

date, has observed the development of offending behaviors in 411 South London males from 

the age of eight to 56 (Farrington et al. 2013). Boys were first contacted in 1961 and 1962. 

Most boys (399) were selected if they were aged 8-9 years and were on the registers of six 

primary schools within a one-mile radius of a research office. A small handful of boys (12) 

attending a local school for the educationally challenged were also included (Farrington et al. 

2013). The majority of males (87 percent) are White and of British origin. When the boys 

were first contacted, almost all (94 percent) were from a working-class background since 
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their father had a manual job. A more thorough summary of the CSDD is provided by 

Farrington, Piquero, and Jennings (2013). 

Criminal convictions were recorded annually from the age of 10 to 56. All but two of 

the males were at risk
6
 (n = 409) of conviction at the study’s commencement. This number 

fell to 358 (87.1 percent of the original sample) males at risk of conviction at 56 years of age. 

Death and emigration were the main reasons for attrition. Most operationalisations of 

persistence differ in their criteria for who is at risk of persistent offending. Therefore, only 

individuals at risk of being a persistent offender comprised the base sample for each 

operationalisation. For instance, when persistence was measured as offending before and 

after the age of 21, 403 men were at risk. Likewise, when persistence was operationalised as 

offending between the ages of eight to 18, 19 to 31, and 32 years or later, 389 men were at 

risk.   

 

5.6.2 Conviction data 

 The criminal careers of the CSDD men were measured using official conviction data. 

Paper records from the Criminal Record Office or National Identification Service at Scotland 

Yard in London were used to document the annual official convictions of the CSDD men 

from the age of 10 to 40. Due to administrative changes in the storing of criminal records, 

annual conviction data from the age of 41 to 56 were recorded from the Police National 

Computer. All offences leading to a conviction, including serious motoring offences (e.g., 

driving while disqualified, drunk driving), were included in our analysis. Convictions for 

burglary and theft were the most common, while convictions for sex offences (e.g., rape, 

indecent assault, indecent photographs of children) were least common (Farrington et al. 

2006). 

                                                             
6 The term “at risk” refers to men who were physically capable of obtaining a criminal conviction at the 

respective age. Most men not at risk of offending had perished or emigrated.  
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5.6.3 Operationalisations of Persistent offending 

 An examination of the literature shows that persistent offenders have been identified 

by 38 different operationalisations. We have grouped these operationalisations into three 

conceptual categories: onset, duration, or frequency. These operationalisations, which are 

presented in Table 1, have also been numbered. Each operationalisation will now be referred 

to by its respective number to conserve space. Three operationalisations (28, 30, and 35) were 

excluded from analysis because they required measures that were not available in the CSDD 

data. Two operationalisations (37 and 38) required computation by the GBTM. Previous 

research conducted by Farrington and colleagues (2013) found that a five-group trajectory 

model fitted the CSDD data best. The two trajectories with the longest duration of active 

offending, the very low-rate chronic and high-rate chronic, were labelled as 

operationalisation number 36 and 37, respectively. A full description of the GBTM used in 

the CSDD is provided by Farrington and colleagues (2013). 

5.7 RESULTS 

5.7.1 Offender Descriptives 

 Almost half (43.27 percent) of the 409 males in the CSDD were convicted at least 

once between the ages of 10 and 56. These offenders were, on average, first convicted in late 

adolescence (x̅ = 19.3 years), had criminal careers spanning an average of 11.15 years, and 

were convicted 5.14 times on average, or around once every two years (𝜆 = .54) during their 

criminal career. Collectively, the sample had accumulated 909 convictions. Most offenders (n 

= 125) were convicted at least twice, and were responsible for 857 of the total convictions. 

Those with two or more convictions were convicted 6.86 times on average, had a slightly 

earlier average age of first conviction (x̅ = 17.54 years), longer average criminal careers (x̅ = 

15.79 years), and were convicted on average once every 1.4 years (𝜆 = .76) during their 

criminal career. 
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5.7.2 Criminal Careers of Persistent Offenders 

 Persistent offenders were identified through 35 operationalisations in Table 1. Most 

offenders (n = 153) were persistent according to at least one operationalisation. Collectively, 

just over a third (n = 55) of these persistent offenders were first convicted at an early age (≤ 

14 years), while under a third (n = 44) were first convicted at a late age (≥ 18 years). Almost 

two-thirds (n = 100) of persistent offenders had five or fewer convictions and criminal 

careers equal to or less than 15 years. When persistent offenders were grouped according to 

their operationalisation and analysed separately, the prevalence of persistent offenders ranged 

from 1.24 percent to 29.53 percent of the CSDD sample, or 2.8 percent to 67.23 percent of all 

offenders.  

We examined the ages of first conviction, criminal career duration, and conviction 

frequency of persistent offenders identified by each operationalisation (Table 2). All 

operationalisations, except for number 36, identified persistent offenders who, on average, 

had longer criminal careers, earlier ages of first conviction, and more convictions than the 

sample mean for the CSDD. However, there were large differences between 

operationalisations. Across the 35 groups of persistent offenders, the average criminal career 

duration ranged from 16.96 to a lengthy 39.86 years. The average age of first conviction 

across the groups ranged from childhood (x̅ = 10.86 years) to adulthood (x̅ = 26.07 years). 

Furthermore, groups ranged, on average, from infrequent (x̅ = 4.03 convictions, 𝜆 = .3 

convictions per year) to frequently convicted persistent offenders (x̅ = 23.33 convictions, 𝜆 = 

1.17 convictions per year).  

More than half of the operationalisations identified groups of persistent offenders that 

were each responsible for around half (≥ 40 percent), or more, of all convictions. Just over 

one third of operationalisations identified groups that comprised between five to ten percent 

of the population. Contrary to the idea that persistence reflects an extended duration, most 
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operationalisations identified at least one ‘persistent’ offender with a criminal career shorter 

than the CSDD mean. 

 The seven operationalisations (1, 6, 12, 14, 18, 19, and 37) associated with the longest 

average criminal careers (ranging from x̅ = 33.13 to x̅ = 39.86 years) identified persistent 

offenders who were, on average, first convicted in middle adolescence (x̅ =14.05 years), were 

convicted on average 14.34 times, and had a mean conviction rate of just under one 

conviction every two years (𝜆 =.46) during their criminal career. In other words, persistent 

offenders characterised by long durations of the criminal career had a more normative age of 

onset (Thornberry 2005), and commit a considerable number of offences, but at a relatively 

infrequent rate compared to the CSDD average. By comparison, the seven operationalisations 

(14, 19, 20, 22, 27, 32, and 33) associated with the highest average conviction frequency 

(ranging from x̅ = 15.14 to x̅ = 23.33 convictions) identified persistent offenders who had a 

younger mean age of first conviction (x̅ =12.46 years), slightly shorter average criminal 

career durations (x̅ = 27.65 years), and were convicted approximately once every 16 months 

(𝜆 = .76). These statistics suggest that when offence frequency is the predominant feature, 

persistent offenders tend to have early ages of onset and more frequent convictions at the 

slight expense of criminal career duration. The seven operationalisations (16, 17, 20, 21, 22, 

33, and 34) associated with the earliest ages of first conviction (ranging from x̅ = 10.86 to x̅ = 

12.42 years) identified offenders who, on average, had the shortest criminal careers (x̅ = 

21.91 years), accumulated an average of 14.56 convictions, and were convicted around once 

every fourteen months (𝜆 = .85) during their criminal career. Put differently, persistent 

offenders that are characterised by very early ages of onset tend to have a high rate of annual 

convictions, a moderate number of total convictions, and the shortest criminal careers. 
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Table 11. Criminal career descriptive statistics for offenders identified as persistent by 38 

operationalisations of persistent offending. 

Criminal 

Career 

Dimensions 

Prevalence 
Age of First 

Conviction 

Criminal Career 

Duration 
Conviction Frequency 

n/N 

 (%) 
Range 

x̅  

(SD) 
Range 

x̅  

(SD) 
Range 

x̅ 

(SD) 
 Total (%) 

O
p

er
at

io
n
al

is
at

io
n
 o

f 
P

er
si

st
en

ce
 D

u
ra

ti
o

n
 

1 
38/383  

(9.92) 
10-24 

15.03 

(2.84) 
24-46 

33.13 

(6.52) 
2-31 

10.42 

(7.16) 
.31 

396/865 

(45.78) 

2 
72/403 

(17.87) 
10-20 

14.73 

(2.73) 
2-46 

23.66 

(11.81) 
2-31 

9 

(6.67) 
.46 

644/888 

(72.52) 

4 
72/403 

(17.87) 
10-19 

14.49 

(2.43) 
3-46 

22.65 

(12.15) 
2-31 

8.99 

(6.63) 
.48 

647/888 

(72.86) 

5 
48/392 

(12.24) 
10-20 

14.87 

(2.52) 
15-46 

30.06 

(8.62) 
2-31 

9.96 

(6.94) 
.34 

474/872 

(55.36) 

6 
37/380  

(9.74) 
10-20 

15.13 

(2.62) 
20-46 

33.13 

(6.8) 
2-31 

10.11 

(7.28) 
.3 

374/846 

(44.21) 

7 
76/405 

(18.76) 
10-17 

14.08 

(2.04) 
1-46 

18.79 

(13.35) 
2-31 

8.9 

(6.51) 
.71 

676/889 

(76.04) 

8 
62/409 

(15.16) 
10-19 

14.31 

(2.31) 
2-46 

21.56 

(12.91) 
2-31 

10.07 

(6.56) 
.57 

624/909 

(68.64) 

9 
118/405 

(29.13) 
10-20 

14.39 

(2.3) 
1-46 

17.06 

(13.66) 
2-31 

7.71 

(6.3) 
.77 

765/889 

(86.05) 

10 
119/405 

(29.38) 
10-20 

14.4 

(2.3) 
1-46 

17.06 

(13.66) 
2-31 

7.71 

(6.3) 
.76 

766/889 

(86.16) 

11 
119/405 

(29.38) 
10-22 

14.53 

(2.46) 
1-46 

16.96 

(13.59) 
2-31 

7.65 

(6.25) 
.76 

774/889 

(87.06) 

12 
27/380  

(7.11) 
10-16 

13.85 

(1.63) 
25-46 

35.25 

(6.21) 
2-31 

12.18 

(7.33) 
.34 

329/846 

(38.89) 

13 
37/392  

(9.44) 
10-16 

13.75 

(1.6) 
15-46 

30.89 

(9.15) 
2-31 

11.51 

(6.9) 
.39 

426/872 

(48.85) 

18 
30/389  

(7.71) 
10-18 

14 

(2) 
17-46 

33.17 

(7.5) 
3-31 

12.8 

(6.79) 
.39 

384/868 

(44.24) 

19 
7/370 

 (1.89) 
10-16 

13.57 

(2.57) 
34-46 

39.86 

(3.93) 
6-31 

16 

(8.66) 
.39 

112/824 

(13.59) 

20 
14/392  

(3.57) 
10-14 

11.64 

(1.64) 
7-46 

25.64 

(14.05) 
7-31 

16.64 

(5.97) 
.83 

233/872 

(26.72) 

O
n
se

t 

3 
71/405 

(17.53) 
10-17 

14.1 

(2.01) 
2-46 

21.54 

(12.89) 
2-31 

9.25 

(6.58) 
.57 

657/889 

(73.09) 

15 
40/407  

(9.83) 
10-14 

12.5 

(1.45) 
4-46 

22.5 

(13.43) 
2-31 

10.27 

(7.27) 
.59 

411/909 

(45.21) 

16 
36/407  

(8.84) 
10-14 

12.36 

(1.44) 
3-46 

22.22 

(13.78) 
3-31 

11.22 

(7.01) 
.68 

404/909  

(44.44) 

17 
16/405  

(3.95) 
10-12 

10.94 

(.85) 
8-46 

23.12 

(13.37) 
2-31 

12.81 

(7.76) 
.65 

205/889  

(23.09) 

21 
8/409  

(1.96) 
10-12 

11.37 

(.74) 
2-45 

22.12 

(13.02) 
4-22 

13.5 

(5.85) 
.93 

108/909 

(11.88) 

22 
7/409 

(1.71) 
10-12 

10.86 

(.9) 
2-45 

22.14 

(15.52) 
4-31 

15.14 

(8.29) 
.52 

106/909 

(11.66) 
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23 
34/409  

(5.62) 
10-15 

12.67 

(1.63) 
1-45 

17.54 

(13.45) 
2-31 

11.36 

(6.65) 
1.01 

377/909 

(41.47) 

24 
60/408 

(14.71) 
10-15 

13.25 

(1.7) 
3-46 

21.86 

(13) 
2-31 

10.1 

(6.79) 
.61 

598/909 

(65.79) 

25 
60/409 

(14.8967 
10-17 

13.44 

(1.96) 
1-46 

18.54 

(13.88) 
2-31 

10.18 

(6.38) 
.91 

586/909 

(64.47) 

F
re

q
u
en

cy
 

14 6/396  

(1.52) 
10-15 

13 

(2.1) 
21-41 

33.5 

(8.24) 
19-31 

23.33 

(4.13) 
.72 

140/873 

(15.98) 

26 42/409 

(10.27) 
10-39 

14.07 

(4.45) 
3-46 

24.81 

(12.76) 
7-31 

13.43 

(5.49) 
.77 

564/909 

(62.05) 

27 22/409  

(5.38) 
10-15 

12.63 

(1.92) 
4-46 

27.41 

(13.04) 
12-31 

17.32 

(4.88) 
.84 

381/909 

(41.9) 

28 Unable to compute statistics. 

29 72/409  

(17.6) 
10-45 

15.87 

(6.02) 
1-46 

20.85 

(13.01) 
4-31 

9.92 

(5.93) 
.8 

714/909 

(78.55) 

30 Unable to compute statistics. 

31 62/409 

(15.16) 
10-45 

15.4 

(5.84) 
1-46 

22 

(12.71) 
5-31 

10.87 

(5.86) 
.82 

674/909 

(74.15) 

32 30/409  

(7.33) 
10-18 

13.3 

(2.1) 
4-46 

25.6 

(13.09) 
10-31 

15.5 

(5.17) 
.82 

465/909 

(51.15) 

33 5/409  

(1.22) 
11-15 

12.2 

(1.79) 
11-37 

19.4 

(10.53) 
16-22 

19.4 

(2.61) 
1.17 

97/909 

(10.67) 

34 24/409  

(5.87) 
10-17 

12.42 

(2.04) 
1-46 

18.75 

(14.12) 
4-31 

13.25 

(6.3) 
1.17 

318/909 

(34.98) 

35 Unable to compute statistics. 

36 30/409 

(7.33) 
10-18 

13.3 

(2.1) 
4-46 

25.6 

(13.09) 
10-31 

15.5 

(5.17) 
.82 

465/909 

(51.15) 

G
B

T
M

 37 39/409  

(9.53) 
12-51 

28.92 

(11.24) 
1-41 

18.86 

(11.92) 
2-9 

4.03 

(1.82) 
.5 

127/909 

(13.97) 

38 21/409  

(5.13) 
10-18 

13.76 

(2.07) 
6-46 

33.29 

(9.24) 
5-31 

14.91 

(6.47) 
.47 

313/909 

(34.43) 

 

Next, we partitioned the persistent offenders identified by each operationalisation 

across a range of onset ages (first conviction at or before 14 years, between 15 and 17 years, 

and at 18 years or older), criminal career durations (1 to 10, 11 to 15, 16 to 20, 21 to 30, and 

31 years or more), and number of convictions (1 to 4, 5 to 9, 10 to 14, and 15 or more 

convictions). Results are displayed in Table 3. For ease of reading, the seven 

operationalisations that identified the most persistent offenders entailing the earliest-onset 

(first convicted at or before 14 years of age), longest criminal careers (criminal careers 31 

years or longer), or most convictions (15 or more convictions), have been shaded. None of 

the seven operationalisations that identified the highest proportion of early onset offenders 
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also identified the highest proportion of offenders with the longest criminal careers. However, 

two of the former operationalisations had the highest proportion of the most convicted 

offenders. Likewise, three of the operationalisations with the highest proportion of offenders 

with the longest criminal careers also had the highest proportion of the most frequently 

convicted offenders.  

 At least 40 percent of offenders identified by all operationalisations, except number 

36, were first convicted at or before 14 years of age. Operationalisations based on the 

criterion of duration indicated that 40 percent or more of the persistent offenders identified 

were first convicted at or after 15 years of age. This contradicts the assumption that persistent 

offenders are characterised by an early age of onset (Moffitt 1993), and instead suggests that, 

when measured through duration, many persistent offenders are first convicted around an 

age-normative time (Thornberry 2005). Furthermore, only nine operationalisations (seven of 

which are measured through duration) identified persistent offenders whose criminal careers 

all exceeded the CSDD sample mean (x̅ = 11.24 years). This highlights a conceptual 

limitation pertaining to the remaining 25 operationalisations, as one cannot arguably be 

persistent yet offend for a duration less than the population average.  
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Table 12. Prevalence of offenders in each conceptual group across three dimensions of the criminal career. 

                                                             
7
 21 (17.65%) offenders did not have a criminal career. 

 Age of First Conviction Criminal Career Duration Conviction Frequency 

≤14 15-17 ≥18 1-10 11-15 16-20 21-30 31+ 1-4 5-9 10-14 15+ 

D
u

ra
ti

o
n

 

1 44.74 39.47 15.79 0 0 0 39.47 60.53 21.05 31.58 18.42 26.32 

2 45.83 37.5 17.67 12.5 22.22 9.72 23.61 31.94 31.94 30.56 18.06 19.44 

4 47.22 41.67 11.11 16.67 22.22 8.33 22.22 30.56 31.94 29.17 19.44 19.44 

5 45.83 39.58 14.58 0 4.17 12.5 35.42 47.92 25 33.33 18.75 22.92 

6 40.54 40.54 18.92 0 0 2.7 35.14 35.14 27.03 29.73 18.92 21.62 

7 50 50 0 31.58 21.05 7.89 15.79 23.68 31.58 30.26 19.74 18.42 

8 48.39 41.94 9.68 22.58 16.13 6.45 19.35 29.03 22.58 30.65 24.19 22.58 

9 47.46 44.07 9.32 51.69 13.56 5.08 11.86 17.8 53.39 21.19 13.56 11.86 

10 46.22 44.54 9.23 52.1 13.44 5.04 11.76 17.65 53.78 21.01 13.44 11.76 

11 46.22 42.86 10.92 33.61
7
 13.44 5.88 11.76 17.65 52.1 22.69 13.45 11.76 

12 55.55 44.44 0 0 0 0 29.63 70.37 14.81 29.63 22.22 33.33 

13 59.46 40.54 0 0 5.4 10.82 32.43 51.35 13.51 35.14 21.62 29.73 

18 53.33 43.33 3.33 0 0 3.33 36.67 60 10 30 23.33 36.67 

19 57.14 42.86 0 0 0 0 0 100 0 28.57 14.29 57.14 

20 100 0 0 7.14 35.71 0 21.43 35.71 0 7.14 35.71 57.14 

O
n

se
t 3 50.7 49.3 0 21.13 22.53 8.45 18.31 29.58 28.17 30.99 21.13 19.72 

15 100 0 0 20 22.5 10 17.5 30 30 25 20 25 
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8
 3 (5%) offenders did not have a criminal career. 

16 100 0 0 22.22 19.44 11.11 19.44 30.55 19.44 30.55 23.53 27.78 

17 100 0 0 6.25 43.75 6.25 12.5 31.25 18.75 18.75 25 37.5 

21 100 0 0 12.5 25 12.5 25 25 12.5 12.5 37.5 37.6 

22 100 0 0 14.29 28.57 14.29 14.29 28.57 14.29 0 57.14 28.57 

23 79.41 20.59 0 35.29 20.59 5.88 17.65 17.65 17.65 29.41 29.41 23.53 

24 68.33 31.67 0 25 18.33 8.33 20 28.33 26.67 26,67 23.33 23.33 

25 60 40 0 33.33
8
 18.33 5 16.67 21.67 25 31.67 21.67 21.67 

F
re

q
u

en
cy

 

14 66.67 33.33 0 0 0 0 33.33 66.67 0 0 0 100 

26 59.52 35.71 4.76 14.29 21.43 4.76 21.43 38.09 0 28.57 30.09 33.33 

27 72.73 27.27 0 4.54 27.27 4.54 18.18 45.45 0 0 36.36 14 

28 Unable to compute statistics. 

29 47.22 36.11 18.06 23.61 19.44 11.11 18.06 27.78 13.89 44.44 22.22 19.44 

30 Unable to compute statistics. 

31 48.39 38.71 12.9 19.35 20.97 9.68 20.97 29.03 0 51.61 25.81 22.58 

32 60 36.67 3.33 13.33 23.33 3.33 20 40 0 0 53.33 46.67 

33 80 20 0 0 60 0 20 20 0 0 0 100 

34 79.17 20.84 0 33.33 25 4.17 12.5 25 4.17 25 33.33 37.5 

35 Unable to compute statistics 
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9 10 (34.48%) offenders did not have a criminal career. 

 

 36 60 36.67 3.33 13.33 23.33 3.33 20 40 0 0 53.33 46.67 
G

B
T

M
 37 10.26 7.69 82.05 20.51 

9
 7.69 17.24 20.51 12.82 61.54 38.46 0 0 

38 57.14 38.09 4.76 4.76 0 0 33.33 61.9 0 19.05 33.33 47.62 
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5.7.3 Odds of Overlap between Operationalisations  

 We next examined the likelihood of persistent offenders identified through one 

operationalisation also being identified by another. Offender overlap was determined by Odds 

Ratio’s (OR) (Table 4) and the percentage of the same offenders identified in two 

corresponding operationalisations (Table 5). Because of space constraints, we limited this 

analysis to 14 operationalisations (four from each criminal career dimension [duration, onset, 

and frequency], and the two GBTM’s). Each of the included operationalisations satisfied one 

of the following criteria: (1) the operationalisation identified between five to ten percent of 

the sample as persistent, and the offenders were responsible for around half of all crimes; (2) 

the operationalisation identified between five to ten percent of the sample as persistent; (3) 

those identified were responsible for around half of all crimes, or: (4) the operationalisation 

had been cited in at least three different research articles. The operationalisations also needed 

to be distinct from each other (for example, we would not include “offending before and after 

the age of 21” and “offending before and after the age of 20”).  

 The largest ORs and the highest overlap percentages were found in 

operationalisations measured through the same dimension of the criminal career (some ORs 

could not be computed due to unsuitable sample sizes.). The ORs and overlap percentages for 

operationalisations measured through onset and frequency, or duration and frequency, were 

also quite large. The smallest ORs and overlap percentages were between operationalisations 

measured through duration and onset. This suggests that persistent offenders identified by an 

early onset are unlikely to also be identified as persistent when duration is the key 

measurement variable. Many of the non-significant or smallest ORs were attributed to the 

GBTM, particularly operationalisation number 36. It was unlikely that offenders identified as 

persistent by the GBTM were also identified as persistent by any other operationalisation. 
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One possible explanation for this outcome is that the GBTM determines group membership 

by posterior probabilities, and not by ex-ante operationalisations.  
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Table 13. Odds Ratios (ORs) of offender membership across operationalisations. 

 

Odds Ratios  

(95% CI) 

Duration Onset Frequency GBTM 

1 2 6 18 15 17 21 24 26 31 32 34 36 37 

1  

107.83** 

(14.26, 

815.32) 

787.5** 

(126.65, 

4896.59) 

182**  

(37.8, 

876.7) 

4** 

(1.84, 8.8) 

2.38 

(.81, 7.04) 

2.26 

(.52, 9.93) 

7.74** 

(3.47, 

17.27) 

7.4** 

(2.86, 

19.16) 

10.16** 

(4.37, 

23.62) 

7.72** 

(3.28, 

18.2) 

2.02 

(.79, 5.15) 

1.88 

(.84, 4.19) 

151.11** 

(19.11, 

1194.72) 

2   n/a n/a 

11.6** 

(4.74, 

28.44) 

26.84** 

(3.46, 

208.51) 

10.99** 

(1.32, 

91.36) 

15.17** 

(6.98, 

32.96) 

42** 

(5.49. 

321.09) 

14.75** 

(6.87, 

31.66) 

20** 

(5.77, 

69.36) 

4.24** 

(1.66, 

10.86) 

.65 

(.31, 1.38) 

39.23** 

(5.12, 

300.49) 

6    

76.23** 

(22.52, 

258.06) 

3.08** 

(1.4, 6.77) 

1.8 

(.59, 5.56) 

1.26 

(.24, 6.5) 

6.13** 

(2.79, 

13.48) 

6.14** 

(2.39, 

15.77) 

7.95** 

(3.5, 

18.05) 

6.75** 

(2.87, 

15.84) 

1.66 

(.63, 4.37) 

2.33* 

(1.05, 

5.19) 

42.63** 

(11.47, 

158.51) 

18     

5.81** 

(2.5, 

13.54) 

4.43* 

(1.5, 

13.08) 

14** 

(3.31, 

58.2) 

15.59** 

(5.54, 

43.89) 

39.27** 

(14.41, 

107.02) 

91.09** 

(26.22, 

316.43) 

44.37** 

(17.51, 

112.44) 

10.09** 

(3.95, 

25.73) 

1.96 

(.7, 5.45) 

732** 

(89.25, 

6003.53) 

15      n/a 

28.42** 

(3.38, 

239.1) 

n/a 

14.33** 

(5.09, 

40.33) 

6.93** 

(3.18, 

15.12) 

8.39** 

(3.55, 

19.82) 

10.58** 

(4.08, 

27.48) 

.32 

(.11, .96) 

4.74** 

(1.84, 

12.22) 

17       

122.89** 

(13.61, 
1109.42) 

n/a 

20.41** 

(6.33, 
65.83) 

9.73** 

(2.65, 
35.69) 

11.58** 

(3.8, 
35.34) 

36.75** 

(10.26, 
131.57) 

.21 
(.03, 1.66) 

2.78 
(.81, 9.61) 

21        
15.06** 
(1.81, 

125.5) 

70.88** 
(13.25, 

379.02) 

43.14** 
(5.21, 

357.51) 

46.25** 
(8.86, 

241.47) 

155.65** 
(18.11, 

1337.41) 

1.34 
(.16, 

11.17) 

6.58 
(1.24, 

34.79) 

24         n/a 

14.82** 

(6.92, 

31.75) 

49.44** 

(11.17, 

218.76) 

20.1** 

(5.68, 

71.11) 

.34* 

(.14, .83) 

16** 

(4.48, 

57.13) 

26          n/a n/a 

64.75** 

(22.17, 

189.14) 

.9 

(.87, .93) 

67.17** 

(22.33, 

202.04) 

31           n/a 

199.92** 

(26.27, 

1521.26) 

2.06 

(.95, 4.48) 
n/a 



 

 147 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

32            

68.19** 

(24.11, 

192.84) 

.89 

(.86, .93) 

120.31** 

(35.46, 

408.15) 

34             
.9 

(.87, .93) 

14.04** 

(5.1, 

38.66) 

37              
.94 

(.92, .97) 

38               
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Table 14. Percentage of offender overlap across operationalisations. 

 

Overlap (%)  

Duration Onset Frequency GBTM 

1 2 6 18 15 17 21 24 26 31 32 34 36 37 

1  97.4 94.6 93.3 42.5 37.5 37.5 45 59.1 46.8 56.7 33.3 30.8 95.2 

2 51.4  100 100 82.5 93.8 87.5 80 95.5 79 90 70.8 33.3 95.2 

6 92.1 51.4  86.7 40.5 13.5 25 67.6 32.4 73 43.2 18.9 35.1 48.6 

18 73.4 42.9 70.3  53.3 23.3 13.3 83.3 46.7 90 60 30 16.7 66.7 

15 44.7 45.8 37.5 41  40 17.5 66.7 40 70 45 40 10 27.5 

17 15.8 20.8 31.3 43.8 100  43.8 100 62.5 81.3 62.5 75 6.3 25 

21 7.9 9.7 5.4 50 87.5 87.5  87.5 75 87.5 75 87.5 12.5 25 

24 71.1 66.7 41.7 42.4 100 26.7 11.7  100 73.3 46.7 35 11.7 30 

26 34.2 29.2 54.5 63.6 72.7 45.5 27.3 36.7  100 100 63.6 0 59.1 

31 76.3 68.1 43.5 45 45.2 21 11.3 71 35.5  48.4 37.1 16.1 33.9 

32 44.7 37.5 53.3 60 60 33.3 20 93.3 73.3 100  56.7 0 56.7 

34 21.2 23.6 29.2 37.5 66.7 50 29.2 87.5 58.3 95.8 70.8  0 33.3 

37 31.6 18.1 33.3 12.8 10.3 2.6 2.6 17.9 0 25.6 0 0  0 

38 52.6 27.8 85.7 95.2 52.4 19 9.5 85.7 61.9 100 81 38.1 0  
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5.7.4 Relationship between Onset, Duration, and Frequency 

 Many consider persistent offenders to have the earliest ages of onset, commit the most 

offences, and have the longest criminal careers. However, our results do not appear so clear-

cut. Spurred by the discrepancies between operationalisations , we examined the strength of 

the association between age of first conviction, criminal career duration, and offence 

frequency between five groups: the CSDD offenders at risk of conviction during adulthood (n 

= 175); those identified as persistent by at least one operationalisation (n = 153); and the five 

percent
10

 of offenders with the longest criminal careers (n = 23), earliest ages of onset (n = 

21), or most convictions (n = 22). 

 Pearson’s correlation indicated that among the 175 offenders, there was a positive 

relationship between criminal career duration and conviction frequency (r = .66, p<.01). 

Furthermore, age of first conviction was negatively associated with conviction frequency (r = 

-.32, p<.01) and criminal career duration (r = -.30, p<.01). When controlling for criminal 

career duration, there was a smaller negative association between age of onset and conviction 

frequency (r = -.18, p<.05). A similar relationship was seen between criminal career duration 

and offence frequency when age of first conviction was controlled (r = .62, p<.01). However, 

the significant relationship between age of first conviction and criminal career duration 

disappeared when the influence of conviction frequency was removed.  

When we limited our analysis to the 153 offenders identified as persistent, there were 

significant relationships between criminal career duration and age of first conviction (r = -

.25, p<.01), criminal career duration and conviction frequency (r = .66, p<.01), and 

conviction frequency and age of first conviction (r = -.32, p<.01). Partial correlations 

indicated that the relationship between age of first conviction and conviction frequency was 

still significant when controlling for criminal career duration (r = -.12, p<.05). Likewise, the 

                                                             
10

 Five percent conforms to the premise that persistent offenders comprise a small portion of the population.  
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association between criminal career duration and conviction frequency remained when age of 

first conviction was controlled (r = .59, p<.01). As previously observed, the association 

between criminal career duration and age of first conviction disappeared when the effect of 

conviction frequency was removed. 

To explore this matter further, we compared the top five percent of offenders with the 

longest criminal career durations, earliest ages of first conviction, and most convictions. The 

five percent of offenders with the most convictions and ealiest ages of onset had similar ages 

of first conviction (x̅ = 12.63 versus x̅ = 11 years, respectively). Yet in comparison, offenders 

with the earliest ages of onset had a shorter mean criminal career duration (x̅ = 21 years 

versus x̅ = 27.41 years) and fewer average convictions (x̅ = 11.89 versus x̅ = 17.32 

convictions). By contrast, the five percent of offenders with the longest criminal careers 

showed the oldest average age of first conviction (x̅ = 14.39 years) and the longest average 

criminal career duration (x̅ = 37.3 years). The duration and early onset group were 

comparable in mean convictions (x̅ = 11.87 convictions in the duration group). However, the 

five percent of offenders with the earliest ages of onset were unlikely to also be identified as 

the five percent of offenders with the longest criminal careers (OR = 1.67, 95% CI [.53, 

5.34]). On the other hand, the five percent of offenders with the most convictions were likely 

to be the five percent of offenders with the longest criminal career durations (OR = 5.13, 95% 

CI [1.84, 14.27]) and earliest ages of first conviction (OR = 8.85, 95% CI [2.92, 26.84]). 

Collectively, these results suggest that when the influence of offence frequency is considered, 

criminal career duration does not appear to be associated with an early onset of first 

conviction. This finding appears to go against the long-held view that persistence is 

inextricably linked to criminal career duration, offence frequency, and age of onset.  
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5.8 DISCUSSION 

 Perhaps the biggest threat to the validity of research on persistent offending is the lack 

of an agreed operationalisation and definition. Although we argue that the term persistent 

offending logically refers to the duration of the criminal career, many scholars have used 

offence frequency, onset age, and the GBTM to identify persistent offenders. Few have made 

attempts to highlight and rectify this disparity
11

. The absence of explicit concern may have 

implicitly fostered the assumption that the research findings on persistent offending are 

generalisable, regardless of the operationalisation and definition used. A consistent method of 

identifying persistent offending is needed to improve the quality of research. To help pave the 

way towards consistency, we investigated the disparity between 35 operationalisations of 

persistence and the offenders they identified. Groups were compared in terms of prevalence, 

age of first conviction, criminal career duration, conviction frequency (aggregate and 

lambda), and offender overlap. The results lend credence to our concern that the current 

findings on persistent offending may not be generalisable across studies.  

 Compared to all offenders in the CSDD, the average persistent offender, regardless of 

how they were identified (except by operationalisation 37), had an earlier age of first 

conviction, longer criminal career, more convictions, and a more frequent annual rate of 

conviction. However, there were considerable differences between the groups and their 

dimensions of the criminal career. Disparity was most evident when the criminal careers of 

persistent offenders identified by onset were compared to persistent offenders identified by 

duration. When duration was the measurement criterion, most persistent offenders were first 

convicted at a relatively later age (around mid-adolescence), yet had criminal careers almost 

twice as long as persistent offenders identified by an early onset. Further testing revealed that 

                                                             
11 To our knowledge, the only contemporary discussions on this limitation were presented by Piquero (2009) 

and Jolliffe and colleagues (2017.  
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when controlling for offence frequency, there was no association between onset age and the 

duration of the criminal career.  

 Most offenders, and approximately one third of the CSDD sample, were identified as 

persistent by one or more operationalisation. Such a large prevalence conflicts with the view 

that persistent offenders represent a minority of offenders (Moffitt 1993). Operationalisations 

measured by the same dimension of the criminal career identified more of the same offenders 

as persistent. The lowest degree of offender overlap occurred when duration and onset were 

the measurement criterion. Compared to the other operationalisations tested, offenders 

identified as persistent by the GBTM were least likely to also be identified as persistent by 

any other operationalisation. Our collective observations have led us to conclude that the 

current research findings on persistent offending may only be generalisable to studies that 

have used the same methods of identification. However, because the same operationalisations 

are rarely used across studies, it is probably the case that most research on persistent 

offending is not generalisable, and thus existing research findings should be interpreted with 

caution.  

 Most operationalisations that were not defined by an early onset identified late onset 

persistent offenders, albeit generally at a reduced prevalence than early onset offenders. This 

coincides with Thornberry’s (2005) argument that persistent offending is not limited to early 

onset offenders. In a similar vein, most operationalisations identified some persistent 

offenders with few convictions. These offenders may be indicative of Moffitt’s (2006) Low-

Level chronic typology. Consistent with Sampson and Laub’s (2003) assertions, most 

persistent offenders appeared to desist in mid to later life. Likewise, the operationalisation 

used by Sampson and Laub (2003) (18 and 19) identified persistent offenders who, on 

average, did not have the earliest of first conviction, but were nonetheless active offenders in 

at least middle adulthood. Poor adult outcomes appear to be more strongly associated with 
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adult offending than an early onset (Farrington et al., 2009). Therefore, Sampson and Laub’s 

(2003) emphasis on adult factors when explaining persistent offending may be partially 

influenced by their operationalisation and available data. In contrast, persistent offenders 

defined by an early onset (such as the operationalisation used by Moffitt (1993)), were less 

often criminally active in adulthood, despite having the earliest ages of first conviction. Some 

studies suggest that childhood risk factors are more strongly associated with an early onset 

than adult offending (Sampson and Laub, 2003). Operationalising persistence by an early 

onset may explain why Moffitt (2006) places so much emphasis on childhood risk factors. 

 Ultimately, the use of inconsistent operationalisations of persistent offending may 

account for some of the disagreement between theorists, and indicate a lack of 

generalisability across studies. Therefore, the need for a consistent operationalisation and 

definition of persistent offending is paramount. To move towards this goal, we argue that 

researchers should not use early onset, frequent offending, and the GBTM as the 

measurement criterion to identify persistent offenders. These methods often identified 

offenders with very short criminal careers. Likewise, an early age of onset and frequent 

offending are not unique parameters to offenders with long criminal careers (Piquero, 

Sullivan, and Farrington 2010). Only four operationalisations identified persistent offenders 

who all, at a minimum, had criminal careers longer than the CSDD mean, and as a group 

constituted between five to ten percent of the CSDD and were responsible for around half of 

all crimes (1, 6, 13, and 18). However, three of these operationalisations (6, 13, and 18) relied 

on age to identify persistent offenders. Operationalising persistence as offending before and 

after an arbitrary age leaves out a portion of offenders who, despite having lengthy criminal 

careers, are not considered persistent. With these points in mind, we recommend that 

researchers should identify persistent offending as an extended duration of the criminal career 
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(as presented by Whitten, McGee, and Homel (2017)), and not, as it is more often measured, 

by an early onset or frequent offending. 

Identifying persistent offenders by the duration of their criminal career requires 

lengthy longitudinal data sets that have a high probability of observing criminal careers in 

their entirety, and therefore more accurately identifying the true number of persistent 

offenders in a population. Consistent use of our suggested operationalisation coupled with a 

suitably lengthy longitudinal data set should lead to the identification of qualitatively similar 

persistent offenders across studies. To this end, research on persistent offending should be 

conducted on data sets that examine criminal careers across multiple life stages, such as from 

childhood/early adolescence to at least middle adulthood. Suitable data sets for research on 

persistent offending include the CSDD (46 year study length (Farrington et al. 2013)), 

National Collaborative Perinatal Project (39 year study length (Niswander and Gordon, 

1972)), Criminal Career and Life-Course Study (60 year study length (Blokland, 2005)), and 

the Jyvaskyla Longitudinal Study of Personality and Social Development (34 year study 

length (Pulkkinen, Feldt, & Kokko, 2006)). 

 Our study is not without limitation. First, our results must be interpreted in the context 

of officially recorded offences, and not self-reported offending. Compared to official 

offending, self-reported data reveals more offenders, longer criminal careers, increased 

offence frequency, and a younger age of first conviction (Kazemian et al. 2007; Farrington et 

al. 2014). Second, it has been argued that persistent offenders are versatile in their offending 

(Moffitt 2006). However, we did not test if this was a consistent feature across 

operationalisations. Third, as groups were not independent, our statistical analysis was 

limited in scope. Finally, we must stress the possibility that our results may be unique to the 

CSDD data set, and therefore further research is warranted. Despite these limitations, our 
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study highlights the need for a consistent operationalisation and definition of persistent 

offending. 



 

 156 

CHAPTER SIX: DEFINING AND MEASURING PERSISTENT OFFENDING 
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6.0 FOREWORD 

 So far, this dissertation has empirically demonstrated the flaws associated with using 

inconsistent definitions and operationalisations of persistent offending, while also 

highlighting the concepts ambiguity and consequential need for clarity. Specifically, chapter 

two outlined eight prominent yet competing theories of persistent offending. Chapter three 

systematically reviewed the published research on childhood and adolescent risk factors and 

persistent offending, and found that some of the inconsistent findings between studies, and 

the disagreements between theories, may be due to the inconsistent ways persistent offending 

has been defined and measured. Chapter four provided direct empirical support for this 

argument by demonstrating that two common measures of persistent offending – criminal 

career duration and offence frequency – were associated with different types and numbers of 

childhood risk factors. Chapter five further explored the extent of this issue, and found that: 

(1) rarely was the same operationalisation of persistent offending used across studies, and; (2) 

different operationalisation’s of persistent offending identified qualitatively different 

offenders as persistent.  

Research on persistent offending is marred by the concepts and ambiguity and 

definitional inconsistency. This issue may be impacting on the generalisability of research, 

accuracy of theory, and effectiveness of developmental crime prevention strategies. Although 

some have previously attempted to draw attention to this issue (Hagell & Newburn,1994; 

Piquero, 2009), few have argued in-depth how this concept should be defined. To move 

towards reconciling the aforementioned issues facing research on persistent offending, more 

conceptual discussions on how to best define and measure the phenomenon are needed. 

Jolliffe and colleagues (2017a) previously recommended that persistence should be measured 

by the duration of the criminal career. Chapter four followed this idea and briefly argued that, 

conceptually, persistence reflects the duration of offending. Chapter five added to this 
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argument by empirically demonstrating that identifying persistent offenders by the duration 

of the criminal career was more logically consistent with the concept compared to any other 

method.  

The preceding arguments and findings have laid the foundations for the penultimate 

chapter of this dissertation, which argues for a specific definition and operationalisation of 

persistent offending. The core argument of chapter seven is that persistent offending should 

be viewed as a temporal concept that reflects the duration of the criminal career. A literal 

interpretation of ‘persistence’, however, connotes endlessness and permanency; yet unending 

criminal careers are not consistent empirical observations. A logical definition of persistent 

offending needs to move away from a literal interpretation of the concept, and instead align 

with the observed reality of offending patterns. With this point in mind, my co-authors and I 

interpret persistence to instead signify a duration of time that exceeds what is to be expected. 

Furthermore, we argue that persistent offenders should be conceptualised as those who 

encompass exceedingly long criminal career durations. 

Stemming from this interpretation was the need for an accompanying 

operationalisation, which we developed by examining the reported criminal career durations 

across an exhaustive list of published studies. Research observing criminal career durations 

were sparse, but nonetheless revealed an interesting pattern; criminal careers one standard 

deviation longer than the mean criminal career duration in population and offender-based 

samples approximated the average criminal career duration in samples of serious, repeat, and 

high-risk offenders. These serious, repeat, and high-risk offenders had many of the generally 

agreed features thought to characterise persistent offenders. Based on this observation, we 

proposed that persistent offending should be defined as a criminal career that exceeds the 

average duration for a criminal career in a population or general offender-based sample. We 

also suggest that persistent offenders can be identified as those with a criminal career 
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duration equal to or exceeding one standard deviation more than the average criminal career 

duration in population and offender-based samples.  

 Our proposed definition stipulates that the duration of the criminal is the key measure 

used to identify persistent offenders. We also argue that persistent offenders can infrequently 

offend, be intermittent in their offending, desist from offending in later life, and have a late 

age of first offence. These unconventional offending patterns may arise from unobserved 

offending, fluctuations in the social constraints and perceived opportunities to offend, and 

incarceration. We acknowledge that our definition and operationalisation may not be the only 

suitable method. Nonetheless, this chapter was devised with the intention of spurring more 

conceptual discussions on persistent offending in the hopes of reaching an agreed definition 

of the phenomenon.  
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6.1 ABSTRACT 

There is no agreed definition of persistent offending. Despite numerous empirical 

examinations and theoretical explanations, the concept remains elusive. Our goal in this paper 

is to open a conversation about what the consistent definition should be. We propose that 

persistent offending be defined as a criminal career that exceeds the average duration of a 

criminal career in population-based and general offender-based samples. Although variables 

such as offence frequency, recidivism, and onset age are often used as measures of persistent 

offending, they fail to capture what we argue as the defining feature of this phenomenon, 

namely the duration of the criminal career. Characteristics of offending careers, such as 

intermittency, (de)escalation, and desistance are also recognised to be normative aspects of a 

persistent criminal career. We conclude our discussion with suggestions for future research 

on persistent offending.   
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6.2 INTRODUCTION 

 Although persistent offending is widely discussed in criminological theory and 

research, there is no agreed definition. Persistent offending has been variously defined as 

offending before and during adulthood (Bergman & Andershed, 2009), offending across 

multiple stages of the life-course (Sampson & Laub, 2003), frequent/chronic offending 

(McGloin & Stickle 2011), repeated offending over time (Lussier, 2017),  and resistance to 

increasing formal social control (Haapanen, Britton, & Croisdale, 2007). The methods 

employed by researchers to identify persistent offenders also vary. Examples include 

offending before and after the age of 21 (Pulkkinen, Lyyra, & Kokko, 2009), offending at 

least once every decade from the age of eight to 60 (Sampson & Laub, 2003), offending twice 

before the age of 14 (Hay & Forrest, 2009), the top ten percent most frequent offenders 

(Piquero & Lawton, 2000), and group membership to the longest trajectory identified by the 

Group-Based Trajectory Model (Piquero, Farrington, & Blumstein, 2007; Day et al., 2012).  

 Explanations for persistent offending also lack consistency. For example, in Moffitt’s 

(2006) developmental taxonomy of antisocial behaviour, it is argued that the foundations for 

persistence (broadly defined as continuity in severe antisocial behaviour) begin with 

childhood risk factors and early-onset conduct problems, which consequently lead to 

pervasive antisocial behaviour that endures across the life course. In contrast, Laub and 

Sampson’s (2003) age-graded theory identifies persistent offending (defined as offending 

across multiple life stages) as a process that is more amenable to change, with desistance and 

persistence inextricably linked to one’s attachments to informal social controls. Collectively, 

this conceptual, empirical, and theoretical eclecticism has exacerbated the challenges faced 

when attempting to establish an agreed definition of persistent offending.  

 Perhaps one aspect of the confusion in defining persistent offending arises from the 

fact that the literal sense of the word ‘persistent’ conflicts with our observations of the 
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phenomenon. The term persistent connotes recurrence, continuity, and endlessness. However, 

empirical research does not unequivocally support the literal idea of persistent, or ‘life-long’ 

criminal careers, as a consistently identifiable phenomenon. For example, Blokland, Nagin, 

and Nieuwbeerta (2005) found that some persistent offenders were still active at the age of 

72, while Sampson and Laub (2003) found that all persistent offenders eventually desisted by 

age 70. A further empirical complication is the fact that many offenders identified as ‘life-

long persisters’ have much shorter life expectancies than the average offender (Blokland, 

2005; Nieuwbeerta & Piquero, 2008). Given the reduced life expectancy of these offenders, is 

it prudent to define persistent offending as a life-long phenomenon? How should one define a 

life-long criminal career: through the average life-expectancy of non-offenders, or the actual 

lifetime of a specific individual? If the former, then ‘life-long’ criminal careers are even more 

scarce than first thought, given that offenders have a much higher risk of early death. If the 

latter, then a young offender who dies in the prime of his 20-year criminal career would be 

classified as persistent (since he did have a ‘life-long’ criminal career), but one who desists 

after a 40-year criminal career would not be so classified. To remove some of this confusion, 

we argue that the criminological lexicon needs to move from a literal definition of persistent 

to one that is more able to capture the observed diversity of offending patterns and offender 

life expectancies.  

A consistent and realistic definition of persistent offending would allow researchers to 

compare findings reliably across empirical studies. To this end, we examined other 

disciplines, especially psychology and health, which analyse human behaviour over the life 

course. We found that these disciplines either do not have a concept of persistence that can be 

applied to criminology, or they too lack a consistent definition (McGiboney & Carter, 1993; 

Copeland et al., 2012). However, Caetana and colleagues (2006), from a substance abuse and 

treatment perspective, argue that persistent treatment should be measured using the duration 
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of adherence to medication. Some criminologists have articulated a similar line of thinking by 

proposing that persistent offending is best identified using the duration of the criminal career 

(Jolliffe, Farrington, Piquero, MacLeod, & van de Weijer, 2017). Because the term persistent 

is a temporal concept, we too advocate that persistent offending be identified using a measure 

of duration. 

To move towards an agreed definition and operationalization of persistent offending, 

further conceptual discussions of this phenomenon are needed. As a starting point, we argue 

that persistent offending can usefully be defined as a criminal career that exceeds the average 

duration for a criminal career. A range of conceptual and empirical questions arise from this 

definition. How does one operationalise persistent offending with real data? When do we 

know that someone is a persistent offender? Do different measures of offending alter this 

concept? How does this concept of persistent offending relate to onset age or desistance? 

Does intermittent offending influence the identification of persistent offenders? These are all 

important questions that this paper begins to address. To better understand the nature of 

persistent offending, a consistent definition is highly desirable and the one proposed in this 

paper is less arbitrary than many others. We argue that this is currently the best way to define 

and measure persistent offending. Although our definition may not produce an immediately 

accepted understanding of the phenomenon, our hope is that it will open the discussion about 

what the consistent definition should be.  

 

6.3 A NOTE ON LANGUAGE 

To clarify, we use the verb ‘persistent offending’ to signify active engagement in a 

criminal career that exceeds the average duration for a criminal career. Likewise, the term 

‘persistent offenders’ refers to a group of individuals involved in persistent offending. We 

also distinguish between the concepts of ‘persistence’ and ‘continuity’, both of which are 
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often used interchangeably in the literature. To us, these two terms describe different 

components of criminal career duration. Indeed, ‘persistence’ is synonymous with ‘persistent 

offending’, whilst ‘continuity’ more broadly refers to the progression of a criminal career 

over time, and is seen in both persistent and non-persistent offenders. In other words, all 

persistent offenders exhibit continuity, but not all those exhibiting continuity are persistent by 

our definition. 

6.4 DISTINGUISHING CHRONIC AND PERSISTENT OFFENDING 

There is much confusion regarding the distinction between chronic and persistent 

offending, and any attempts to define persistence need to first distinguish these two concepts. 

We argue that chronic and persistent offenders represent two distinct patterns of offending, 

and are identified by two unique dimensions of the criminal career; frequency and duration 

respectively. Research on chronic offenders grew in popularity after Wolfgang and 

colleagues’ (1972) seminal study on a birth cohort of 9,945 Philadelphia boys. Chronic 

offenders were identified as those responsible for five or more offences between the ages of 

10 and 18. They also comprised six percent of the birth cohort and were responsible for over 

half of the cohort’s recorded crimes. This idea has been explored in many subsequent studies. 

Most studies observing chronic offenders have adopted Wolfgang and colleagues’ 

(1972) original definition as the small group of offenders responsible for the most crimes 

(e.g., Piquero, 2000; McGloin & Stickle, 2011). Others have defined them as the small group 

of offenders with the longest criminal careers (Wikström & Treiber, 2009; Remschmidt & 

Walter, 2010). Part of the confusion surrounding the concept of chronic offending may be 

due to Wolfgang and colleagues’ (1972) use of the word ‘chronic’, which denotes continuity 

and recurrence, to instead mean a large number of offences committed. If interpreted literally, 

the concept of chronic offending would imply a long criminal career, and thus be 

synonymous with persistent offending. However, most studies that identify chronic offenders 
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use some measure of offence frequency, while studies identifying persistent offenders 

generally use some measure of offending duration (Whitten et al., 2017; 2018 in press). To 

avoid confusion and promote conceptual clarity, we, and others, argue that persistent 

offenders should be uniquely identified by the duration of the criminal career (Jolliffe et al., 

2017; Whitten et al., 2018), while chronic offenders, as originally defined, should be 

identified by the number of offences committed (Wolfgang, Figlio, & Sellin, 1972; Zara & 

Farrington, 2016).  

Despite recent efforts to conceptually and empirically distinguish persistent and 

chronic offenders (e.g., Zara & Farrington, 2016; Whitten et al., 2018 in press), the 

inconsistent use of these terms has led many researchers to use them interchangeably (e.g., 

Sampson & Laub, 2003; Moffitt, 2006). Both terms have been used to describe offenders 

who commit a large number of offences (see: Piquero et al., 2007; Jones et al., 2001), or 

offend over a long duration (see: Werner & Smith, 1992; Remschmidt & Walter, 2010). This 

conflation is likely due to the relatively untested assumption that those who commit the most 

offences are indistinguishable from those with the longest criminal careers.  

As Whitten and colleagues (2017) demonstrated, offenders identified by offence 

frequency (i.e., chronic offenders) have, on average, earlier ages of onset, shorter criminal 

career durations, and by definition more frequent offending rates, than offenders identified by 

criminal career duration (i.e., persistent offenders). Another recent study by the same authors 

also found that chronic offending (identified solely by conviction frequency) was associated 

with more than twice as many childhood risk factors as persistent offending (identified solely 

by criminal career duration) (Whitten, McGee, Homel, Farrington, & Ttofi., 2018 in press)
12

. 

In childhood, chronic offenders were more likely than persistent offenders to have low family 

                                                             
12 This paper used data from the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development to observe the childhood risk 
factors associated with independent groups of persistent and chronic offenders. The chronic and persistent 
offender groups were uniquely identified as the offenders with the most convictions or the longest criminal 
careers, respectively.  
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income, poor housing, large family size, and low parental interest in education. Chronic 

offenders were also more likely than one-time offenders to experience numerous childhood 

risk factors, including low attainment, high daring, and troublesomeness. However, despite 

some strong effect sizes, there were no significant differences in the childhood risk factors 

experienced by persistent and one-time offenders 

Acknowledging a distinction between chronic and persistent offending has two 

important implications for theory and policy. First, developmental and life-course theories of 

crime need to more clearly differentiate and account for the conceptual and empirical 

distinction between these two offending phenomena. Given that differences do exist, theories 

need to provide clear and distinct explanations for the development of chronic and persistent 

offending. Second, developmental crime prevention approaches that target individuals based 

on multiple childhood and adolescent risk factors are likely to be targeting the risk factors for 

chronic but not persistent offending. Reducing the frequency of offending is important; 

chronic offenders commit many crimes. However, most chronic offenders appear to naturally 

terminate their criminal careers in early adulthood (Whitten et al., 2017; 2018). This 

highlights the need for research on risk factors during emerging adulthood and adulthood for 

the prevention of persistent offending. This work could be guided by the research and theory 

of Laub and Sampson (2003) who highlight the importance of adult life events and turning 

points in adulthood for explaining adult offending. The identification and targeting of these 

later risk factors will likely be more important than childhood and adolescent risk factors, for 

addressing persistent offending. 

 

6.5 DEFINING PERSISTENT OFFENDING 

The age-crime curve demonstrates that, at an aggregate level, offending rapidly 

accelerates to a peak in mid-to late-adolescence, declines steeply in early adulthood, and then 
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continues to decline more gradually after that (Kazemian & Farrington, 2006). While initial 

inspection of the age-crime curve suggests that continuity in offending across multiple stages 

of the life course is not the expected outcome, further examination demonstrates that a small 

number of offenders continue to offend longer than the majority (Moffitt, 1993). Persistent 

offending is based on the observation that some individuals offend for much longer than the 

aggregate age-crime pattern implies. However, many existing definitions and 

operationalizations of persistent offending do not reflect this finding.   

A common approach has been to identify persistent offending as offending that occurs 

before and after the age of 21 (Bergman & Andershed, 2009; Farrington, Ttofi, & Coid, 

2009). This method has the weakness of identifying too many offenders as persistent, 

equating, for example, offending from ages 19 to 22 with offending from 14 to 40. Another 

common strategy is to use an early age of onset as a proxy for persistent offending 

(Domburgh, Loeber, Bezemer, Stallings, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 2009; Hay & Forrest 2009). 

Such an approach conflates early onset age with continuity in offending, despite evidence that 

not all early onset offenders continue to offend into adulthood (Sampson & Laub 2003; 

Domburgh et al., 2009; Whitten et al., 2017). Our proposal that persistent offending be 

understood as a criminal career that exceeds the average duration for a criminal career 

addresses these kinds of conceptual weaknesses.  

 The duration of the criminal career, defined in simple terms as the time between the 

first and last offence, is the key measure that can assist with clearer thinking about persistent 

offending. The term ‘persistent’ is a relative concept that implies a deviation in length from 

the norm; a continuation beyond the average length of a criminal career. Our first step in 

identifying the extent to which criminal career durations vary was to search published studies 

for those that reported this information. We included all studies that used arrests, official 

convictions, or self-reported offending as measures of offending. Our search revealed that 
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published research on criminal career length is scarce, but all those that did report this 

information were included. The samples used in the studies that reported criminal career 

duration can be divided into three distinct types: population-based, general offender-based, 

and serious, at risk, or repeat offender-based samples.  

Population-based samples are representative samples from the wider population, and 

the inclusion of offenders is incidental. On the other hand, general offender-based samples 

only comprise individuals identified as being an offender, and yet sample selection is not 

determined by specific offending characteristics such as offence frequency and severity. 

Alternatively, serious, at risk, or repeat offender-based samples only include individuals who 

have repeatedly offended, committed serious and violent offences, or have a high risk of 

becoming a serious or repeat offender. The results of our search are displayed in Table 1, 

which shows that the average duration of a criminal career ranges from 1.8 to 25.6 years. 

This variability in criminal career durations is largely due to the use of different sample types, 

the length of study follow-up, and the strong influence of offender race and gender.  

 Studies conducted on samples of serious, at risk, or repeat offenders report longer 

average criminal career durations than studies using population-based or general offender-

based samples. Studies following participants for most of their lives unsurprisingly identified 

longer criminal careers (Greenberg, 1975; Piquero, Farrington, & Blumstein, 2007; 

Farrington, Piquero, & Jennings, 2013). Furthermore, criminal careers measured using self-

report data were generally longer than those measured by official convictions, arrests, or 

criminal justice contacts (Farrington, Ttofi, Crago, & Coid, 2014). On average, males and 

black offenders had longer criminal careers than females and white offenders (Block, 

Blokland, Werff, Os, & Nieuwbeerta, 2010; Ezell, 2007). The mean criminal career duration 

for males in population-based samples ranged from 7.1 to 9.6 years (excluding self-reported 

offending). The mean criminal career duration for males in general offender-based samples 
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ranged from 5 to 9.7 years. In contrast, samples of serious, at risk, and repeat male offenders 

report the longest mean criminal career durations, which range from 12.4 to 25.6 years. 

Compared to males, the average female criminal career length is much shorter (see table 15).  
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Table 15. Estimates of Average Criminal Career Durations. 

Data Study 
Duration of 

cohort/age 

Offending 

measure 

Sampling 

frame 

Average Criminal Career Duration in Years (x̅) 

Total Male Female White 
Non-

white 

Cambridge Study 

of Delinquent 

Development 

Piquero et al., 

(2007) 
Age 10-40 Conviction PBS - 7.1  - - - 

Farrington et al., 

(2013) 
Age 10-56 Conviction 

PBS 

SRR* 
- 

9.8  

14 
- - - 

Farrington et al., 

(2014) 
Age 8-48 

Self-report 

Conviction 
PBS - 

9.6/24.9
13

 

5.2/9.2 
- - - 

Uniform Crime 

Report 

Shinner and Shinner 

(1975) 

1940, 1960, 

& 1970 
Arrests GOS 5 - - - - 

Greenberg (1975) 
1965 & 

1972 
Arrests GOS 5 - - - - 

Washington D.C 

Arrest data 

Blumstein et al., 

(1982) 
1974-76 Arrests GOS 5 - - - - 

British Home 

Office 

Tarling (1993) 
1953, 1958, 

& 1963 
Conviction GOS - 7.4 4.9 - - 

Dowdeswell and 

Orme (1995) 

1953 & 

1958 
Conviction GOS - 9.7 5.6 - - 

Prime et al., (2001) 

1953-78, 

followed 

1999 

Conviction 
GOS 

SRR* 
- 

6.2 

12.4 

1.8 

7.1 
- - 

RAND inmate 

survey 
Spelman (1994) 1975-1976 Self-report GOS 6-7 - - - - 

Ontario Male 

Offenders 
Ward et al., (2010) 

1986-95, 

followed 

2001 

CJ contact GOS - 8.4  - - - 

                                                             
13

 Longer criminal career durations ensued when fraud and theft from work were included in the offence criteria.  
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Day et al., (2012) 

1986-97, 

followed 

2007 

CJ contact GOS - 9.5 (5.6) - - - 

Woodlawn study 
Doherty and 

Ensminger (2014)
14

 
Age 17-52 Arrest SRR* - 

18.5 

Black 

14.8 

Black 
- - 

Criminal Career 

and Life Course 

Study 

Blokland (2005) 1977-2002 Arrest SRR 19.5 - - - - 

Block et al., (2010) 1977-2003 Arrest SRR - 19.2 15.3 - - 

Montreal 

Longitudinal 

Study 

Kazemian et al., 

(2007) 
Age 10-40 

Conviction 

Self report 
SRR 

15.3 

23 
- - - - 

Glueck & Glueck 

Delinquent men 

Sampson and Laub 

(2003) 
Age 7-70 Arrest SRR - 25.6 - - - 

National Crime 

Information 

Center 

Delisi (2001) 1995-2000 Conviction SRR 21 (9.7) - - - - 

Delisi (2002) 1995-2000 Conviction SRR - 21.5 (9.8) 16.5 (7.2) - - 

California Youth 

Authority 

Warren and 

Rosenbaum (1987) 

1961/69-

1981 
CJ contact SRR - 16 - - - 

Piquero et al., 

(2004) 
1965-84 CJ contact SRR - 17.3 (4.6) - 16.7 (4.4) 17.7 (4.8) 

Ezell (2007) 

1981/82 

followed 

2000 

CJ contact SRR - 17.4 (6.8) - 15.9 (7.4) 

18.3 (6.2) 

Black  

16.7 (7.2) 

Hispanic  

14.9 (7.8) 

Other 
Note: * Non-recidivists are excluded from these statistics. Standard deviations are presented if provided by the original publication. PBS = Population-Based Sample; GOS = 

General Offender Sample; SRR = Serious, At Risk, and Repeat offenders.
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Most non-persistent criminal careers follow what has become known as the 

adolescence-limited pathway (Farrington, 2003; Moffitt, 2006). This pathway is considered 

to be ‘age-normative’ (Thornberry, 2005). Generally, adolescence-limited offenders comprise 

around 30 percent of the population (White, Bates, & Buyske, 2001; Farrington, Ttofi, & 

Coid, 2009), commit their first offence around 15 years of age, and usually desist before 25 

years of age (Farrington, 1990; Moffitt, Caspi, Harrington, & Milnes, 2002: Piquero, 

Farrington, & Blumstein, 2007; Loeber & Farrington, 2012). The time between their onset 

and desistance ranges from five to 10 years, and their high prevalence rate means that these 

offenders have a strong influence on the average criminal career length in population-based 

and general offender-based samples. In contrast, irrespective of the definition of persistent 

offending that has been used, it is undisputed that persistent offenders comprise a small 

proportion of the population, approximately five to ten percent
15

, and are responsible for a 

disproportionate amount of crime (Moffitt, 1993; Farrington, 2003; Bergman & Andershed, 

2009; Jennings & Reingle, 2012). Across all definitions, persistent offenders are 

characterised by an unusually early age of onset and/or late age of desistance (Farrington, 

2005; Thornberry, 2005; Moffitt, 2006), which is in stark contrast to the shorter criminal 

careers observed in adolescence-limited offenders.  

 Longitudinal studies using population-based samples provide more accurate estimates 

of both the normative and atypical offending patterns in the wider population (Szklo, 1998) 

than what is observed in shorter, cross sectional, and/or less representative samples. 

However, comparisons among studies are difficult given the different operationalizations of 

persistent offending and the wide variations in the way in which data are reported. 

Notwithstanding, in population-based samples we expect persistent offenders to be relatively 

rare and to have longer criminal careers than the average offender. For example, the 

                                                             
15

 The five to 10 per cent cut-off supposedly reflects the smallest group of offenders that have the biggest 

impact on aggregate crime rates (Blumstein et al., 1986). 
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Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development (CSDD) has followed 411 males from the ages 

of eight to 56 years (Farrington, Piquero, & Jennings, 2013). The latest reports show that 

average age of first and last conviction in the CSDD is 19.7 and 29.5 years, respectively. 

Around 10 percent of the men had a criminal career exceeding 15 years. These men were on 

average first convicted at 13.2 years of age and were last convicted at 38.5 years of age.   

When using population-based samples, criminal career lengths are only calculated for 

offenders; the inclusion of non-offenders in these samples has no influence on career 

duration. Therefore, results from population-based samples are comparable with those 

obtained from general offender-based samples.  For instance, data from the British Home 

Office shows that for offenders born in 1953 and followed to 1998, 10 percent had a criminal 

career 20 years or longer (Prime, White, Liriano, & Patel, 2001). Likewise, the analysis by 

Day and colleagues (2012) on the Ontario Male Offenders data found that the average age of 

first and last court contact was 15.6 and 25.1 years, respectively.  

 A different pattern emerges from samples of serious, at risk, or repeat offenders, who 

exhibit earlier ages of onset, later ages of desistance, and lengthier criminal careers than those 

observed in population-based or general offender-based samples. For example, Sampson and 

Laub (2003) analysed 500 delinquent males who were institutionalised in their youth. Around 

30 percent of these men had a court conviction by ten years of age. Furthermore, their 

criminal careers were lengthy, as the average age of first offence was 11.9 years and the 

average age of desistence was 37.5 years. Comparatively long criminal careers were also 

observed in the California Youth Authority (CYA), which examined “California’s most 

serious youthful [male] offenders” (Ezell, 2007, p. 9). Before incarceration (mean age of 

imprisonment was 18.1 years), the average participant had accumulated 9.5 arrests (Ezell, 

2007). The average age of first police contact was 11.9 years, and the average age of last 

arrest was 31.1 years (Piquero, Brame, & Lynam, 2004; Ezell, 2007). Finally, the Criminal 
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Career and Life Course Study (CCLS) followed four percent of males and females who were 

identified as serious offenders and tried in the Netherlands from 1977 until 2002/3 (Blokland, 

2005). The average offender in this study was convicted 10.6 times, and almost half of the 

sample had a lengthy criminal career spanning 20 years or longer.  

Collectively, this evidence demonstrates that serious, at risk and repeat offenders are 

more likely to have lengthier criminal careers and are responsible for a disproportionate 

amount of crime. These individuals are also more likely to have a criminal career that 

exceeds the average duration for a criminal career in a population-based or general offender-

based sample. Therefore, in samples of serious, at risk, and repeat offenders, persistent 

offenders (as we define the concept) could be identified as those who meet or exceed the 

average criminal career length in the sample. This definition will not work in population-

based or general-offender based samples as the average criminal career length will be much 

shorter, and those who exceed the mean will not necessarily be persistent in their offending.  

 

6.6 MEASURING PERSISTENT OFFENDING 

In population-based and general offender-based samples, criminal careers that are one 

standard deviation more than the average criminal career length are roughly the same 

duration as the mean criminal career length in samples of serious, at risk, and repeat 

offenders. For example, when this formula is applied to males in population-based and 

general offender-based samples, a criminal career can be considered persistent at 24 years in 

the CSDD and 15 years
 
in the study of Ontario male offenders (Day et al., 2012). In 

comparison, the mean criminal career duration in samples of male serious, at risk, and repeat 

offenders can range from 16 years in the CYA (Warren & Rosenbaum, 1987), 15 years in the 

Montreal Longitudinal Study (Kazemian, LeBlanc, Farrington, & Pease, 2007), 21 years in 

data from the National Crime Information Centre (DeLisi, 2001), and 25 years in the Glueck 
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study on delinquent men (Sampson & Laub, 2003). Using this method, 9.2 percent of the 

subjects in the population-based CSDD have a criminal career equal to or more than one 

standard deviation longer than the average criminal career length in the sample, or 24 years. 

Using the same cut-off for samples of serious and violent offenders, around 40 percent of the 

offenders in the CCLS and CYA study have or exceed criminal career durations of 24 years 

(Piquero, Brane, & Lynam, 2004; Blokland, 2005).  

As a whole, this evidence supports our argument that persistent offending can be 

usefully defined as a criminal career that exceeds the average duration for a criminal career in 

population-based and general offender-based samples. We expect there to be a much smaller 

proportion of persistent offenders in population-based and general offender-based samples 

than in samples of serious and violent offenders. We have identified across multiple studies 

that when using population-based or general offender-based samples, a criminal career one 

standard deviation (SD) longer than the mean (x̅) criminal career length (ccl), or x̅ccl + 1 SD, 

approximates the mean criminal career duration for serious, at risk, and repeat offenders. To 

move towards a consistent method of identifying persistent offenders, we posit that in 

population-based and general offender-based samples: 

Persistent offending = ≥ (x̅ccl + 1 SD)  

But in serious and violent offender samples it should be:  

Persistent offending = ≥ x̅ccl  

The empirical utility of operationalizing persistent offending as x̅ccl + 1 SD has been 

demonstrated by Whitten and colleagues (2017), who examined the criminal careers of 

persistent offenders identified by 35 distinct operationalizations used in the research 

literature. Their findings were based on the annually reported official convictions of 411 men 

from the CSDD. The x̅ccl + 1 SD operationalization identified all offenders with exceedingly 

long criminal careers as persistent, and excluded all offenders with a criminal career less than 
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24 years. Persistent offenders identified by x̅ccl + 1 SD were the only group to have lengthy 

criminal careers, comprise between 5 to 10 per cent of the sample (9.2 per cent), and were 

responsible for around half of all convictions (45.9 per cent). 

We have produced a snapshot of Whitten and colleagues (2017) findings to 

demonstrate the advantage of the x̅ccl + 1 SD method over four competing operationalizations. 

These operationalizations identify offenders as persistent if they: (1) offend before and after 

the age of 21 (e.g., Bergman and Andershed, 2009; Pulkkinen et al, 2009); (2) offend before 

the age of 14 (e.g., Hagell and Newburn, 1994; Hay and Forrest, 2009); (3) commit five or 

more offences (e.g., Kempf-Leonard et al., 2001; McGloin and Stickle, 2011), and; (4) belong 

to the highest and longest group-based trajectory (e.g., Blokland et al., 2005; Day et al., 

2012). Table 16 details the criminal career dimensions for the groups of offenders identified 

by each operationalization. To put these results into perspective, almost half of the men in the 

CSDD (43.27 per cent) had been convicted at least once. These offenders, on average, were 

first convicted at 19.3 years, had a criminal career of 11.15 years, and were convicted 5.14 

times.  
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Table 16. Criminal career statistics of persistent offenders identified by five operationalisations. 

Criminal career dimension 

Criminal career at least 

1SD longer than mean 

criminal career  

Convicted before 

and after the age 

of 21  

Convicted at or 

before the age of 

14 years  

Five or more 

convictions   

High rate group-

based trajectory  

Prevalence (%) 38 (9.2) 72 (17.5) 8 (1.9) 62 (15.1) 21 (5.1) 

Duration      

          Mean (SD) 33.13 (6.5) 23.66 (11.8) 22.12 (13) 22 (12.7) 33.29 (9.24) 

          Minimum - Maximum 24-46 2-46 2-45 1-46 6-46 

          % duration 1-10 years 0 12.5 12.5 19.4 4.8 

          % duration 31+ years 60.5 31.9 25 29 61.9 

Age of first conviction      

          Mean (SD) 15.03 (2.8) 14.73 (2.7) 11.37 (.7) 15.4 (5.8) 13.76 (2.1) 

          Minimum - Maximum 10-24 10-20 10-12 10-45 10-18 

          % onset ≤14 years 44.7 45.8 100 48.4 57.1 

          % onset ≥18 years 15.8 17.7 0 12.9 4.8 

Number of convictions      

          Mean (SD) 10.42 (7.2) 9 (6.7) 13.5 (5.9) 10.9 (5.9) 14.91 (6.5) 

          Minimum - Maximum 2-31 2-31 4-22 5-31 5-31 

          Lambda .31 .46 .93 .82 .47 

          Total convictions (%) 396 (45.9) 644 (72.5) 108 (11.9) 674 (74.2) 313 (34.4) 

          % convicted 1-4 21.1 31.9 12.5 0 0 

          % convicted 15+ 26.3 19.4 37.6 22.6 47.6 
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The operationalizations ‘convicted before and after the age of 21’ and ‘five or more 

convictions’ identified far more than 10 per cent of the CSDD men as persistent (17.5 and 

15.1 per cent, respectively). Some of these persistent offenders also had criminal careers that 

were shorter than the CSDD mean (12.5 and 19.4 per cent, respectively, had criminal careers 

10 years or less in duration). The operationalizations ‘convicted at or before the age of 14 

years’ and ‘high rate group-based trajectory’ also identified persistent offenders with short 

criminal careers. These offenders also made up a much smaller portion of the CSDD (1.9 and 

5.1 per cent, respectively), and were responsible for a relatively smaller proportion of the 

sample’s total convictions (11.9 and 34.4 per cent, respectively).  

A small number of persistent offenders identified by x̅ccl + 1 SD had a late age of 

onset and infrequently offended. Just over 15 per cent of the persistent offenders identified by 

x̅ccl + 1 SD were first convicted at or after the age of 18 years. Likewise, slightly more than 

20 per cent were convicted four times or less. This is consistent with Moffitt’s (2006) 

assertions that some persistent offenders would offend at a low rate, and Thornberry’s (2005) 

presupposition that relatively few persistent offenders may commit their first offence at a late 

age. The reasons why a persistent offender may have a late onset or offend infrequently are 

discussed later in this paper.   

 

6.7 ADDITIONAL POINTS OF CLARIFICATION 

Several points pertaining to our operationalization of persistent offender are worth 

clarifying. First, studies of a shorter length are likely to produce slightly shorter estimates of 

criminal career durations. Conversely, lengthier follow-ups produce longer, and more 

realistic, estimates of the true average criminal career duration in a population. For example, 

the average criminal career duration in the CSDD is 2.7 years longer at the 56-year follow-up 

compared to the 40 year follow-up (Farrington, Piquero, & Jennings, 2013). Likewise, the 
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average criminal career length in the Ontario study of male offenders increased by 1.1 years 

when an additional six years of observations were included (Ward et al., 2010; Day et al., 

2012). Simply put, the true minimum duration for persistent offending in a population, as 

identified by x̅ccl + 1 SD, is more likely to be found in samples that allow for the observation 

of criminal careers in their entirety. 

 Second, the identification of persistent offenders in relation to other people in the 

sample, such as the approach presented in this paper, is conceptually more suitable than a 

static one. Static definitions and operationalizations assume that an arbitrary age or offence 

frequency cut-off (e.g., ‘offending before and after the age of 21’ or ‘the 10 percent most 

frequent offenders’) can accurately identify all persistent offenders, regardless of the sample 

used. These approaches yield unreliable results. To demonstrate, self-reports of offending 

reveal more offenders, longer criminal careers, and more frequent offending than found using 

official convictions (Kazemian, LeBlanc, Farrington, & Pease, 2007; Farrington, Ttofi, 

Crago, & Coid, 2014). In the self-report literature, persistent offending has been statically 

defined as offending that occurs before a range of different ages, including offending before 

and after the age of 21 (29% identified as persistent in Pulkkinen, Lyyra, and Kokko, 2009), 

offending before the age of 16 (14% identified as persistent in Decker and Salert, 1986), and 

offending before the age of 15 and at least twice after the age of 17 (25.3% identified as 

persistent in Turner, Hartman, and Bishop, 2007). All of these approaches lead to estimates 

of the prevalence of persistent offenders that are much greater than the expected five to 10 

percent. 

 Persistent offenders represent a minority of offenders in the wider population. Studies 

that contradict this line of thinking (for example: Turner, Hartman, & Bishop, 2007; 

Pulkkinen, Lyyra, & Kokko, 2009) are likely to be using a static operationalization that 

overestimates the true number of persistent offenders. On the other hand, the exact minimum 
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duration for persistent offending as identified by a relative operationalization is sample 

specific. Although the minimum duration of persistent offending identified by x̅ccl + 1 SD 

may not be the same across samples, this operationalization has the advantage of more 

accurately identifying what constitutes persistent offending in different populations and 

ensure that the number of persistent offenders are not overestimated. 

 One of the assumptions underlying the concept of persistent offending is that unique 

factors are associated with, and predict, persistent criminal careers. If, however, there were 

but a few years differentiating a persistent and non-persistent offender’s criminal career, then 

the factors differentiating the two offender groups are likely minimal. Therefore, a possible 

drawback of the x̅ccl + 1 SD operationalization is that it produces an abrupt cut-off separating 

persistent and non-persistent offenders. For example, in the CSDD data, 24 years was the 

minimum criminal career duration for persistent offenders identified by x̅ccl + 1 SD. Some of 

the non-persistent offenders identified by default may have a criminal career duration that is 

only a few years less than 24 years. The small differences in duration between persistent and 

these ‘almost’ persistent offenders is likely to not be enough time to produce any qualitative 

differences. Hence, the inclusion of almost persistent offenders in the non-persistent group 

may dilute the number and strength of the variables that differentiate the persistent and non-

persistent offenders. 

Although static operationalizations also produce an abrupt cut-off, we argue that, for 

three reasons, our cut-off is less arbitrarily defined and more conceptually suitable. First, the 

+1 SD cut-off was derived from research on criminal career durations in different sample 

populations, and therefore is underpinned by consistent empirical evidence. No other 

operationalisation of persistent offending has been created through such a process. This, we 

argue, makes our operationalisation considerably less arbitrary than other approaches. 

Second, the +1 SD cut-off does not stipulate a specific duration, but instead presents a cut-off 
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that is relative to the data set and measure of offending being used. This ensures that a small 

portion of the population is consistently identified as persistent. Operationalisations that 

specify a specific cut-off point, such as offending before and after the age of 21 or 

committing five or more offences, are not relative to the data set being used, and do not 

consistently identify a small portion of the population as persistent (Whitten et al., 2017). 

Third, compared to 34 other operationalisations, the +1 SD cut-off was the only approach not 

based on onset age or offence frequency to consistently identify those with the longest 

criminal careers as persistent (Whitten et al., 2017). 

 The final point for clarification is whether the mean and standard deviation are 

suitable methods for identifying persistent criminal careers. Considering that criminal career 

durations are positively skewed, using percentiles may intuitively appear to be a better 

alternative. For instance, a simple method could be to identify the top 10 percent of offenders 

with the longest criminal careers as persistent. Yet as previously argued, using an arbitrary 

cut-off may not accurately or reliably identify all persistent offenders. Furthermore, persistent 

offenders are outliers in the criminal career distribution (Moffitt, 1993). In other words, the 

true number of outliers (persistent offenders) may be fewer or greater than what is identified 

by a static cut-off. Therefore, the mean and standard deviation may be a more suitable 

method for identifying persistent criminal career lengths. Under a standard normal 

distribution, x̅ccl + 1 SD identifies 15.4% of the sample. However, because criminal career 

durations are positively skewed, x̅ccl + 1 SD consistently identifies a smaller portion of the 

population as persistent. In turn, the persistent criminal career lengths identified by our 

sample specific method are the outliers that generally approximate five to ten percent of the 

population.  

The exact percentage of persistent offenders identified by x̅ccl + 1 SD is partially 

dependent on the skewness of the criminal career duration distribution. In lengthy data sets, 
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this distribution is likely to have more extreme outliers and a longer tail than distributions 

from shorter data sets. In other words, the population of offenders who identify as x̅ccl + 1 SD 

may decrease the more a distribution is skewed. It is hypothetically possible that when using 

x̅ccl + 1 SD, longer data sets that are extremely skewed may be at risk of identifying less than 

five per cent of the sample as persistent, while shorter data sets that are more normally 

distributed may be at risk of identifying more than 10 per cent of the sample as persistent.  

 

6.8 ADVANTAGES OF A TEMPORAL DEFINITION AND OPERATIONALISATION 

For the remainder of this paper, we explore the advantages of our definition, and its 

implications on the current thinking on persistent offending. We argue first that our temporal 

definition of persistent offending can be applied easily even to complex data with diverse 

offending pathways. Indeed, we see desistance, (de)escalation, and intermittency as 

normative aspects of a persistent criminal career. Second, persistent offending should be 

defined and measured in terms of the duration of the criminal career, and not through 

measures of offence frequency, recidivism, or onset age. Our definition recognises that 

persistent offending is a temporal phenomenon that requires a temporal operationalization. 

Finally, although we acknowledge that an age of early onset and frequent offending are seen 

in some persistent offenders, these characteristics are not indicative of persistence. Each of 

these points are discussed below. 

 

6.8.1 Complex Offending Pathways 

 Criminal careers entail diverse patterns of onset, frequency, escalation, de-escalation, 

intermittency, and desistance. Over time and across situations, offence seriousness can 

increase, decrease, and plateau (Blumstein, Cohen, & Farrington, 1988). Escalation and de-

escalation in offence seriousness is a topic that has been extensively studied in the research 
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literature (Loeber, Green, Lahey, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1991; Britt, 1996; White, Bates, & 

Buyske, 2001; Piquero, Brame, Fagan, & Moffitt, 2006). One notable finding by Lui, Francis, 

and Soothill (2011) was that an increase in offending frequency and experience predicted 

offence escalation, while maturation predicted de-escalation from offending. Furthermore, 

persistent offenders were more likely to fluctuate in offence severity over time due to their 

variable rates of offending. 

 We posit that persistent offenders have a higher than average propensity to escalate in 

their offending (Farrington, 2003; Bergman & Andershed, 2009; Lui, Francis, & Soothill, 

2011). Justification for this argument rests on the premise that offence frequency and 

experience lead to increases in offence seriousness (Lui, Francis, & Soothill, 2011). 

Specifically, persistent offenders (defined by duration) are, on average, more frequent in their 

offending (compared to most non-persistent offenders), leading to an increase in criminal 

experience, and therefore resulting in an escalation in offence seriousness. Arguably the 

converse is also true, that, owing to maturation (Cohen, 1986; Lui, Francis, & Soothill, 2011), 

persistent offenders are more likely to de-escalate in their offending. In other words, as 

persistent offenders age, the severity and frequency of their offending is likely to decrease 

because of social and physical constraints (Laub & Sampson, 2003). De-escalation is 

arguably a normative process for persistent offenders, and may be a precursor to eventual 

desistance.   

Desistance is perhaps one of the most extensively studied forms of change in 

offending behaviour. For the purpose of this paper, desistance is defined as the perpetual 

maintenance of crime-free behaviour, reflecting a permanent change in identity from an 

offender to a non-offender
16

 (Maruna, 2001; Bottoms, Shapland, Costello, Holmes, & Muir, 

2004). Since nearly all offenders appear to eventually age out of crime (Laub & Sampson, 

                                                             
16 Although there too is no consistent definition of desistance, to discuss this goes beyond the scope of this 
paper.  
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2003; Stouthamer-Loeber, Wei, Loeber, & Masten, 2004; Nieuwbeerta & Piquero, 2008), we 

argue that most persistent offenders will desist from offending at some point. However, it is 

premature to completely reject the idea of a ‘life-long persistent offender’ given the scarcity 

of longitudinal studies covering the entire life-course. As it currently stands, it is possible that 

there exists a minute portion of ‘life-long persistent' offenders who offend throughout the 

entire life-course until their death at an age similar to their non-offender counterparts. 

Desistance poses a measurement challenge because only death guarantees a 

permanent cessation from offending. For this reason, differentiating desistance from 

intermittency – the temporary cessation of criminal activities for an extended period (Piquero, 

2004) – may be a difficult empirical task. Most offenders cycle through offending and crime 

free periods, depending on their life circumstances and situations (Piqeuro, 2004). From the 

little available research on this topic, it seems that as an offender ages, the gaps between their 

offences increase (Baker, Metcalfe, & Piquero, 2015). This trend persists regardless of onset 

age, offence seriousness, and offending frequency. As others have argued, intermittency is a 

normative feature of persistent offending (Clarke & Cornish, 1985). During their extensive 

criminal career, a persistent offender is more likely to offend across multiple life-phases than 

other offenders. Therefore, we hypothesise that persistent offenders may be more likely to 

encounter turning points that temporarily disrupt their offending patterns.  

To clarify, a persistent offender need not be officially active for the entirety of their 

criminal career. For example, an individual whose only convictions occurred at ages 10 and 

40 would be classified as persistent, as would a person who offends for the same duration yet 

is convicted more frequently. This argument is consistent with others’ use of the concept 

(e.g., Bergman & Andershed, 2009; Farrington, Ttofi, & coid, 2009; Jolliffe et al., 2017). We 

suggest that there are three possible reasons as to why the former example constitutes a 

persistent offender who, despite being infrequently convicted, demonstrates an abnormally 
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enduring propensity to offend, and therefore should still be of interest to criminal justice 

researchers and policy makers. 

First, undetected offending may fill the long gaps between convictions. This accords 

with Farrington, Ttofi, Crago, and Coid’s (2014) finding that for every one conviction 

officially recorded in the CSDD, an average of 34 offences were self-reported. Second, many 

consider persistent offenders to encompass permanent idiosyncratic traits that predispose 

them to commit criminal behaviours. Such predispositions include high levels of antisocial 

potential (Farrington, 2005), low self-control (Hirschi & Gottfrefdson, 1983), high 

impulsivity (Thornberry, 2005), neuropsychological deficits (Moffitt, 2006), and poor moral 

reasoning (Wikström, 2005). Despite this stable predisposition, opportunities to offend 

fluctuate across the life-course and are mediated by personal (e.g., age), environmental (e.g., 

criminogenic environments), and social factors (e.g., informal attachments to social controls) 

that operate at different times and contexts across the life-course. The third, and most simple, 

explanation is that long periods of intermittency may be due to incarceration.  

 

6.8.2 The Correlates and Predictors of Persistent Offending 

 In the absence of an agreed definition and operationalization, many have opted to use 

the correlates and predictors of persistent offending as a proxy measure of the phenomenon. 

It is not uncommon for persistent offending to be measured through offence frequency 

(McGloin & Stickle, 2011), recidivism probabilities (Blumstein & Moitra, 1980; Cohen, 

1986), or onset age (Hay & Forrest, 2009). These correlates and predictors do not measure 

persistence itself. The limitation of these methods is that a high recidivism rate, frequent 

offending, or early age of onset do not measure duration; the key characteristic of persistence. 

Not all lengthy criminal careers involve high-rate, frequent offending (Moffitt, 2006; 

Farrington, Piquero, & Jennings, 2013; Whitten et al., 2017).  Likewise, an early onset does 
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not destine one to a life of crime, and not all persistent offenders demonstrate an early onset 

of offending (Thornberry, 2005; Whitten et al., 2017). Using correlates and predictors as 

proxy measures of persistent offending runs the risk of incorrectly identifying offenders as 

persistent (or non-persistent). To accurately identify persistent offending, we argue that the 

duration of the offending behaviour must be measured.   

 An early age of onset is one of the most intriguing predictor of persistence, and has 

received considerable empirical attention. An early onset of offending is associated with 

frequent offending and lengthy criminal careers (DeLisi & Piquero, 2011; Farrington, 

Piquero, & Jennings, 2013; Zara & Farrington, 2016), although the association between onset 

age and duration appears to dissipate when offence frequency is controlled (Whitten et al., 

2017). Indeed, an early onset does not guarantee persistence (Sampson & Laub 2003; 

Domburgh et al., 2009). For most offenders, desistance occurs around late adolescence and 

early adulthood, irrespective of onset age (Loeber & Farrington, 2012). Some offenders, 

however, follow a more atypical pattern and commit their first offence in adulthood (McGee 

& Farrington, 2010; Harris, 2011). Eggleston and Laub (2002) demonstrated that adult-onset 

offending is far more common than initially believed, with between 20-30 percent of 

offenders committing their first offence at or after 21 years of age (Eggleston & Laub, 2002; 

Gomez-Smith & Piquero, 2006; McGee & Farrington, 2010; Whitten et al., 2017). This line 

of research presents an intriguing prospect when defining persistent offending, especially 

considering that some adult-onset offenders have serious and lengthy criminal careers 

(Gomez-Smith & Piqeuro, 2006; DeLisi, 2006), albeit at a reduced prevalence than their 

early onset counterparts.  

 Thornberry and Krohn (2005) summarise the evidence on onset age well by stating 

that onset is not destiny. They contend that while some early starters will persist, many will 

desist, and just as many late starters will desist, some will persist. Late onset persistent 
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offending may develop for numerous reasons. For instance, during childhood and 

adolescence, one may offend at a level that does not attract attention from law enforcement 

agencies (McGee & Farrington, 2010). The cumulative experience gained from this low-level 

offending may escalate offending patterns to a more serious and persistent level in adulthood 

(Lui, Francis, & Soothill, 2011). Another explanation is that during childhood and 

adolescence, late onset persistent offenders encompass traits that predispose them to criminal 

conduct, yet due to the presence of protective factors in the family home, this criminal 

propensity does not manifest until a later age (Thornberry & Krohn, 2005; McGee & 

Farrington, 2010). 

 

6.9 IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

There is much confusion, and little consistency, regarding what persistent offending is 

and how it is defined. The lack of substantive conceptual discussions on persistent offending 

is undoubtedly contributing to the vagueness of the concept and its inconsistent usage in the 

literature. The absence of an agreed definition may also impinge on the external validity of 

research, accuracy of theory, and efficacy of crime prevention strategies. More conceptual 

discussions and empirical research on persistent offending is needed to address these 

problems. As a starting point, we have proposed a definition and operationalization of 

persistent offending that can be used consistently across studies and that has important 

implications for future research, some of which are discussed below.  

Foremost, data constraints may be contributing to variations in how persistent 

offending is defined and measured. Thus, not only is it necessary to adopt a consistent 

definition of persistent offending, but it is also necessary for research on persistence to use 

data sets capable of observing this phenomenon. Because persistent offending is a temporal 

concept that spans a significant portion of the life-course, research on this phenomenon 
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should be conducted using longitudinal datasets that are capable of observing complete (or as 

complete as possible) criminal careers. Suitable data sets that have regularly recorded 

offending patterns over long stretches of the life-course include the CSDD (Farrington, 

2003), the Criminal Career and Life Course study (Blokland, 2005), the Stockholm Birth 

Cohort Study (Nilsson & Estrada, 2009), and the Individual Development and Adaption 

study (Bergman & Andershed, 2009)
17

. In contrast, shorter datasets that are incapable of 

observing whole criminal careers are unable to adequately identify persistent offenders by an 

extended duration of the criminal career, and are consequently at a higher risk of mislabeling 

offenders as persistent or non-persistent. 

Another implication relates to the fact that a handful of studies has found that 

persistent offenders, identified by an extended duration of the criminal career, generally 

experience few childhood risk factors, first offend around middle adolescence, and 

demonstrate wide variations in offending patterns (Sampson & Laub, 2003; Laub & 

Sampson, 2003; Whitten et al., 2017; 2018 in press). These findings go against the long-held 

view that persistent offending is inextricably linked to multiple childhood risk factors, the 

earliest ages of onset, and frequent offending. It is important to bear in mind, however, that 

much of the traditional knowledge on persistence is based on research that inconsistently 

identified the phenomenon. Thus the conventional views on persistent offending are not 

based on one consistent definition of the concept, but rather reflect an amalgamation of 

various definitions, measures, and offender types assumed to represent a single idea of 

persistence (Whitten et al., 2017).  

Part of the intention behind proposing our definition is to help promote a single idea 

of the concept. Thinking of persistence as a purely temporal phenomenon would also 

encourage researchers to pay closer attention to the factors surrounding criminal career 

                                                             
17 These studies, in their current forms, have regularly observed offending from late childhood (around 10 years 
of age) to at least middle adulthood (around 45 years of age). 
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duration. Currently, research on criminal career duration is sparse, and this lack of knowledge 

hinders our understanding of what drives a persistent criminal career. Future research should 

aim to fill this gap by exploring the risk factors, life events, and offending patterns associated 

with persistent offending, and criminal career duration in general 

In a similar vein, there have been no comparative studies examining competing 

theoretical explanations of persistent offending. The theories of Moffitt (2006), Laub and 

Sampson (2003), Farrington (2011), and Thornberry (2005) contain some of the more 

prominent proposals concerning this offending behaviour. To our knowledge, these theories 

have not been simultaneously tested and compared using the same data set and definitions of 

persistent offending. Such research may allow the external validity of these theories to be 

assessed, lead to conceptual clarity, and pave the way for a synthesis of theory.   

 

6.10 CONCLUSION 

There is no agreed definition of persistent offending, nor have there been adequate 

discussions about defining the phenomenon. This paper was written with the intention of 

opening a discussion on the meaning and operationalization of persistent offending. We have 

argued that persistent offending can be defined as a criminal career that exceeds the mean 

duration for a criminal career in a population-based or general offender-based sample. 

Persistent offending is measured through the duration of the criminal career, and not in terms 

of onset age or offence frequency. There are limitations to our definition. For instance, our 

proposed method of identification assumes that the majority of offenders are non-persistent, 

relatively few offenders are persistent, and that access to longitudinal data covering as much 

of the life-course as possible is available. We acknowledge that the most commonly used 

measures of persistent offending are largely a product of the available data, and therefore our 

definition may not apply in all instances. However, our definition was constructed with the 
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aim of removing some of the conceptual ambiguity, to promote scholarly discussion, and to 

provide a foundation for researchers to compare findings.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
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7.1 SUMMARY OF CHAPTERS AND PAPERS 

 Persistent offending has been a focus of the criminal justice system for some time 

(Radzinowicz, 1939). Despite the term’s common usage, it is an ambiguous concept that is 

without an agreed definition. This has led to much confusion regarding what persistent 

offending is and how it is identified. There is a consensus that persistent offending is seen in 

a small portion of the population who are collectively responsible for a disproportionate 

amount of crime. Nevertheless, there are disagreements regarding whether those who 

persistently offend experience specific childhood risk factors, have an early age of onset, or 

frequently offend.  

Throughout this dissertation, I have argued that the lack of a consistent definition and 

operationalisation of persistent offending is responsible for many of the inconsistent findings 

and competing explanations of the phenomenon. This lack of accord has led to significant 

methodological inconsistencies between studies and has compromised the external validity of 

research and theory. Developmental crime prevention strategies, which rely on research and 

theory to identify and target individuals at risk of persistent offending, may as a consequence 

be much less effective than they could be. 

My argument, that the lack of an agreed definition of persistent offending is 

detrimental to the generalisability of research and theory, stems from Hagell and Newburn’s 

(1994) and Piquero’s (2009) concerns regarding the methodological inconsistencies plaguing 

research on persistent offending. Their concerns, however, have rarely been acknowledged 

by the criminological community. This lack of acknowledgement may be due to the absence 

of studies that empirically demonstrate the issues associated with the use of inconsistent 

definitions and operationalisations of persistent offending. More theoretical discussions and 

empirical observations drawing attention to these issues, and their possible solutions, are 

therefore needed. In this thesis I aimed to address this need by: (1) Highlighting the 
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prevalence of inconsistent definitions, operationalisations, and measures of persistent 

offending in the literature, and the consequent need for consistency; (2) Empirically 

demonstrating the flaws associated with these inconsistencies, and; (3) Proposing how to best 

define, operationalise, and measure persistent offending. 

Chapters two and three addressed the first aim. Chapter two outlined eight competing 

explanations of persistent offending in developmental and life-course theories of crime. This 

chapter commenced with a brief overview of each theory, followed by their explanations for 

persistent offending, interpretations of the age-crime curve, and their similarities and 

differences with other competing explanations. I also outlined how each theory defined 

persistent offending, consequently revealing that there were inconsistencies in these 

definitions across the competing explanations. This observation helped support my 

contention that some of the discrepancies in the literature may be due to different 

interpretations of persistent offending.  

No two explanations described the development of the same definition of persistent 

offending. For example, persistent offending was variably defined as an early onset of severe 

antisocial behaviour that continues to adolescence (Moffitt, 1993), offending before and 

during adulthood (Farrington, 2005), or frequent offending (Loeber et al., 2008). Owing to 

these inconsistencies, there were clear differences between the eight competing explanations. 

For example, explanations for the development of persistent offending variously identified 

adult bonds to informal social controls (Laub & Sampson, 2003), an underlying disposition 

for antisocial behaviour (Farrington, 2005), or negatively reciprocated social interactions 

(Thornberry & Krohn, 2005) as the key mechanisms responsible for persistent offending. Part 

of the variation in definitions of persistent offending is due to the relatively uncontested 

practice of defining and operationalising persistence in any way, within reason, that is 

measurable within the parameters of the available data. Ultimately, the absence of an agreed 
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definition of persistent offending leads to competing explanations and, as demonstrated in 

Chapter three, inconsistent empirical findings.  

 Many explanations of persistent offending argue that specific childhood and 

adolescent risk factors predict the development of this offending pathway. Although a 

number of studies have investigated these claims, the research findings appear to be 

inconsistent. In chapter three I systematically examined the published research literature on 

persistent offending and its association with childhood and adolescent risk factors. The goal 

of this chapter was to identify the risk factors most often associated with persistent offending 

while taking into account the different ways persistence was defined and operationalised in 

these studies. I began this review with an exhaustive search of the research literature. Of the 

initial 208 studies flagged, 40 met the criteria for inclusion. These studies collectively 

identified 54 groups of persistent offenders identified by 29 different operationalisations. 

Furthermore, these studies collectively examined over 150 measures of various childhood 

and adolescent risk factors. The 54 groups of persistent offenders were subsequently placed 

into six categories based on how they were initially defined and operationalised, while the 

various childhood risk factor measures were categorised into 17 groups.  

 Chapter three presents two key findings. First, persistent offending, regardless of how 

it is measured, was most often associated with prenatal risk factors, followed by psychopathic 

features, antisocial behaviour, behavioural abnormalities, and, to a lesser extent, poor 

cognitive functioning. In contrast to many prominent explanations, persistent offending was 

inconsistently associated with low socioeconomic status, family risk factors, and poor 

schooling. Furthermore, very few studies found an association between persistent offending 

and birth complications or biosocial interactions. The second critical finding was that 

different categories of persistent offending were associated with different childhood and 

adolescent risk factors. For example, persistent offenders identified by membership to the 
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highest and longest trajectory in a group-based modelling analysis were associated with the 

most risk factors, while persistent offenders identified by an early onset of offending were 

associated with the fewest.  

 Chapters four and five address the second aim of this dissertation using data from the 

Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development (CSDD).  In the literature, persistent offending 

is most often identified by the duration of the criminal career or the number of offences they 

commit. Despite the use of these distinct measures, many assume that the research findings 

on persistent offending, regardless of how it is defined or measured, are generalisable across 

studies. Chapter four dispelled this assumption by examining and comparing the childhood 

risk factors associated with independent groups of offenders identified as either having the 

longest criminal careers, the most convictions, or both. In line with the contentions of 

Farrington and Zara (2016) and Jolliffe and colleagues (2017a), I labelled those uniquely 

identified as having the longest criminal career duration as persistent offenders, while those 

uniquely identified as having the most convictions were called chronic offenders.  

 By virtue of how they were identified, the persistent offender group had half as many 

convictions, yet a much longer criminal career duration than that of the chronic offender 

group. The persistent offender group was also associated with many fewer childhood risk 

factors. Moreover, there were no differences between the persistent and one-time offender 

groups in the childhood risk factors. Additional analyses indicated that many childhood risk 

factors predicted conviction frequency, while relatively few predicted criminal career 

duration.   

 Chapter five demonstrated that different operationalisations of persistent offending 

identify qualitatively different offenders. I began this study with an exhaustive search of all 

operationalisations of persistent offending published in the research literature from 1990 to 

2017. This search found 38 distinct operationalisations, 35 of which could be replicated using 
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data from the CSDD.  Further inspection revealed that these operationalisations were based 

on one of three key measures of the criminal career: onset, duration, or frequency. Offenders 

in the CSDD were identified according to these 35 operationalisations, and subsequently 

compared in terms of their prevalence, age of first conviction, criminal career duration, and 

conviction frequency.  

 Persistent offenders identified by an operationalisation that used duration as the key 

measure were generally convicted around middle adolescence and had the longest criminal 

career durations. These offenders were also unlikely to be identified by an operationalisation 

that used onset as the key measure. Indeed, persistent offenders measured by onset age were 

typically first convicted in late childhood and had the shortest criminal career durations. 

Alternatively, persistent offenders measured by offence frequency were usually convicted 

around early adolescence, and had a moderate criminal career duration. Further investigation 

revealed that there was no significant association between age of onset and criminal career 

duration when controlling for offence frequency. This finding contradicts the long-held view 

that there is an inextricable link between an early age of onset, frequent offending, and 

criminal career duration. 

To summarise, the main findings of this dissertation are:  

(1) Many of the competing findings and explanations of persistent offending in the 

literature are due to the frequent use of inconsistent definitions and operationalisations 

of the phenomenon.  

(2) The number and type of childhood risk factors associated with persistent offending 

depend on how the concept is measured. 

(3) Many childhood risk factors predict conviction frequency, while relatively few predict 

criminal career duration. 
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(4) Initial evidence seems to suggest there may be no meaningful difference between 

persistent and one-time offenders in terms of the childhood risk factors they 

experience. However, low cell sizes limit the statistical power of these analyses. 

(5) Different operationalisations of persistent offending identify qualitatively different 

offenders as persistent. 

(6) An early age of first conviction does not predict criminal career duration when 

controlling for offence frequency. 

(7) Persistent offenders measured by the duration of the criminal career tend to have the 

longest criminal careers, a later age of first conviction, and vary in their offending 

rates.  

These findings point to a clear need for more conceptual discussions on how to best define 

and measure persistent offending. Chapter six meets this need by bringing the previous points 

together and proposing a definition of persistent offending that can be consistently used 

across longitudinal studies. 

 To date, discussions on how to best define and measure persistent offending are rare. 

The few discussions that have emerged in the last few years either do not directly propose a 

definition and operationalisation of persistent offending (e.g., Piquero, 2009), or provide little 

acknowledgement of the conceptual and empirical implications of the proposed method (e.g., 

Jolliffe et al., 2017a). In chapter six, the capstone chapter, I attempted to fill this gap in the 

literature using three main arguments.  

First, I argued that the term persistent is a relative concept that implies a deviation in 

length from the norm: a continuation beyond the average length of time. This line of thinking 

coupled with empirical observations led me to argue that persistent offending should be 

defined as a criminal career that exceeds the average duration of a criminal career in a 

population or offender-based sample. I also argued that persistent offending should be 
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operationalised as a criminal career equal to or exceeding one standard deviation longer than 

the average duration for a criminal career in a population or offender-based sample. If, due to 

data constraints or other reasons, it is not possible to use this operationalisation, then an 

alternative method that closely reflects the proposed definition should be used. 

 Second, I argued that persistent offending should only be measured by the duration of 

the criminal career, and not by onset age or offence frequency. Many offenders, who have an 

early age of onset or frequently offend, do not have long criminal careers (Whitten et al., 

2017), and therefore these dimensions of the criminal career are not essential and should not 

be used for identifying persistent offending.  

Finally, I argued that since persistent offending should be defined and measured by a 

single dimension of the criminal career (duration), variations in other dimensions of the 

criminal career, such as onset age and offence frequency, are inevitable. This dissertation has 

covered much ground. Many of my findings and arguments have important implications for 

theory, research, and policy. Table 23 summarises these key points and their implications, 

which are discussed in more detail below.  
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Table 23. Summary of key findings, implications, and directions for future research. 

KEY FINDINGS IMPLICATIONS FUTURE RESEARCH/DIRECTIONS 

(1) Inconsistent definitions and 

operationalisations of persistent 

offending are responsible for some of 

the competing explanations and 

empirical findings.  

 The generalisability of research and theory on persistent 

offending is limited.  

 There is no reliable guidance on how developmental 

crime prevention programs should identify or treat 

prospective persistent offenders.  

 A meta-analysis is needed that examines the differences in 

effect sizes in childhood risk factors of persistent offenders 

identified by different definitions and operationalisations 

of the phenomenon. 

 Consistent use of an agreed definition and 

operationalisation of persistent offending is needed.  

(2) Different measures of persistent 

offending are associated with different 

numbers and types of childhood risk 

factors.  

 Theories that point to childhood risk factors for the 

development of persistent offending may need revision. 

 The external validity of any efforts to prospectively 

identify persistent offenders based on childhood risk 

factors is likely to be low.  

 Research is needed that examines the validity of various 

DLC theories of persistent offending using a consistent 

definition of persistent offending.  

 A consistent measure of persistent offending is needed.  

(3) Many childhood risk factors predict 

conviction frequency, while relatively 

few predict criminal career duration. 

 

 Developmental crime prevention programs may not be 

effective for preventing the development of persistent 

offending defined by criminal career duration. 

 Adult crime prevention strategies may be needed to 

combat persistent offending.  

 Researchers and prevention scientists may be 

identifying chronic offenders who have relatively short 

criminal careers, and not persistent offenders. 

 More research investigating the risk factors associated with 

criminal career duration are needed.  

 Investigations examining the adult life events associated 

with persistent offending are needed. 

 The replicability of this finding in other data sets needs to 

be verified. 

(4) There may be little to no differences 

between persistent and one-time 

offenders and the childhood risk 

factors they experience. 

 

 It may be difficult to distinguish persistent offenders 

from one time offenders on the basis of early life risk 

factors.  

 Developmental crime prevention programs may not be 

including prospective persistent offenders in their 

interventions.  

 The replicability of this findings needs to be established.  
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(5) Different definitions and 

operationalisations identify vastly 

different offenders as persistent. 

 The generalisability of research and theory on persistent 

offending is poor and should be interpreted with 

caution.  

 There is no guidance on how research or prevention 

programs should prospectively identify persistent 

offenders. 

 Consistent use of an agreed definition and 

operationalisation of persistent offending is needed. 

(6) Onset age does not predict criminal 

career duration when controlling for 
conviction frequency. 

 It is not possible to accurately identify prospective 

persistent offenders by their age of first conviction. 
Studies that do so need to be interpreted with caution. 

 It is possible that some persistent offenders have a late 

age of onset.  

 An early age of first conviction most accurately 

identifies frequent offenders with shorter criminal 

careers. 

 More research on late onset persistent offending is needed. 

 More research investigating the role of onset age on 
offence frequency and duration is needed. 

 Research needs to test the generalisability of this finding 

across different data sets and measures of offending (e.g., 

arrests, self-reported offending).  

(7) Persistent offenders, defined by 

duration, tend to have the longest 

criminal careers, a later age of first 

conviction, and vary in their offending 

rates.  

 Offence frequency and onset age are unreliable criterion 

for identifying persistent offenders. 

 Many theories of persistent offending, and their 

interpretations of the age-crime curve, may need 

revision.  

 More investigations examining fluctuations in offence 

frequency among persistent offenders is needed.  

 More research examining the external validity of this 

finding across multiple data sets is needed.   
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7.2 IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORY 

 This dissertation presents three significant implications for developmental and life-

course theories of crime and their explanations of persistent offending. First, there are many 

competing explanations of persistent offending, all of which explain the development of a 

different definition of the phenomenon. This inconsistency is problematic, as theory forms 

the backbone for research and crime prevention policies, and therefore different definitions 

between theories can limit their applicability to these areas. To this end, the reliability of 

these competing explanations needs to be examined using a consistent definition of persistent 

offending – ideally one grounded in the duration of the criminal career. Likewise, it is 

important to understand what other sources may be contributing to the variation between 

theories. Doing so would highlight the best theoretical frameworks for research and policy, 

and may also help reconcile some of the differences between theories, such as the debate 

regarding the role of childhood risk factors in the development of persistent offending (e.g., 

Sampson & Laub, 2003; Moffitt, 2006). 

 Second, criminal career duration is associated with far fewer childhood risk factors 

than conviction frequency. Furthermore, persistent offenders (defined and measured by 

criminal career duration) are associated with fewer childhood risk factors than chronic 

offenders (defined and measured by conviction frequency). Developmental and life-course 

theories of crime, however, do not recognise any conceptual or empirical distinction between 

these two offending pathways. Given that differences do exist, theories need to provide clear 

explanations for the development of chronic and persistent offending. Theories should also 

explain why the types and numbers of childhood risk factors associated with criminal career 

duration differ from those associated with conviction frequency. 

This leads to the final point, which proposes that explanations of persistent offending 

need to address three critical findings that arose in this dissertation. First, childhood risk 
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factors appear to have less importance for the development of persistent offending than 

initially thought. Therefore, theories need to explain what other factors may also contribute to 

the development of persistent offending. Second, it needs to be explained why an early age of 

onset does not necessarily precede persistent offending. Lastly, explanations as to why 

persistent offenders vary in their conviction rates are also required. If future studies replicate 

these findings, then theories advocating that specific childhood risk factors, an early age of 

onset, and frequent offending are requisites of persistent offending may need to be revised 

(e.g., Catalano et al., 2005; Moffitt, 2006; Loeber et al., 2008).  

 Alternatively, theories based on research that has observed a significant portion of the 

life course and, in some way, identified persistent offenders by the duration of their 

offending, may best explain these three findings. These theories include the Integrated 

Cognitive Antisocial Potential theory (ICAP) (Farrington, 2005), Situational Action Theory 

(SAT) (Wikström, 2005), and the age-graded theory of crime (Sampson & Laub, 2005). 

These theories tend to agree that, although childhood risk factors appear to be responsible for 

the initial development of offending, later life events and the outcomes of crime can trap one 

within a criminal lifestyle, and subsequently lead to the development of persistent offending. 

These theories may therefore be suitable frameworks for research that defines persistence by 

the duration of the criminal career. Their explanations for three previous findings are 

discussed next. 

 

7.2.1 Other factors responsible for the development of persistent offending. 

 According to ICAP theory, offending is the result of a relatively stable disposition for 

antisocial and criminal behaviour, otherwise known as long-term Antisocial Potential (AP) 

(Farrington, 2005). Naturally, all offenders, including persistent offenders, possess higher 

levels of AP than non-offenders. Long-term AP exists on a continuum for all individuals, 
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naturally declines with age, and is positively associated with offence frequency (Farrington & 

McGee, 2015). Although not yet empirically demonstrated, ICAP assumes that long-term AP 

is also related to criminal career duration; a plausible idea considering the positive 

association between offence frequency and duration (see chapter 5). Therefore, long-term AP 

may be one of the underlying forces driving persistent offending. Although various childhood 

risk factors are responsible for the development of long-term AP, this antisocial disposition 

can also be developed and strengthened through later life events.  

 By itself, long-term AP may not be sufficient to fuel a persistent criminal career. 

Instead, persistent offending, and more broadly criminal career duration, is argued to be 

driven by a reciprocated relationship between long-term AP, situational factors, and the 

consequences of crime (Farrington, 2005). The commission of antisocial behaviour or crime 

often occurs when an individual with high-long term AP is in a situation or environment that 

also increases their short-term AP levels. The consequences of antisocial behaviour or crime 

can then lead to changes in decision-making processes, stigmatisation, labelling, and the 

reinforcement of antisocial behaviour. All of these factors can strengthen long-term AP 

levels, thereby delaying its decline, and increase the likelihood that one again becomes 

involved in criminally conducive situations. This cycle may then repeat itself. Offenders 

trapped within this cycle find it increasingly difficult to leave and may subsequently develop 

persistent criminal careers. Because of the relative stability
18

 of long-term AP across the life-

course, the interaction between high and short-term AP and the ensuring antisocial or 

criminal behaviour can occur intermittently depending on the environment. 

 In a somewhat similar explanation, SAT suggests that offending occurs when an 

individual's criminal propensity and the criminogenic features of an environment are high 

                                                             
18 Relative stability, otherwise known as differential continuity or rank-order consistency, is the idea that 

individual differences in behaviour are maintained through one’s relative placement in a group (Del Vecchio & 

Roberts, 2000). ICAP incorporates this concept to explain that although long-term AP naturally declines with 
age, one maintains their relative placement (or ranking) of AP across the life-course (Farrington, 2005). 
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(Wikström, 2005). Although criminal propensity develops from specific childhood risk 

factors, these risk factors have little influence on persistent offending. Instead, persistent 

offending occurs from the continued interaction between one's criminal propensity and a 

criminogenic environment. Specifically, individuals and settings interact to create a situation 

that affects one's behaviour or course of action. This course of action is reliant on an 

individual's perception-choice process, which involves perceiving alternative actions and 

making choices based on these alternatives. Individuals differ in what they perceive in their 

environment, as perception is filtered according to the features of the setting and the past 

experiences of the individual. Perception-action alternatives rely on factors that are relevant 

to the individual and their setting (e.g., individual morality, executive functions, moral 

context, provocation, and temptation). Those with high criminal propensities who reside in 

criminogenic environments are likely to perceive action alternatives that favour offending, 

and consequently act on these behaviours. Repeating this cycle over time and in similar 

contexts makes this behaviour habitual, and therefore persistent. 

 The age-graded theory of crime is synonymous with the idea that childhood risk 

factors do not predict persistent offending (Sampson & Laub, 2003). Instead, persistence is 

thought to be the outcome of weak adult attachments to informal social controls combined 

with human agency. The theory stipulates that each phase of the persistent offender's life-

course is devoid of prosocial and nurturing relationships, social supports, and informal social 

controls. The absence of these factors inhibits the forces of desistence, which are always 

present. In turn, cumulative continuity occurs when the consequences of criminal behaviour 

accumulate and sustain this behaviour (Sampson & Laub, 1993). That is, continuity in 

offending may eventuate through a cumulative process where criminal behaviour has a 

systemic and attenuating effect on the social and institutional bonds linking adults to society. 
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These factors, combined with the purposeful choice to offend and a lack of prosocial routine 

activities, lead to persistent offending. 

 

7.2.2 Age of onset and persistent offending 

ICAP theory proposes that the age of first offence occurs when individuals with 

sufficiently high levels of long-term AP interact with environments that increase short-term 

AP levels and present opportunities to offend (Farrington, 2005). In this regard, an early age 

of onset is more likely to occur in children exposed to a combination of numerous risk factors 

that increase their long-term AP levels at a very young age, as well as criminogenic situations 

and environments that further increase the risk of offending. Nevertheless, many childhood 

risk factors and an early onset of crime do not appear to predict persistent offending (see 

chapter 4 and 5). Therefore, it is possible that many persistent offenders do not have high AP 

levels at a young age, but instead develop this antisocial propensity in middle adolescence, as 

peak AP levels are thought to coincide with the peak in the aggregate age-crime curve 

(Farrington, 2005). Those unlucky few whose antisocial or criminal behavior at this age traps 

them within a criminal lifestyle may consequently become persistent.  

SAT presents a similar explanation, suggesting that age of onset depends on the first 

interaction between an individual with a high criminal propensity and their exposure to a 

criminogenic environment (Wikström, 2005). Individuals with lower levels of criminal 

propensity require more criminogenic features in an environment to motivate their first 

offence, and therefore are more likely to have a later age of onset. On the other hand, those 

with a higher criminal propensity, which develops through their exposure to many childhood 

risk factors, are not so dependent on their environment to offend, and are consequently more 

likely to commit their first offence at an earlier age (Wikström, Mann, & Hardie, 2018). 

Persistent offenders can experience the first intersection between their criminal propensity 
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and a criminogenic environment at any age, although this is more likely to occur during the 

peak in the aggregate age-crime curve, as this also coincides with the peak in criminal 

propensity.   

The age-graded theory of crime provides a somewhat different explanation, 

suggesting that an early age of onset has little influence on adult offending as developmental 

noise, unpredictable life events, and human agency can occur at any time and act as turning 

points from crime (Laub & Sampson, 2003). Instead, persistent offending, which includes 

adult offending, is more often the result of adult life events, socialisation experiences, and the 

purposeful choice to offend. For example, in the presence of strong adult ties to informal 

social controls, individuals with an early age of onset and a history of early delinquency are 

unlikely to continue their offending patterns into adulthood, let alone persistently offend 

(Sampson & Laub, 2005). Likewise, weak social bonds in adulthood can lead to a late onset 

of offending in historically non-criminal individuals who, owing to somewhat weak 

attachments to conventional society, coupled with enticing new environments that offer many 

low-risk opportunities to offend, become persistent offenders. 

 

7.2.3 Variations in conviction rates 

Explanations for variations in the conviction rates of persistent offenders are similar 

to those provided for onset age. For example, both ICAP and SAT suggest that the rate of 

offending directly ties to the frequency of the interaction between one's underlying criminal 

disposition (i.e., long-term AP or criminal propensity) and exposure to criminally conducive 

settings or circumstances (i.e., short-term AP, criminogenic environments, and opportunities 

to offend). Both theories attest that, despite their higher than normal levels of AP or criminal 

propensity, most persistent offenders do not offend unless short-term AP levels are high, or 

the criminogenic features of an environment are numerous. Hence, persistent offenders who 
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reside in areas or work in fields with few criminal opportunities are likely to offend 

infrequently. Alternatively, persistent offenders are likely to offend more frequently if they 

live in areas where criminal opportunities are plentiful, or they have such strong criminal 

dispositions that they can find crime opportunities in most situations. 

 Alternatively, the age-graded theory of crime suggests that the rate of offending 

depends on the strength of one's attachments to informal social controls, routine activities, 

and the choice to offend (Laub & Sampson, 2003). That is, persistent offenders who have 

adequate ties to one or more forms of informal social control - such as the family, work, or 

military - are unlikely to offend at the same rate as persistent offenders who have little or no 

ties to these institutions. Offending rates also tend to be lower for persistent offenders who 

are older, have routine activities, or are in the process of desistance - which Sampson and 

Laub (2005) define as the gradual transition from identifying as an offender to a non-

offender. 

 

7.2.4 Summary 

ICAP (Farrington, 2005), SAT (Wikström, 2005) and the age-graded theory of crime 

(Sampson & Laub, 2005) help explain why many childhood risk factors, an early age of 

onset, and conviction frequency are not predictive of all persistent offenders. These theories 

raise the possibility that, at the start of their criminal career, persistent offenders may not 

possess characteristics (i.e., childhood risk factors or earlier ages of onset) that distinguish 

them from other offenders. All offenders possess an underlying criminal disposition that 

demonstrates relative stability and gradually declines across the life-course. It is possible for 

the strength of this disposition to increase via the consequences of antisocial or criminal 

behaviour and later life circumstances. For as long as this disposition remains sufficiently 

strong, individuals are capable of committing crime at any age provided the contingent 
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factors, such as opportunities to offend and weak attachments to informal social controls, are 

present.  

 A criminal career becomes persistent through the repeated interaction between an 

underlying criminal disposition (i.e., long-term AP or criminal propensity), exposure to 

criminally conducive environments (i.e., criminogenic environments, short-term AP, or lack 

of routine activities), and the consequences of antisocial or criminal behaviour (i.e., labelling, 

reinforcement, and severed ties to social bonds). The consequences of antisocial or criminal 

behaviour may eventually lead to decisions that regularly favour these deviant acts, thereby 

increasing a person’s motivation to seek out opportunities to offend. This process increases 

the likelihood that an offender with a suitably strong criminal disposition will interact with a 

criminally conducive environment. If this results in criminal or antisocial behaviour, then the 

offender's criminal disposition may be reinforced and strengthened, leading to a criminal 

career that vastly exceeds the typical duration of a criminal career in a population or 

offender-based sample.  

Ultimately, every offender may be capable of becoming a persistent offender through 

their exposure to specific life events or experiences. Reductions in offence frequency, 

desistance, and intermittent offending may occur when: (1) criminogenic environments and 

opportunities to offend are few; (2) less serious antisocial behaviour is preferred over 

criminal behaviour; (3) the consequences of crime do not reinforce further offending, and; (4) 

strong bonds to informal social controls and other protective factors are established. Table 24 

presents a summary of ICAP, SAT, and the age-graded theory of crime and their explanations 

for other factors responsible for persistent offending, relationship between age of onset and 

persistent offending, and why persistent offenders vary in their conviction rates.
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Table 24. Summary of explanations of persistent offending by ICAP, SAT, and the age-graded theory of crime. 

 

 

THEORY 

EXPLANATION FOR FINDINGS 

Factors, other than childhood risk factors, 
responsible for the development of 

persistent offending 

Early age of onset does not predict 

persistent offending 

Variations in persistent offender’s 

conviction rates 

ICAP 

The continued interaction between high 

and long-term antisocial potential, the 
opportunity to offend, and consequences 

of crime. 

First offence due to the first intersection 

between high long and short-term AP, 

which can occur at any age.  

Exposure to childhood risk factors, 

varying levels of high long-term AP, the 
frequency of short-term AP, and 

opportunities to offend.  

SAT 

The continued interaction between 

criminal propensity and criminogenic 
environments, perception of 

opportunities to offend, and habituation 

of offending behaviour.  

First offence due to the first interaction 

between criminal propensity and 

criminogenic environments, which can 
occur at any age. 

Variations in the frequency of the 
interaction between criminal propensity 

and criminogenic environments. 

Age Graded Theory 
Weak ties to informal social controls, 
lack of routine activities, and purposeful 

choice to offend. 

Adult life events drive persistent 

offending, regardless of childhood 

experiences, and are unlikely to be 
affected by onset age.  

Strength of ties to informal social 
controls, routine activities, age, and 

human agency. 
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7.3 IMPLICATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR RESEARCH 

This dissertation has three important implications and directions for research on 

persistent offending, all of which point to the need for a significant methodological shift in 

the way research on persistence is conducted. First, inconsistently defining and 

operationalising persistent offending across studies impedes the generalisability and 

interpretability of research. Indeed, research on persistent offending may only be 

generalisable to studies that have used the same, or similar, definition and operationalisation 

of persistence. In other words, the breadth of the current literature that future studies and 

policies can draw from is limited.  

One way to increase the amount of relevant literature is to replicate some of the more 

seminal studies on persistent offending by (1) measuring persistence through criminal career 

duration and (2) using longitudinal data sets that have a high probability of observing 

criminal careers in their entirety. This would help determine the generalisability and validity 

of these studies, which have hitherto had a profound influence on our understanding of 

persistent offending. For example, Farrington, Ttofi, and Coid (2009) examined and 

compared the child and adult risk factors associated with persistent, and other, offending 

pathways. The authors identified offenders as either persistent, adult-onset, or adolescence-

limited depending on whether the offenders were convicted before or after the age of 21, or 

both. Replicating this study so that criminal career duration instead identifies these offending 

pathways would provide valuable insights into the unique risk factors associated with 

persistent criminal careers. 

 Second, I argue that persistent offending is best identified by the duration of the 

criminal career, and not by any other dimension. Consistently measuring persistent offending 

by criminal career duration would require a general restructuring of how future research 

examines this offending pathway. Foremost, because persistent offending is a temporal 
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concept that spans a significant portion of the life-course, research on this phenomenon 

should be conducted using longitudinal datasets capable of observing complete (or as 

complete as possible) criminal careers. Research based on datasets incapable of observing 

whole criminal careers are at risk of incorrectly labelling offenders as persistent or non-

persistent. For example, persistent offenders who have a later age of onset or intermittently 

offend are difficult, if not impossible, to identify accurately in data sets with short 

observation periods. 

 Previously, I have suggested that inconsistent definitions of persistent offending may 

not be the only source for the disparity between studies. It is important that the reasons for 

these disparities, such as the use of different data sets, are explored. Therefore, future 

research should examine if the risk factors and offending patterns associated with various 

definitions and operationalisations of persistent offending differ across longitudinal data sets 

of varying lengths. This type of study would build from Jolliffe and colleagues’ (2017a) 

finding that the childhood risk factors associated with the same operationalisation of 

persistent offending differed across multiple data sets.  

Finally, there are numerous assumptions about persistent offending that may not hold 

true if persistence is consistently defined by the duration of the criminal career. For instance, 

many assume that persistent offenders have the earliest ages of first offence. Moffitt (1993) 

helped popularise this idea through her explanation of the life-course persistent typology
19

. 

Many adopted this notion despite the fact that Moffitt and her colleagues (2001; 2002) 

tautologically identified these offenders by an early age of onset (and frequent antisocial 

behaviour). Nevertheless, it seems that, at least in the CSDD, an early age of onset does not 

independently predict criminal career duration. If future research supports this finding, then 

                                                             
19

As discussed in chapter five, the life-course persistent typology was devised to explain persistent antisocial 

behaviour, and not persistent offending. Nonetheless, most discussions about, and studies of, this typology elide 

this distinction. 
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past research that has identified persistent offenders by an early age of onset will need to be 

interpreted with caution.  

 Another questionable assumption when defining persistence by the duration of the 

criminal career is the idea that all persistent offenders frequently offend. This idea gained 

currency when Wolfgang and colleagues (1972) published their finding that six percent of 

their sample, whom they referred to as chronic offenders, were responsible for around half of 

all crimes. Moffitt (1993) later used this statistic to justify the small number of life-course 

persistent offenders found in the Dunedin Multidisciplinary Health and Development Study. 

Over time, and as the concepts of chronic and persistent offending became more conflated, 

the assumptions that all persistent offenders frequently offend, and that frequent offenders 

were persistent offenders, became widespread. Although conviction frequency is positively 

associated with criminal career duration (Whitten et al., 2017), not all persistent offenders 

frequently offend (a possibility also raised by Moffitt, 2006), many frequent offenders do not 

persistently offend, and sometimes offenders with the longest criminal careers still manage to 

have relatively few convictions. 

 The final assumption deserving scrutiny is the idea that many childhood risk factors 

predict persistent offending. Chapter four demonstrated that this is not necessarily so, as 

relatively few childhood risk factors predict criminal career duration. Furthermore, childhood 

risk factors do not appear to differentiate the offenders with the longest criminal careers from 

those with only a single conviction. This suggests that numerous and specific childhood risk 

factors may not precede long criminal careers. If future studies replicate this finding, then 

researchers may need to shift their focus to other possibilities, such as adult experiences, to 

discover what drives the development of persistent offending. 
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7.4 IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PREVENTION 

Research and theory on persistent, and other serious, offending pathways form the 

backbone for many offender related policies and interventions (e.g., Sigler & Culliver, 1990; 

Crawford, Chiricos, and Kleck, 1998; Austin, Clarl, Hardyman, & Henry, 2000; Street Crime 

Working Group, 2005; Whitten, Vecchio, Radford, & Fitzgerald, 2017). Unfortunately, 

approaches that target persistent offenders may be hamstrung by the lack of a consistent 

definition of the phenomenon. Indeed, it is difficult for policies and interventions to target 

these offenders when there is little agreement on how to identify them. Throughout this 

dissertation, I have argued that persistent offenders should be consistently identified by the 

duration of their criminal career. Doing so would provide more guidance for policy 

development and interventions, and may also change how these approaches treat persistent 

offenders.  

Current incapacitation efforts seem to do little to prevent a persistent criminal career 

(Cullen, Jonson, & Nagin, 2011), and may even contribute to its development and 

maintenance (Chen & Shapiro, 2007). Indeed, incarceration (i.e., a consequence of crime) can 

lead to stigmatisation, labelling, poor employment prospects, weak ties to informal social 

controls, and other factors that may fuel a persistent criminal career (Farrington, 2005; 

Sampson & Laub, 2005; Wikström, 2005). Early-in-life developmental crime prevention 

strategies, on the other hand, are traditionally thought of as a more useful and cost-effective 

alternative that attempts to mitigate the child and adolescent risk factors associated with 

persistent offending (Dodge & McCourt, 2010; Whitten, Vecchio, Radford, & Fitzgerald, 

2017). Surprisingly, my findings highlight a possible serious limitation of this approach.  

Current early-in-life developmental crime prevention strategies may not be the best 

approach to prevent the development of persistent offending, as relatively few childhood risk 

factors predict long criminal careers, and none differentiate persistent from one-time 
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offenders. In other words, it may be difficult, if not impossible, to identify and alleviate early-

in-life risk factors that encourage the development of persistent offending (Laub & Sampson, 

2003). As previously mentioned, I suspect that any offender can become a persistent offender 

through their exposure to later life events that become cyclic and prolong their criminal 

career. If future research confirms my suspicion, then adult developmental crime prevention 

strategies that attempt to dampen the effect of later-in-life risk factors may be needed in order 

to prevent or break the cycle of persistent offending.  

Based on my findings, I suggest three possible paths that policymakers can take in 

response to persistent offending. The first is allocating funding for more comprehensive 

research on childhood risk factors in the hopes that specific, relatively unexplored factors 

uniquely predict persistent offending. For example, despite research in crime and genetics 

being in its infancy, some studies have found a link between genes and persistent offending, 

which was identified by a measure of criminal career duration (Barnes, 2013; Schwartz & 

Beaver, 2015). If such risk factors are regularly found to predict criminal career duration, 

then they would become the bedrock that early-in-life developmental crime prevention 

strategies use to identify prospective persistent offenders.   

The second option is to develop adult developmental crime prevention programs that 

target adults at risk of persistent offending. This approach would first require more research 

verifying the hypothesis that adult factors are most predictive of persistent offending. The 

final option is to concede that preventing persistent offending is too costly and difficult, and 

thus not worth the effort, especially given that other noteworthy offender groups, like chronic 

offenders, can be more easily targeted and prioritised for developmental crime prevention 

programs. Nevertheless, I argue that persistent offenders should still be at the forefront of 

intervention efforts primarily because longer criminal careers increase criminal experience, 

which subsequently increases offence seriousness (Liu, Francis, & Soothill, 2011). Persistent 



 

 216 

offenders are therefore at a higher risk of committing more serious crimes, and thus 

preventing these offences may significantly reduce victim suffering and aggregate victim 

costs. 

7.5 STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF THIS RESEARCH 

The body of research presented in this dissertation addresses two significant gaps in 

the criminological literature. First, there are, to date, no empirical investigations examining 

the ramifications of using inconsistent definitions and operationalisations of persistent 

offending. Second, there have been few discussions regarding the inconsistencies in 

definitions of persistent offending, and fewer still on how to define the phenomenon. I 

attempted to address these gaps by empirically drawing attention to the limitations of using 

inconsistent definitions of persistent offending and proposing how to best define persistence 

based on these findings.  

Each chapter makes a significant contribution to knowledge. For example, chapter 

two highlights the differences between competing explanations of persistent offending and 

the varying definitions upon which they are based. Chapter three illustrates that different 

definitions of persistent offending may be responsible for inconsistent empirical findings in 

the research literature. Chapter four strengthens this possibility by demonstrating that 

different measures of persistence (offence frequency and criminal career duration) are 

associated with different types and numbers of childhood risk factors. Chapter five further 

found that different operationalisations of persistent offending identified qualitatively 

different offenders as persistent. Finally, chapter six argued for a specific definition of 

persistent offending that is grounded in the duration of the criminal career. Until now, an in-

depth discussion of this type has been absent from the literature.  

This dissertation has the additional advantage of using data from the CSDD.  The 

CSDD is the only study of its size to follow males for over 40 years, have nine face-to-face 
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interviews, and include comprehensive and regular measures of offending (Farrington, 

Piquero, & Jennings, 2013). Unlike other studies, the CSDD has a very low attrition rate. 

Indeed, conviction data were available for around 90 percent of the men at 56 years of age. 

Moreover, the study collected comprehensive data from numerous sources, including the 

male subjects and their parents, teachers, peers, and official records. The study also collected 

information on a variety of theoretical constructs, including intelligence, impulsivity, 

antisocial behaviour, socioeconomic status, and parenting styles. Finally, the sample size was 

large enough to analyse persistent offending while maintaining sufficient statistical power. 

Nonetheless, the CSDD has limitations. First, findings from the CSDD may not be 

generalisable to females, non-white ethnic groups, more recently born children, middle or 

upper-class children, or populations not from Western industrialised countries (Farrington, 

Piquero, & Jennings, 2013). Second, the CSDD uses a single cohort design, thereby making it 

difficult to differentiate ageing and period effects.  Finally, although the sample size was 

suitable for analysing persistent offending, it is too small to study rarer events, such as low 

birth weights or sex offending (Piquero, Farrington, Jennings, Diamond, & Craig, 2012). 

Exacerbating this limitation is the infrequency of interviews administered to the men after 

they were 21 years of age.  

A central limitation of this dissertation is that its findings and conclusions are drawn 

from a single study on 411 working class white males from South London who were born in 

the mid 1950’s. Period and cohort effects may impact the generalisability of these findings, 

which, as it stands, must be interpreted within the context of the CSDD. Indeed, it is not 

known if, or to what extent, the findings of this dissertation can be extended to females, non-

Caucasian children, children from rural or suburban areas, or those from an upper socio-

economic class. It is therefore important that the generalisability of these findings be 

established in larger data sets that comprise of different sample demographics. Furthermore, 
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only official convictions were used to measure offending. Although this has the benefit of 

only including those found guilty of an offence, it fails to capture any undetected offending or 

crimes that did not result in a conviction. For example, self-reports of offending generally 

reveal more offenders, longer criminal careers, and more frequent offenders than those found 

using official convictions (Kazemian, LeBlanc, Farrington, & Pease, 2007; Farrington, Ttofi, 

Crago, & Coid, 2014).  

It must also be acknowledged that, due to low cell sizes, some of the odds ratios 

presented in Chapter 4 appeared to have a strong effect, yet were not statistically significant. 

This was most evident when comparing the childhood risk factors associated with persistent 

and one-time offenders. For example, it is possible that, in a larger data set, high 

troublesomeness (OR = 2.35 [95% CI = .80-6.96]), low parental interest in education (OR = 

3.67 [95% CI = .56-23.82]), and poor housing (OR = 0.42 [95% CI = .15-1.17]) may 

differentiate persistent and one-time offenders. However, low cell sizes may have also 

inflated these odds ratios, thereby incorrectly producing a strong effect size (Nemes, 

Jonasson, Genell, & Steineck, 2009). Another limitation is that there was no empirical 

examination of the types of offences that persistent offenders commit, nor was it examined if 

certain offences resulted in lengthier prison sentences, thereby possibly distorting criminal 

career durations. This is an important empirical question that could not be examined in this 

dissertation using the CSDD, as time in custody was very short in relation to criminal career 

duration, and is unlikely to have had a noticeable effect on my findings. Indeed, few 

offenders in the CSDD (26.5%) were ever sent to prison. Of those incarcerated, the average 

time served was 1.4 years, and only three offenders served a lifetime total greater than 3.5 

years (Farrington, Piquero, & Jennings, 2013). 
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7.6 CONCLUDING COMMENTS 

 For too long the concept of persistent offending has been unclear. The conceptual 

ambiguity and inconsistent definitions of this phenomenon pose a significant threat to the 

generalisability of research, accuracy of theory, and effectiveness of crime policy and 

prevention strategies. Ultimately, researchers need to change their methods to improve the 

generalisability of research on persistent offending. Although Hagell and Newburn (1994) 

and Piquero (2009) previously articulated these issues, their concerns largely fell on deaf 

ears. In this dissertation, I have attempted to build from these concerns through empirical 

demonstrations and a proposed definition of persistent offending that can be used consistently 

across suitable longitudinal studies.  

 This dissertation has provided substantial evidence to support the stance of Hagell and 

Newburn (1994) and Piquero (2009), and has proposed a new line of thinking on how 

research on persistent offending should be conducted. Nevertheless, a fundamental limitation 

of proposing a specific definition of persistent offending is that, due to the concept’s 

ambiguity, there is no clear right answer. It may, therefore, be some time before there is 

accord on how to define and identify this phenomenon. Nevertheless, my hope is that, if 

nothing else, the arguments and findings in this dissertation will spur more scholarly 

discussions and help pave the way for the adoption of a consistent, widely agreed definition 

of persistent offending. 

 



 

 220 

REFERENCES 

Agnew, R. (2005). Why do criminals offend? A general theory of crime and delinquency. Los

 Angeles: Roxbury. 

Agnew, R. (2006). Pressured into crime: An overview of general stain theory. Los Angeles: 

 Roxbury. 

Arnold, B. L., & Kay, F. M. (1999). Early transition stages and heterogeneity in criminal 

careers among young offenders. Canadian Review of Sociology/Revue Canadienne de 

 sociologie, 36(2), 157-177 

Austin, J., Clark, J., Hardyman, P., & Henry, A. (2000). Three Strikes and You’re Out: The 

 Implementation and Impart of Strike Laws (Report No. 181297). U.S Department of 

 Justice 

Ayers, C. D., Williams, J. H., Hawkins, J. D., Peterson, P. L., Catalano, R. F., & Abbott, E. 

 D. (1999). Assessing correlates of onset, escalation, de-escalation, and desistance of 

 delinquent behaviour. Journal of Quantitative Criminology, 15(3), 277-306.  

Barnes, J.C. (2013). Analysing the origins of Life-Course-Persistent Offending. Criminal 

 Justice and Behavior, 40 (5), 519-540. doi: 10.1177/0093854812458907 

Baglivio, M. T., Jackowski, K., & Greenwald, M. A. (2014). Serious, Violent, and Chronic 

 Juvenile Offenders: A Statewide Analysis of Prevalence and Prediction of Subsequent 

 Recidivism Using Risk and Protective Factors. Criminology & Public Policy, 13(1), 

 83-116. doi: 10.1111/1745-9133.12064 

Baker, T., Metcalfe, C. F., & Piquero, A. R. (2015). Measuring the Intermittency of Criminal 

 Careers. Crime & Delinquency, 61, 1078-1103. doi: 10.1177/0011128712466382 

Bellair, P. E., McNulty, T. L., & Piquero, A. R. (2016). Verbal Ability and Persistent 

 Offending: A Race-Specific Test of Moffitt’s Theory. Justice Quarterly, 33(3), 455-

 480. doi: 10.1080/07418825.2014.918166 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0093854812458907
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011128712466382


 

 221 

Bergman, L. R., & Andershed, A. (2009). Predictors and Outcomes of Persistent or Age-

 Limited Registered Criminal Behavior: A 30-Year Longitudinal Study of a Swedish 

 Urban Population. Aggressive Behavior, 35(2), 164-178. doi: 10.1002/ab.20298 

Besemer, S., & Farrington, D. P. (2012). Intergenerational transmission of criminal 

 behaviour: Conviction trajectories of fathers and their children. European Journal of 

 Criminology, 9(2), 120-141. doi: 10.1177/1477370811422801 

Block, C. R,, Blokland, A. A. J., Werff, C., Os, R., & Nieuwbeerta, P. (2010) Long-Term 

 Patterns of Offending in Women. Feminist Criminology, 5, 73-107. doi: 

 10.1177/1557085109356520 

Blokland, A. A. J. (2005). Crime over the lifespan: trajectories of criminal behaviour in 

 Dutch offenders. Netherlands Institute for the Study of Crime and Law Enforcement: 

 Leiden University. 

Blokland, A. A. J., Nagin, D., & Nieuwbeerta, P. (2005). Life Span Offending Trajectories of 

a Dutch Conviction Cohort. Criminology, 43, 919-954. doi: 10.1111/j.1745-

9125.2005.00029.x 

Blumstein, A., & Moitra, S. (1980). The Identification of "Career Criminals" From "Chronic 

Offenders" in a Cohort. Law & Policy Quarterly, 2(3), 321-334.  

Blumstein, A., & Graddy, E. (1982). Prevalence and Recidivism in Index Arrests: A 

Feedback Model. Law & Society Review, 16(2), 265-290. 

Blumstein, A., Cohen, J., Roth, J. A., & Visher, C. A. (1986). Criminal Careers and “Career 

 Criminals”. National Academy Press: Washington, D. C. 

Blumstein, A., Cohen, J., & Farrington, D. P. (1988). Criminal Career Research: Its Value for 

 Criminology. Criminology, 26, 1-35. doi: 10.1111/j.1745-9125.1988.tb00829.x 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1477370811422801
https://doi.org/10.1177/1557085109356520


 

 222 

Bottoms, A., Shapland, J., Costello, A., Holmes, D., & Muir, G. (2004). Towards Desistance: 

Theoretical Underpinnings for an Empirical Study. The Howard Journal, 43(4): 368-

389.  

Boutwell, B. B., Barnes, J.C., Deaton, R., & Beaver, K.M. (2013). On the evolutionary 

 origins of life-course persistent offending: A theoretical scaffold for Moffitt’s 

 developmental taxonomy. Journal of Theoretical Biology, 322, 72-80. doi: 

 10.1016/j.jtbi.2013.01.005 

Brennan, P. A., Grekin, E. R., & Mednick, S. A. (1999). Maternal Smoking During 

 Pregnancy and Adult Male Criminal Outcomes. Archives of General Psychiatry, 

 56(3), 215-219. doi: 10.1001/archpsyc.56.3.215 

Britt, C. L. (1996). The Measurement of Specialization and Escalation in the Criminal 

Career: An Alternative Modeling Strategy. Journal of Quantitative Criminology, 12, 

193-222. doi: 10.1007/BF02354415 

Carey, G., Crammond, B. & De Leeuw, E. (2015). Towards health equity: a framework for 

the application of proportionate universalism. International Journal for Equity in 

Health 14(81), DOI 10.1186/s12939-015-0207-6. 

Catalano, R. F., & Hawkins, J. D. (1996). The social development model: a theory of 

 antisocial behavior. In Hawkins, J. D (ed.) Delinquency and Crime: Current Theories 

 (pp.149-197). New York: Cambridge University Press.  

Catalano, R. F., Oxford, M. L., Harachi, T. W., Abbott, R. D., & Haggerty, K. P. (1999). A 

 test of social development model to predict problem behaviour during the elementary

  school period. Criminal Behaviour and Mental Health, 9, 39-56. 

Carrington, P. J., Matarazzo, A. & De Souza, P. (2005). Court Careers of a Canadian Birth 

 Cohort. Ottawa, Ontario: Canadian Centre for Justice Statistics, Statistics Canada. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jtbi.2013.01.005


 

 223 

Clarke, R. V., & Cornish, D. B. (1985). Modeling offenders' decisions: a framework for 

  research and policy. Crime and Justice, 6, 147-185. 

Chen, K. M., & Shapiro, J. M. (2007). Do Harsher Prison Conditions Reduce Recidivism? A 

 Discontinuity-based Approach. American Law and Economics Review, 9(1), 1-29.  

Chung, I., Hill, K. G., Hawkins, J. D., Gilchrist, L. D., & Nagin, D. S. (2002). Childhood 

 Predictors of Offense Trajectories. Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency, 39 

 (1), 60-90. 

Cohen, J. (1986). Research on Criminal Careers: Individual Frequency Rates and Offense 

Seriousness. In Blumstein A, Cohen J, Roth JA and Visher CA (eds.) Criminal 

Careers and "Career Criminals (pp. 292-418). Washington, D. C: National Academy 

Press, 

Copeland, W. E., Angold, A., Shanahan, L., Dreyfuss, J., Dlamini, I., & Costello, E. J. 

(2012). Predicting Persistent Alcohol Problems: A Prospective Analysis from the 

Great Smoky Mountain Study. Psychological Medicine, 42, 1925-1935. doi: 

10.1017/S0033291711002790 

Cullen, F. T., Jonson, C. L., & Nagin, D. S. (2011). Prisons Do Not Reduce Recidivism: The 

 High Cost of Ignoring Science. The Prison Journal, 91(3), 48S-65S. doi: 

 10.1177/0032885511415224 

Danner, T. A., Blount, W. R., Silverman, I. J., & Vega, M. (1995). The Female Chronic 

 Offender: Exploring Life Contingency and Offence History Dimensions for 

 Incarcerated Female Offenders. Women & Criminal Justice, 6 (2), 45-66. doi: 

 10.1300/ J012v06n02_03 

Day, D. M., Nielsen, J. D., Ward, A. K., Sun, Y., Rosenthal, J. S., Duchesne, T., Bevc, I., & 

Rossman, L. (2012). Long-Term Follow-Up of Criminal Activity with Adjudicated 

Youth in Ontario: Identifying Offence Trajectories and Predictos/Correlates of 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0033291711002790


 

 224 

Trajectory Group Membership. Canadian Journal of Criminology and Criminal 

Justice, 54, 377-413. doi: 10.3138/cjccj.2011.E10 

Decker, S. H., & Salert, B. (1986). Predicting the Career Criminal: An Empirical Test of the 

Greenwood Scale. Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, 77, 215-236. 

DeLisi, M. (2001). Extreme Career Criminals. American Journal of Criminal Justice, 25, 

239-252. doi: 10.1007/BF02886848 

DeLisi, M. (2002). Not Just a Boy’s Club: An Empirical Assessment of Female Career 

Criminals. Woman & Criminal Justice, 13, 27-45. doi: 10.1300/J012v13n04_03 

DeLisi, M., & Gatling, J. (2003). Who pays for a life of crime? An empirical assessment of 

 the assorted victimization costs posed by career criminals. Criminal Justice Studies, 

 16(4), 283-293. doi: 10.1080/0888431032000183489 

DeLisi, M. (2006). Zeroing in on early arrest onset: Results from a population of extreme 

career criminals. Journal of Criminal Justice, 34, 17-26. doi: 

10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2005.11.002 

DeLisi, M., & Piquero, A. R. (2011). New frontierrs in criminal careers research, 2000-2011: 

A state-of-the-art review. Journal of Criminal Justice, 39, 289-301. doi: 

10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2011.05.001 

Dodge, K. A., & McCourt, S. N. (2010). Translating models of antisocial behavioural 

 development into efficacious intervention policy to prevent adolescent violence. 

 Developmental psychobiology, 52(3), 277-285. doi: 10.1002/dev.20440 

Doherty, E. E., & Ensminger, M. E. (2014). Do the adult criminal careers of African 

Americans fit the “facts”? Journal of Criminal Justice, 42, 517-526. doi: 

10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2014.09.006 

Domburgh, L. V., Loeber, R., Bezemer, D., Stallings, R., & Stouthamer-Loeber, M. (2009). 

Childhood Predictors of Desistence and level of Persistence in Offending in Early 

http://dx.doi.org/10.3138/cjccj.2011.E10
http://dx.doi.org/10.1300/J012v13n04_03
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0888431032000183489
https://dx.doi.org/10.1016%2Fj.jcrimjus.2014.09.006


 

 225 

Onset Offenders. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 37(7): 967-980. doi: 

10.1007/s10802-009-9329-x 

Dowdeswell, P., & Orme, J. (1995). Criminal Careers of Those Born Between 1953 and 

1973. Home office Statistical Bulletin 14/95. 

Eggleston, E. P., & Laub, J. H. (2002). The onset of adult offending: A neglected dimension 

of the criminal career. Journal of Criminal Justice, 30, 603-622. doi: 10.1016/S0047-

2352(02)00193-9 

Ezell, M. E. (2007). Examining the Overall and Offense-Specific Criminal Career Lengths of 

a Sample of Serious Offenders. Crime & Delinquency, 53, 3-37. doi: 

10.1177/0011128706294437 

Farrell, G., Laycock, G., & Tilley, N. (2015). Debuts and legacies: the crime drop and the 

 role of adolescence-limited and persistent offending. Crime Science, 4(16), 1-10.  

 doi: 10.1186/s40163-015-0028-3 

Farrington, D. P. (1986). Age and Crime. Crime and Justice 7, 189-250. 

Farrington, D. P. (2005). The Integrated Cognitive Antisocial Potential (ICAP) Theory. In 

 D. P. Farrington (Ed) Integrated Developmental & Life-Course Theories of Offending 

 (pp. 2552-2564). New Brunswick, New Jersey; Transaction Publishers.  

Farrington, D. P., Coid, J. W., Harnett, L. M., Jolliffe, D., Soteriou, N., Turner, R. E., & 

West, D. J. (2006). Criminal Careers up to Age 50 and Life Success up to Age 48: 

New Findings from the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development. Home Office 

Research Study, 229. 

Farrington, D. P. (2007). Childhood risk factors and risk-focused prevention. In M. Maguire., 

R. Morgon., & R. Reiner (Eds) The Oxford Handbook of Criminology (4
th
 ed.) (pp. 

602-640). Oxford: Oxford University Press 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0047-2352(02)00193-9
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0047-2352(02)00193-9
https://doi.org/10.1177/0011128706294437


 

 226 

Farrington, D. P., Ttofi, M. M., & Coid, J. W. (2009). Development of adolescence-limited, 

 late-onset, and persistent offenders form age 8 to age 48. Aggressive Behavior, 35(2), 

 150-163. doi: 10.1002/ab.20296 

Farrington, D. P., Piquero, A. R., & Jennings, W. G. (2013). Offending from Childhood to 

Late Middle Age, London: Springer.  

Farrington, D. P., Ttofi, M. M., Crago, R. V., & Coid, J. W. (2014). Prevalence, frequecy, 

onset, desistance and criminal career duration in self-reports compared with official 

records. Criminal Behaviour and Mental Health, 24, 241-253. doi: 10.1002/cbm.1930 

Farrington, D. P. (2017). Childhood Risk and Protective Factors for Early Desisters, Late 

Desisters, and Life-Course Persistent Offenders. In “Desistance Processes, Identity 

and Social Bond”, General Directorate of Rehabilitation and Prison Services, Lisbon, 

Portugal. 

Fergusson, D. M., Horwood, L. J., & Nagin, D. S. (2000). Offending Trajectories in a New 

Zealand Cohort. Criminology, 38 (2), 525-552. 

Francis, B., Harris, D. A., Wallace, S., Knight, R. A., & Soothill, K. (2014). Sexual and 

General Offending Trajectories of Men Referred for Civil Commitment. Sexual 

Abuse: A Journal of Research and Treatment, 26(4), 311-329. 

Gibson, C. L., Piquero, A. R., & Tibetts, S. G. (2000). Assessing the Relationship Between 

Maternal Cigarette Smoking During Pregnancy and Age at First Police Contact. 

Justice Quarterly, 17 (3), 519-542. doi: 10.1080/07418820000094651 

Goldberg, D. P. (1978). Manual of the General Health Questionnaire. Windsor, Berks: 

 NFER. 

Gomez-Smith, Z., & Piquero, A. R. (2005). An examination of adult onset offending. Journal 

of Criminal Justice, 33, 515-525. doi: 10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2005.08.001 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2005.08.001


 

 227 

Gottfredson, M & Hirschi, T. (1990). A General Theory of Crime. Stanford, California: 

 Stanford University Press. 

Greenberg, D. F. (1975). The Incapacitative Effect of Imprisonment: Some Estimates. Law & 

Society Review, 9, 541-580.  

Gunnison, E & McCartan, L. M. (2010). Persistent versus Late Onset among Female  

 Offenders: A Test of State Dependent and Population Heterogeneity Interpretations. 

 Western Criminology Review 11(3), 45-62. 

Haapanen, R., Britton, L., & Croisdale, T. (2007). Persistent Criminality and Career Length. 

 Crime & Delinquency, 53, 133-155. doi: 10.1177/0011128706294443 

Hagell, A. and Newburn, T. 1994. Persistent Young Offenders. London: Policy Studies 

 Institute.  

Hay, C., & Forrest, W. (2009). The Implications of Family Poverty for a Pattern of Persistent 

Offending. In J. Savage (Ed) The Development of Persistent Criminality (pp. 54-70). 

New York; Oxford University Press. 

Harris, P. M. (2011). The First-Time Adult-Onset Offender: Findings From a Community 

 Corrections Cohort. International Journal of Offender Therapy and  Comparative 

 Criminology, 55, 949-981. doi: 10.1177/0306624X10372110 

Hill, M., Walker, M., Moodie, K., Wallace, B., Bannister, J., Khan, F., McIvor, G., & 

Kendrick, A. (2007). More Haste, Less Speed? An Evaluation of Fast Track Policies 

to Tackle Persistent Youth Offending in Scotland. Youth Justice, 7(2), 121-137. 

Hirschi, T., & Gottfredson, M. (1983). Age and the Explanation of Crime. American 

 Journal of Sociology, 89(3), 552-584. 

Hoeve, M., Blokland, A., Dubas, J. S., Loeber, R., Gerris, J.R.M., & van der Laan, P. H. 

(2008). Trajectories of Delinquency and Parenting Styles. Journal of Abnormal Child 

Psychology, 36, 223-235. doi: 10.1007/s10802-007-9172-x 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0011128706294443
https://doi.org/10.1177/0306624X10372110


 

 228 

Jennings, W. G., Rocque, M., Fox, B. H., Piquero, A. R., & Farrington, D. P. (2016). Can 

 they recover? An assessment of adult adjustment problems among males in the 

 abstainer, recovery, life-course persistent, and adolescence-limited pathways followed 

 up to age 56 in the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development. Development and

  Psychopathology, 28, 537-549. 

Johansson, P & Kempf-Leonard, K. (2009). A Gender-Specific Pathway to Serious, Violent, 

 and Chronic Offending? Exploring Howell’s Risk Factors for Serious Delinquency. 

 Crime & Delinquency, 55(2), 216-240.  

Jolliffe, D, Farrington, D. P., & Piquero, A. R. (2016). More Research is Needed on Life-

 Course Persistent Offenders! The DLC Criminologist, 4(2), 15-19. 

Jolliffe, D., Farrington, D. P., Piquero, A. R., MacLeod, J. F., & Van de Weijer, S. (2017a). 

Prevalence of life-course persistent, adolescence-limited, and late-onset offenders in 

prospective longiutidnal studies. Aggressive and Violent Behavior, 33, 4-14. doi: 

10.1016/j.avb.2017.01.002 

Jolliffe, D., Farrington, D. P., Piquero, A. R., Loeber, R., & Hill, K. G. (2017b). Systematic 

review of early risk facotrs for life-course-persistent, adolescence-limited, and late-

onset offenders in prospective longiutidnal studies. Aggression and Violent Behavior, 

33, 15-23. doi: 10.1016/j.avb.2017.01.009 

Jones, P. R., Harris, P. W., Fader, J., & Grubstein, L. (2001). Identifying chronic juvenile 

offenders. Justice Quarterly, 18(3), 479-507. doi: 10.1080/07418820100094991 

Kazemian, L., & Farrington, D. P. (2006). Exploring Residual Career Length and Residual 

Number of Offenses for Two Generations of Repeat Offenders. Journal of Research 

in Crime and Delinquency, 43, 89-113. doi: 10.1177/0022427805280066 

Kazemian, L., LeBlanc, M., Farrington, D. P., & Pease, K. (2007). Patterns of Residual 

Criminal Careers among a Sample of Adjudicated French-Canadian Males. Canadian 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2017.01.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.avb.2017.01.009


 

 229 

Journal of Criminology and Criminal Justice 49, 307-340. doi: 

10.3138/cjccj.49.3.307 

Kempf-Leonard, K., Tracy, P. E., & Howell, J. C. (2001). Serious, Violent, and Chronic 

Juvenile Offenders: The Relationship of Deliqneuncy Career Types to Adult 

Criminality. Justice Quarterly, 18, 449-478. doi: 10.1080/07418820100094981 

Kim, J., Bushway, S., & Tsao, H. (2016). Identifying Classes of Explanations for Crime 

 Drop: Period and Cohort Effects for New York State. Journal of Quantitative 

 Criminology, 32(3), 357-375. doi: 10.1007/s10940-015-9274-5 

Kratzer, L., & Hodgins, S. (1999). A typology of offenders: a test of Moffitt’s theory among 

males and females from childhood to age to 30. Criminal Behaviour and Mental 

Health, 9(1), 57-73. doi: 10.1002/cbm.291 

Kosterman, R., Graham, J. W., Hawkins, J. D., Catalano, R. F., & Herrenkohl, T. I. (2001). 

Childhood Risk Factors for Persistence of Violence in the Transition to Adulthood: A 

Social Development Perspective. Violence and Victims, 16(4), 355-369. 

Lahey, B. B & Waldman, I. D. (2005). A Developmental Model of the Propensity to Offend 

 during Childhood and Adolescence. In: DP Farrington (ed)  Integrated Developmental 

 and Life-Course Theories of Offending. New Brunswick, New Jersey; Transaction, 

 pp. 15-50 

Laub, J. H., & Sampson, R. J. (2003). Shared Beginnings, Divergent Lives: Delinquent Boys 

to Age 70. Harvard Univeristy Press. 

Le Blanc, M. (2005). An Integrative Personal Control Theory of Deviant Behavior: Answers 

to Contemproary Empirical and Theoretical Developmental Criminology Issues, In 

DP Farrington (ed) Integrated Developmental and Life-Course Theories of Offending. 

New Brunswick, New Jersey; Transaction, pp. 125-163. 

Lobley, D., Smith, D., & Haines, K. (2012). Persistent Young Offenders. Ashgate.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.3138/cjccj.49.3.307
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/07418820100094981


 

 230 

Loeber, R., Green, S. M., Lahey, B. B., & Stouthamer-Loeber, M. (1991). Differences and 

Similarities Between Children, Mothers, and Teachers as Informants on Disruptive 

Child Behaviour. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 19, 75-95. doi: 

10.1007/BF00910566 

Loeber, R., & Farrington, D. P. (2012). From Juvenile Delinquency to Adult Crime: Criminal 

 Careers, Justice Policy, and Prevention. New York: Oxford University Press 

Loeber, R., Keenan, K., & Zhang, Q. (1997). Boy’s Experimentation and Persistence in 

 Developmental Pathways Toward Serious Delinquency. Journal of Child and Family

 Studies, 6(3), 321-357. 

Loeber, R., Slot, N. W., Stouthamer-Loeber, M. (2008). A Cumulative Developmental Model

  of Risk and Protective Factors. In R. Loeber, N. W. Slot, P. van der Laan., & Zhoeve, 

 M (eds.) Tomorrow’s Criminals (pp. 133-161). Aldershot; Ashgate Publishing. 

Liu, J., Francis, B., & Soothill, K. (2011). A longitudinal study of escalation in crime 

seriousness. Journal of Quantitative Criminology, 27(2), 175-196. 

Lussier, P., & Blokland, A. (2014). The adolescence-adulthood transition and Robin’s 

continuity paradox: Criminal career patterns of juvenile and adult sex offenders in a 

prospective longitudinal birth cohort study. Journal of Criminal Justice, 42, 153-163. 

doi: 10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2013.07.004 

Males, M., & Macallair, D. (1999). Striking out: The failure of California’s three strikes and 

you’re out law. Stanford Law & Policy Review, 11(1), 65-74. 

Manning, M., Homel, R., & Smith, C. (2010). A meta-analyses of the effects of early 

developmental prevention programs in at-risk populations on non-health outcomes in 

adolescence. Children and Youth Services Review, 32(4), 506-519. 

Maruna, S. (2001). Making Good: How Ex-Offenders Reform and Reclaim Their Lives 

 Washington, D.C: American Psychological Association Books. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2013.07.004


 

 231 

Matthews, B., & Minton, J. (2017). Rethinking one of criminology’s ‘brute facts’: The 

 age-crime curve and the crime drop in Scotland. European Journal of Criminology. 

 doi: 10.1177/1477370817731706 

Mazerolle, P., Brame, R., Paternoster, R., Piquero, A., & Dean, C. (2000). Onset Age, 

Persistence, and Offending Versatility: Comparisons Across Gender. Criminology, 38, 

1143-1172. doi: 10.1111/j.1745-9125.2000.tb01417.x 

McGee, T. R., & Farrington, D. P. (2010). Are There any True Adult-Onset Offenders? 

British Journal of Criminology, 50, 530-549. doi: 10.1093/bjc/azq008 

McGiboney, G. W., & Carter, C. (1993). Measuring Persistence and Personality 

Characteristics of Adolescents. Psychological Reports, 72, 128-130. doi: 

10.2466/pr0.1993.72.1.128 

McGloin, J.M., Pratt, T. C., & Piquero, A. R. (2006). A Life-Course Analysis of the 

Criminogenic Effects of Maternal Cigarette Smoking During Pregnancy: A research 

note on the mediating impact of neuropsychological deficit. Journal of Research in 

Crime and Delinquency, 43(4), 412-426. doi: 10.1177/0022427806292340 

McGloin, J. M., & Stickle, P. (2011). Influence or convenience? Disentangling peer influence 

and co-offending for chronic offenders. Journal of Research in Crime and 

Delinquency, 48(3), 419-447. doi: 10.1177/0022427810393019 

McMackin, R. A., Tansi, R. & LaFratta, J. (2004). Recidivism Among Juvenile Offenders 

over Periods Ranging from One to Twenty Years Following Residential Treatment. 

Journal of Offender Rehabilitation, 38(3), 1-15. 

Moffitt, T. E. (1993). Adolescence-limited and life-course-persistent antisocial behavior: a 

developmental taxonomy. Psychological Review, 100(4), 674-701. doi: 10.1037/0033-

295X.100.4.674 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1477370817731706
https://doi.org/10.1093/bjc/azq008
https://doi.org/10.2466/pr0.1993.72.1.128
https://doi-org.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/10.1177/0022427806292340
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177%2F0022427810393019
http://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0033-295X.100.4.674
http://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0033-295X.100.4.674


 

 232 

Moffitt, T. E. (2006). Life-Course-Persistent Versus Adolescence-Limited Antisocial 

Behavior. In D. Cicchetti and D. Cohen (eds.) Developmental Psychotherapy (2
nd

 Ed), 

(pp. 570-598). New York; Wiley. 

Moffitt, T. E., Caspi, A., Harrington, H., & Milne, B. J. (2002). Males on the Life-Course-

Persistent and Adolescence-Limited Antisocial Pathways: Follow-Up at Age 26 

Years. Development and Psychopathology, 14, 179-207. doi: 

10.1017/S0954579402001104 

Mullis, R. L., Mullis, A. K., Kershaw, M. A., Beckerman, A., & Perkins, D. (2005). Young 

 Chronic Offenders: A Case Study of Contextual and Intervention Characteristics. 

 Youth Violence and Juvenile Justice, 2(3), 133-150.  

Nagin, D. S., & Land, K. C. (1993). Age, Criminal Careers, and Population Heterogeneity: 

Specification and Estimation of a Nonparametric, Mixed Poisson Model. 

Criminology, 31(3), 327-362. 

Nagin, D. S., Farrington, D. P., & Moffitt, T. E. (1995). Life-course trajectories of different 

types of offenders. Criminology, 33(1), 111-139. 

Nagin, D. S & Odgers, C. L. (2010). Group-Based Trajectory Modeling (Nearly) Two 

 Decades Later. Journal of Quantitative Criminology, 26(4), 445-453. 

Nemes, S., Jonasson, J. M., Genell, A., & Steineck, G. (2009). Bias in odds ratios by logistic 

 regression modelling and sample size. BMC Medical Research Methodology, 9 (56). 

 doi: 10.1186/1471-2288-9-56 

Nilsson, A. and Estrada, F. (2009). Criminality and Life-Chances: A Longitudinal Study of 

Crime, Childhood Circumstances and Living Conditions up to age 48. Stockholm 

University: Department of Criminology, Report Series 2009, 3. 

http://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1017/S0954579402001104
https://dx.doi.org/10.1186%2F1471-2288-9-56


 

 233 

Patterson, G. R., Forgatchi, M. S., Yoerger, K. L., & Stoolmiller, M. (1998). Variables that 

 Initiate and Maintain an Early-Onset Trajectory for Juvenile Offending. Development 

 and Psychopathology, 10(3), 531-547. 

Petkovsek, M. A., Boutwell, B. B., Barnes, J. C., & Beaver, K. M. (2016). Moffitt’s 

 Developmental Taxonomy and Gang Membership: An Alternative Test of the Snare 

 Hypothesis. Youth Violence and Juvenile Justice, 14(4), 335-349. 

Piquero, A. R. (2000). Assessing the relationships between gender, chronicity, seriousness, 

 and offense skewness in criminal offending. Journal of Criminal Justice, 28(2), 

 103-115. 

Piquero, A. (2001). Testing Moffitt’s neuropsychological variation hypothesis for the 

prediction of life-course persistent offending. Psychology, Crime & Law, 7(1-4), 193-

215. doi: 10.1080/10683160108401794 

Piquero, A. R., Gibson, C. L., Tibbetts, S. G., Turner, M. G., & Katz, S. H. (2002). Maternal 

Cigarette Smoking During Pregnancy and Life-Course-Persistent Offending. 

International Journal of Offender Therapy and Comparative Criminology, 46(2), 231-

248. doi: 10.1177/0306624X02462008 

Piquero, A. R., & Lawton, B. (2002). Individual Risk for Crime is Exacerbated in Poor 

 Familial and Neighborhood Contexts: The Contribution of Low Birth Weight, Family 

 Adversity, and Neighborhood Disadvantage to life Course-Persistent Offending.

 Advances in Life Course Research, 7, 263-295. doi: 10.1016/S1040-2608(02)80037-5 

Piquero, A. R., Farrington, D. P., & Blumstein, A. (2003). The Criminal Career Paradigm. 

Crime and Justice, 30, 359-506. 

Piquero, A. R., & White, N. A. (2003). On the relationship between cognitive abilities and 

life-course persistent offending among a sample of African Americans: A longitudinal 

http://dx.doi.org.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/10.1080/10683160108401794
https://doi-org.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/10.1177/0306624X02462008
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016%2FS1040-2608(02)80037-5


 

 234 

test of Moffitt’s hypothesis. Journal of Criminal Justice, 31(5), 399-409. doi: 

10.1016/S0047-2352(03)00046-1 

Piquero, A. R., Brame, R., & Lynam, D. (2004). Studying Criminal Career Length Through 

Early Adulthood Among Serious Offenders. Crime & Delinquency, 50, 412-435. doi: 

10.1177/0011128703260333 

Piquero, A. R., & Moffitt, T. E. (2005). Explaining the Facts of Crime: How the 

Developmental Taxonomy Replies to Farrington's Invitation. In Farrington DP (ed.) 

Integrated Developmental & Life-Course Theories of Offending (pp. 51-72). New 

Brunswick, USA: Transaction Publishers. 

Piquero, A. R., Brame, R., Fagan, J., & Moffitt, T. E. (2006). Assessing the Offending 

Activity of Criminal Domestic Violence Suspects: Offense Specialization, Escalation, 

and De-Escalation Evidence from the Spouse Assault Replication Program. Public 

Health Reports, 121, 409-418. doi: 10.1177/003335490612100409 

Piquero, A. R., Daigle, L. E., Gibson, C., Piquero, N. L., & Tibbetts, S. G. (2007). Research 

Note: Are Life-Course-Persistent Offenders At Risk for Adverse Health Outcomes? 

Journal of Research in Crime and Delinquency, 44 (2), 185-207. doi: 

10.1177/0022427806297739 

Piquero, A. R., Farrington, D.P., & Blumstein, A. (2007). Key Issues in Criminal Career 

Research: New Analysis of the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development. New 

York, N. Y: Cambridge University Press. 

Piquero, A. R. (2009). Methodological Issues in the Study of Persistence in Offending. In J. 

Savage (Ed) The Development of Persistent Criminality (pp. 271-287). New York; 

Oxford University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0047-2352(03)00046-1
https://doi.org/10.1177/003335490612100409
https://doi-org.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/10.1177/0022427806297739


 

 235 

Piquero, A. R, Sullivan, C. J., & Farrington, D. P. (2010). Assessing Differences Between 

Short-Term, High-Rate Offenders and Long-Term, Low-Rate Offenders. Criminal 

Justice and Behavior, 37(12), 1309-1329. 

Piquero, A. R., Farrington, D. P., Fontaine, N. M. G., Vincent, G., Coid, G., & Ullrich, S. 

(2012). Childhood risk, offending trajectories, and psychopathy at age 48 years in the 

Cambridge Study in Delinquency Development. Psychology, Public Policy, and Law, 

18 (4), 577-598. doi: 10.1037/a0027061 

Prime, J., White, S., Liriano, S., & Patel, K. (2001). Criminal Careers of those Born Between 

1953 and 1978. Great Britain, Home Office, Research, Development and Statistics 

Directorate. 

Pulkkinen, L., Lyyra, A., & Kokko, K. (2009). Life Success of Males on Nonoffender, 

Adolescence-Limited, Persistent, and Adult-Onset Antisocial Pathways: Follow-up 

from Age 8 to 42. Aggressive Behavior, 35(2), 117-135. doi: 10.1002/ab.20297 

Radzinowicz, L. (1939). The Persistent Offender. The Cambridge Law Journal, 7(1), 68-79. 

Remschmidt, H., & Walter, R. (2010a). What becomes of delinquent children?: results of the 

Marburg child delinquency study. Deutsches Ärzteblatt International, 107(27), 477. 

Remschmidt, H., & Walter, R. (2010b). The long-term outcome of delinquent children: a  

 30-year follow-up study. Journal of Neural Transmission, 117(5), 663-677. 

Roberts, B. W., & DelVecchio, W. F. (2000). The Rank-Order Consistency of Personality 

Traits from Childhood to Old Age: A Quantitative Review of Longitudinal Studies. 

Psychological Bulletin, 126(1), 3-25. doi: 10.1037/0033-2909.126.1.3. 

Roeder, K., Lynch, K., & Nagin, D. S. (1999). Modeling uncertainty in laten class 

membership: A case study in criminology. Journal of the American Statistical 

Association, 94, 766-776. doi: 10.2307/2669989 

http://doi.apa.org/doi/10.1037/0033-2909.126.1.3


 

 236 

Sampson, R. J., & Laub, J. H. (1993). Crime in the Making: Pathways and Turning Points 

 Through Life, Cambridge, Massachusetts; Harvard University Press.  

Sampson, R. J., & Laub, J. H. (2003). Life-Course Desisters? Trajectories of Crime Among 

Delinquent Boys Followed to Age 70. Criminology, 41(3), 301-340. doi: 

10.1111/j.1745-9125.2003.tb00997.x 

Sampson, R. J., & Laub, J. H. (2005). A general age-graded theory of crime: Lessons learned

 and the future of life-course criminology. In D. P Farrington (Ed) Integrated 

 Developmental & Life-Course Theories of Offending (pp. 165-182). New Brunswick, 

 New Jersey; Transaction Publishers.  

Schindler, H. S., Yoshikawa, H. (2012). Preventing crime through intervention in the 

 preschool years. In B. C. Welsh (Ed) The Oxford Handbook of Crime Prevention  

 (pp.71-88), Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Schumacher, M., & Kurz, G. A. (2000). The 8% Solution: Preventing Serious Repeat 

 Juvenile Crime. Sage Publications: Thousand Oaks, CA. 

Schwartz, J. A., & Beaver, K. M. (2015). A Partial Test of Moffitt’s Developmental 

 Taxonomy: Examining the Role of Genetic Risk. Justice Quarterly, 32(5), 768-791. 

 doi: 10.1080/07418825.2013.805798 

Schweinhart, L. J. (2013). Long-term follow-up of a preschool experiment. Journal of 

 Experimental Criminology, 9(4), 389-409. doi: 10.1007/s11292-013-9190-3 

Sigler, R., & Culliver, C. (1990). Effectiveness of the habitual offender act: An assessment of 

 criminal histories. American Journal of Criminal Justice, 15(1), 105-121. 

Spelman, W. (1994). Criminal Incapacitation. New York: Plenum. 

Stattin, H., & Magnusson, D. (1991). Stability and Change in Criminal Behaviour up to Age 

 30. The British Journal of Criminology, 31(4), 327-346. 



 

 237 

Stattin, H., Kerr, M., & Bergman, L. R. (2010). On the utility of Moffitt’s typology 

 trajectories in long-term perspective. European Journal of Criminology, 7(6), 521-

 545. doi: 10.1177/1477370810376573 

Stouthamer-Loeber, M., Loeber, R., Wei, E., Farrington, D. P., & Wikström, P.O.H. (2002). 

 Risk and promotive effects in the explanation of persistent serious delinquency in 

 boys.  Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 70(1), 111-123.  

Stouthamer-Loeber, M., Wei, E., Loeber, R., & Masten, A. S. (2004). Desistance from 

 persistent serious delinquency in the transition to adulthood. Development and 

 Psychopathology, 16(4), 897-918. doi: 10.1017/S0954579404040064 

Street Crime Working Group. (2005). Beyond the Revolving Door: A new Response to 

 Chronic Offenders. Report of the Street Crime Working Group of the B.C. Justice 

 Review Task Force: Victoria, B.C 

Szklo, M. (1998). Population-based Cohort Studies. Epidemiologic Reveiws, 20(1), 81-90. 

Tarling, R. (1993). Analyzing Offending: Data, Models and Interpretations. London: Her 

Majesty’s Stationery Office. 

Thornberry, T. P. (1987). Toward an interactional theory of delinquency. Criminology, 25(4), 

863-892. 

Thornberry, T. P., Lizotte, A. J., Krohn, M. D., Farnworth, M., & Jang, S. J. (1994).  

 Delinquent Peers, Beliefs, and Delinquent Behaviour: A Longitudinal test of  

 Interactional Theory, Criminology, 32 (1), 47-83. 

Thornberry, T. P., Krohn, M. D., Lizotte, A. J., Smith, C. A., & Tobin, K. (2003). Gangs and 

 Delinquency in Developmental Perspective. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Thornberry, T. P. (2005). Explaining multiple patterns of offending across the life course and 

across generations. The Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social 

Science, 602(1), 156-195. doi: 10.1177/0002716205280641 

https://doi-org.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/10.1017/S0954579404040064
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177%2F0002716205280641


 

 238 

Tibbetts, S. G., & Piquero, A. R. (1999). The Influence of Gender, Low Birth Weight, and 

Disadvantaged Environment in Predicting Early Onset of Offending: A Test of 

Moffitt’s Interactional Hypothesis. Criminology, 37(4), 843-878.  

Turner, M. G., Hartman, J. L., & Bishop, D. M. (2007). The Effects of Prenatal Problems, 

Family Functioning, and Neighborhood Disadvantage in Predicting Life-Course-

Persistent Offending. Criminal Justice and Behavior, 34(10), 1241-1261. doi: 

10.1177/0093854807304829 

van Domburgh, L., Loeber, R., Bezemer, D., Stallings, R., & Stouthamer-Loeber, M. (2009). 

Childhood Predictors of Desistance and Level of Persistence in Offending in Early 

Onset Offenders. Journal of Abnormal Child Psychology, 37, 967-980. doi: 

10.1007/s10802-009-9329-x 

Ward, A. K., Day, D. M., Bevc, I., Sun, Y., Rosenthal, J. S., & Duchesne, T. (2010). Criminal 

Trajectories and Risk Factors in a Canadian Sample of Offenders. Criminal Justice 

and Behavior, 37, 1278-1300. doi: 10.1177/0093854810379702 

Warren, M. Q., & Rosenbaum, J. L. (1987). Criminal Careers of Female Offenders. Criminal 

Justice and Behavior, 13, 393-418. doi: 10.1177/0093854886013004003 

Werner, E. E & Smith, R. S. (1992). Overcoming the Odds: High Risk Children from Birth to 

 Adulthood. New York: Cornell University Press 

Wiesner, M., & Capaldi, D. M. (2003). Relations of Childhood and Adolescent Factors to 

Offending Trajectories of Young Men. Journal of Research in Crime and 

Delinquency, 40(3), 231-262. doi: 10.1177/0022427803253802 

Wiesner, M., Kim, H. K., & Capaldi, D. M. (2005). Developmental trajectories of offending: 

Validation and prediction to young adult alcohol use, drug use, and depressive 

symptoms. Development and Psychopathology, 17(1), 251-270. doi: 

10.1017/S0954579405050133 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0093854807304829
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093854810379702
https://doi.org/10.1177/0093854886013004003
https://doi-org.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/10.1177/0022427803253802
https://doi-org.libraryproxy.griffith.edu.au/10.1017/S0954579405050133


 

 239 

Wiesner, M., Capaldi, D. M., & Ki, H. K. (2011). Early Adult Outcomes of Male Arrest 

Trajectories: Propensity versus Causation Effects. Western Criminology Review, 

12(3), 75-89. 

Wiesner, M., Capaldi, D. M., Kim, H. K. (2012). General versus Specific Predictors of Male 

Arrest Trajectories: A Test of the Moffitt and Patterson Theories. Journal of Youth 

and Adolescence, 41(2), 217-228. doi: 10.1007/s10964-011-9683-1 

Wikström, P.O. H (2005). The Social Origins of Pathways in Crime: Towards a  

 developmental Ecological Action Theory of Crime Involvement and its Change, in D. 

 P. Farrington (Ed) Integrated Developmental & Life-Course Theories of Offending 

 (pp. 211-245). New Brunswick, New Jersey; Transaction Publishers. 

Wikström, P. H., & Treiber, K. (2009). What Drives Persistent Offending? The Neglected 

and Unexplored Role of the Social Environment. In Savage J (ed.) The Development 

of Persistent Criminality (pp. 389-420). New York: Oxford, University Press. 

Wikström, P.O., Mann, R. & Hardie, B. (2018). Young people’s differential vulnerability to 

criminogenic exposure: Bridging the gap between people- and place-oriented 

approaches in the study of crime causation. European Journal of Criminology 15: 10-

31. 

White, H. R., Bates, M. E., & Buyske, S. (2001). Adolescence-Limited Versus Persistent 

Delinquency: Extending Moffitt’s Hypothesis into Adulthood. Journal of Abnormal 

Psychology, 110 (4), 600-609. 

Whitten, T., McGee, T. R., & Homel, R. (2017). Defining and Measuring Persistent 

 Offending. Manuscript under review. 

Whitten, T., McGee, T. R., Homel, R., Farrington, D. P., & Ttofi, M. (2017). Disentangling 

 Operationalisations of Persistent Offending, Journal of Criminal Justice, 52, 22-33. 

Whitten, T., McGee, T. R., Homel, R., Farrington, D. P., & Ttofi, M. (2018).  

https://dx.doi.org/10.1007%2Fs10964-011-9683-1


 

 240 

 Comparing the Criminal Careers and Childhood Risk Factors of Persistent, Chronic, 

 and Persistent- Chronic offenders. Australian & New Zealand Journal of Criminology 

 (online first). doi: 10.1177/0004865818781203 

Whitten, T., Vecchio, N., Radford, K., & Fitzgerald, J. A. (2017). Intergenerational Care as a 

 Viable Intervention Strategy for Children at Risk of Delinquency, Australian Journal 

 of Social Issues, 52(1), 48-62. doi: 10.1002/ajs4.6 

Wolfgang, M. E., Figlio, R., & Sellin, T. (1972). Delinquency in a Birth Cohort. Chicago: 

 University of Chicago Press.  

Zara, G., & Farrington, D. P. (2016). Criminal Recidivism: Explanation, Prediction and 

Prevention. Abingodn, Oxon: Routledge. 



 

 241 

APPENDIX 

Table 17. Childhood and adolescent risk factors associated with persistent offending in developmental and life course criminology theory. 
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Attention problems - - X - X - - X 

Callous/unemotional behaviour - - - - X - - - 

Counter control - - X - X - - - 

Delayed development X - - - X - - - 

Difficult temperament X - X X X - - X 

Early conduct problems X X X - - - - X 

Early onset of puberty X - - - X - - - 

Ethnicity - - - - - - - X 

Head injuries X - - - - - - - 

High daring - X - - X - - - 

Hyperactivity X X - - - - X X 

Impulsivity X X X - X - - X 

Irritability - - - - - - - X 

Language problems - X - - X - - - 
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Learning difficulties X - - - - - - - 

Low anxiety - X X - - - - - 

Low aspirations - - - - - - X - 

Low hear rate X X - - - - - - 

Low intelligence X X X  X    

Low self-control - - - X - - X - 

Negative life events - - - - X - - - 

Neuropsychological deficits X - X - - - - - 

Perinatal problems - - - - X - - - 

Poor executive functioning - X - X X - - - 

Poor future planning - - - - X - - - 

Poor morals    X    X 

Poor social skills - - - - X - - - 

Positive attitude to delinquency - - - - X - X X 

Pregnancy/birth complications X - - - X - - - 

Psychiatric disorder X - - - - - - X 

Troublesomeness - X - - - - - - 

Weak attachments to informal social controls - - - X - X X X 

Withdrawn behaviour - - - - X - - - 

Delinquent peers - X X X X - X X 

High delinquency school - X - X X - - - 

Little support from teachers - - - - - - X - 

Low school motivation - - - - X - X - 

Peer victimisation - - - - X - X - 
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Peer substance use - - - - X - - X 

Poor school performance X X X - X X X - 

Poor peer relations X X X - X - - - 

Poor teacher relations X - X - - - X - 

Disadvantaged neighbourhood - - X X X - - - 

Large family size - X - X X X X - 

High neighbourhood crime - - - X X - - - 

Neighbourhood gangs - - - - X - - - 

Poor housing X X - - - - - - 

Poor prenatal nutrition X - - - - - - - 

Prenatal exposure to toxins X - - - X - - - 

Structural adversity X X - - X X - X 

Residential instability - - - - - X - - 

Unsupervised time with peers - - - X - - X - 

Cold and rejecting parents X - X X X X - X 

Criminal parents - X - X X X X X 

Delinquent siblings - - - X X - X X 

Disrupted families - X - - - - - - 

Harsh and erratic parental discipline X X X X X X X - 

Inconsistent discipline - - X X X - X - 

Little/no praise by parents - - - - - - - X 

Low family income - X - - - - - - 

Low parental interest in school - X - - - - - - 

Low parental intelligence X - - - - - - - 
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Low parental involvement - - X X - - X - 

Low social class - X - - - - - - 

Parent/partner conflict - - - - X - X X 

Parental psychopathology X - - - X - - - 

Parental stress - - X - X - - - 

Parental substance abuse X - - - X - - X 

Parental unemployment - - - - X - - - 

Poor child rearing X X X X - X - - 

Poor parental education - - - - X - - - 

Poor parental supervision - X X X X X X - 

Single parent - - - - X - - - 

Young mother - - - - X - - - 

Welfare dependence - X - - - - X - 
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Table 18. Details of published research included in literature review. 

AUTHOR(S)  

OPERATIONALISATION 

/ DEFINITIONAL 

GROUP 

CHILDHOOD AND ADOLESCENT RISK FACTORS OF 

PERSISTENT OFFENDING STUDY 

LENGTH 
DATA SET 

ASSOCIATION NO ASSOCIATION 

Nagin & Land 

(1993) 

Group Based Trajectory 

Model based on official 

convictions / High and 

Low-rate trajectory 

High rate: Antisocial 

behaviour (daring disposition, 

troublesome), parental risk 

factors (criminal parents), 

child abuse (physical 

neglect), school problems 

(truant).   

 

Low rate: Poor cognitive 

functioning (low IQ), 

antisocial behaviour (daring 

disposition), parental risk 

factors (criminal parents), low 

socioeconomic status (poor 

housing), child abuse 

(physical neglect). 

High rate: Poor cognitive 

functioning (low IQ), 

dysfunctional parenting 

(poor child rearing, low 

parental interest in education, 

poor supervision), 

criminogenic environment 
(delinquent siblings), 
abnormal behaviour (lacks 

concentration), antisocial 

behaviour (conduct disorder, 

disobedient, lies, hostile to 

police), school problems (low 

peer popularity, low school 

performance), low 

socioeconomic status (poor 

housing). 

 

Low rate: Dysfunctional 

parenting (poor child rearing, 

low parental interest in 

education, poor supervision), 

criminogenic environment 
(delinquent siblings), 

abnormal behaviour (lacks 

concentration), antisocial 

behaviour (conduct disorder, 

disobedient, lies, hostile to 

police), school problems (low 

peer popularity, low school 
performance). 

Age 10-32 

years 

CAMBRIDGE STUDY IN 

DELINQUENT 

DEVELOPMENT 

411 males from South London 

first contacted at 8-9 years of age. 

The sample includes boys who 

were on the register of one of six 

state schools within a one-mile 
radius of the research office. 

Interview data up to age 48 and 

conviction data up to age 56 is 

currently available. 
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Nagin, Farrington, 

& Moffitt (1995) 

Group Based Trajectory 

Model based on official 

convictions / High and 

Low-rate trajectory 

Both groups: poor schooling 

(low junior school attainment, 

low secondary school 

tracking), low socioeconomic 

status (low family income), 

dysfunctional parenting 

(harsh or erratic parental 

discipline, poor child 

upbringing), parental risk 

factors (marital disharmony), 

poor cognitive functioning 
(low verbal and nonverbal 

IQ), behavioural 

abnormalities (lacks 

concentration, restlessness), 

antisocial behaviour (daring), 

criminogenic environment 

(delinquent older sibling 

(High-rate only) 

Antisocial behaviour 

(impulsivity), child 

abuse/neglect (physical 

neglect), low socioeconomic 

status (poor housing, crowded 

house)  

Age 10-32 

years 

Farrington, Ttofi, 

& Coid (2009) 

Official conviction before 

and at or after 21 years of 

age / Offend before and 

during adulthood 

Childhood: Low 

socioeconomic status (low 

social class, poor housing, low 

family income), parental risk 

factors (convicted parent, 
young mother, parental 

conflict), family risk factors 

(disrupted family, large family 

size), dysfunctional 

parenting (harsh discipline, 

poor supervision, low interest 

in education), criminogenic 

environment (delinquent 

sibling, delinquent friends, 

delinquent school), poor 

cognitive functioning (low 
verbal IQ, low nonverbal IQ), 

behavioural abnormalities 
(hyperactive, impulsive), 

Childhood: Poor mental 

health (nervous-withdrawn, 

neuroticism). 

Age 8-48 years 
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antisocial behaviour (daring, 

troublesome, dishonest, 

difficult to discipline), poor 

schooling (low school 

attainment, low popularity). 

 

Adolescent: Low 

socioeconomic status (low 

family income, father 

unemployed), Family risk 

factors (father not involves, 
large family size), Parental 

risk factors (parental 

conflict), poor cognitive 

functioning (low verbal IQ, 

low nonverbal IQ), 

behavioural abnormalities 

(hyperactive), poor schooling 

(early school leaving, frequent 

truant), Criminogenic 

environment (delinquent 

friends), antisocial behaviour 

(bully, aggressive, liar, hostile 

to police, high delinquency, 

high violence, smoker).  

Besemer & 

Farrington (2012) 

Group Based Trajectory 

based on official convictions 

/ High and Low-rate 

trajectory 

Parental risk factors 

(criminal father) 

 Age 12-40 

years 

Piquero et al., 

(2012) 

Group Based Trajectory 

Model based on official 

convictions / High and 

Low-rate trajectory 

Psychopathic features 

(scores on the PCL-R) 

 Age 10-48 

years 

Jolliffe, Farrington, 

Piquero, Loeber, & 

Hill (2017b) 

(1) First conviction up to age 

20 and then again at age 30 

or more / Offend before 

and during adulthood 
(2) First conviction up to age 

(1) Poor cognitive 

functioning (low IQ), low 

socioeconomic status (large 

family size, low family 

income, low socioeconomic 

(1) Abnormal behaviour 

(impulsivity), poor mental 

health (high nervousness), 

low socioeconomic status 
(poor housing).  

Age 10-56 

years 
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16 and then again at age 40 

or more / Offend across 

multiple life stages 

status), criminogenic 

environment (delinquent 

school), abnormal 

behaviours (hyperactivity), 

poor schooling (low school 

attainment) family risk 

factors (disrupted family), 

antisocial behaviour (daring), 

parental factors (parental 

disharmony, convicted parent, 

young mother), dysfunctional 

parenting (poor supervision). 

 

(2) Poor schooling (low 

school attainment), abnormal 

behaviours (impulsivity), 

antisocial behaviour (daring), 

family risk factors (disrupted 

family), parental risk factors 

(parental harmony, convicted 

parent), low socioeconomic 

status (low family income, 
poor housing), criminogenic 

environment (delinquent 

school).  

 

(2) Poor cognitive 

functioning (low IQ), 

abnormal behaviour 
(hyperactivity), poor mental 

health (nervousness), 

parental risk factors (young 

mother), low socioeconomic 

status (large family size, low 

socioeconomic status).  

 

Tibbetts & Piquero 

(1999) 

First offence at 13 years or 

younger / Early onset 

Birth risk (low birth weight), 

low SOCIOECONOMIC 

STATUS (low socioeconomic 

status), family risk (weak 

family structure) 

 Birth -18 years NATIONAL 

COLLABORATIVE 

PERINATAL PROJECT 

Surveys administered to 50,000 

and 60,000 pregnant women at 

1959 and 1965 across several 

universities in the United States. 

In the Baltimore site, 2694 of the 

children born were eligible, and 

1758 completed the initial 
interviews. Subjects followed up 

to age 36-39. 

Gibson, Piquero, & 

Tibetts (2000) 

First police contact at 14 

years or younger / Early 

onset 

Prenatal risk (maternal 

smoking), low socioeconomic 

status (Low socioeconomic 

status), birth risk (low birth 

weight). 

Parental risk (maternal 

education, young mother), 

poor cognitive functioning 

(low IQ), family risk (weak 

family structure). 

Birth -18 years 

Piquero (2001) (1) Reported offence before 

age 14 / Early onset 

(2) Involved in non-violent 

(1) Birth risk (low birth 

weight), low 

SOCIOECONOMIC 

(1) Family risk (weak family 

structure), poor cognitive 

functioning 

Birth -18 years 
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and violent offending / 

Frequent offending 

(3) Summary seriousness 

score / Frequent offending 

(4) 5+ reported offences by 

17 years / Frequent 

offending 

STATUS (low socioeconomic 

status), biosocial interaction. 

(2) Poor cognitive 

functioning 

(neuropsychological deficits). 

(3) Poor cognitive 

functioning 

(neuropsychological deficits). 

(4) Poor cognitive 

functioning 

(neuropsychological deficits). 

(neuropsychological deficits). 

(2) Birth risk (low birth 

weight), family risk (weak 

family structure), low 

socioeconomic status (low 

socioeconomic status), 

biosocial interaction. 

(3) Birth risk (low birth 

weight), family risk (weak 

family structure), low 

socioeconomic status (low 
socioeconomic status), 

biosocial interaction. 

(4) Birth risk (low birth 

weight), family risk (weak 

family structure), low 

socioeconomic status (low 

socioeconomic status), 

biosocial interaction. 

Piquero, Gibson, 

Tibbetts, Turner, & 

Katz (2002). 

(1) Offend before and after 

the age of 18 / Offend 

before and during 

adulthood 
 (2) Offend before age 14 / 

Early onset 

(3) Offend before age 14 and 

accumulate at least 2 

convictions at or after age 18 

/ Offend across multiple 

life stages 

(1)  

(2) Prenatal risk (maternal 

smoking), low socioeconomic 

status (low socioeconomic 

status). 
(3) Prenatal risk (maternal 

smoking), family risk (single 

mother at child birth). 

 

 

(1) Low socioeconomic 

status (low socioeconomic 

status), poor cognitive 

functioning (low IQ), 

parental risk (young mother), 
family risk (single mother at 

child birth), birth risk (low 

birth weight), prenatal risk 

(maternal smoking). 

(2) birth risk (low birth 

weight), poor cognitive 

functioning (low IQ), 

parental risk (young mother), 

family risk (single mother at 

child birth). 

(3) Low socioeconomic 

status (low socioeconomic 

status), poor cognitive 

functioning (low IQ), 

Birth-36/39 

years 
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parental risk (young mother), 

birth risk (low birth weight). 

Piquero & White 

(2003) 

(1) Offend before 14 and 

at/after 18 / Offend across 

multiple life stages 
(2) 2+ offences before 18 

and 1+ conviction after 18 / 

Offend before and during 

adulthood 
(3) committed a 

violent/person oriented 

offence before or after age 
18 / Offend before and 

during adulthood 

(1) Poor cognitive 

functioning (low cognitive 

abilities), family risk (single 

mother), antisocial behaviour 

(disciplined at school). 

(2) Poor cognitive 

functioning (low cognitive 

abilities), antisocial 

behaviour (disciplined at 

school). 
(3) Poor cognitive 

functioning (low cognitive 

abilities), antisocial 

behaviour (disciplined at 

school). 

(1) Low socioeconomic 

status (low socioeconomic 

status), parental risk (young 

mother at child birth). 

(2) Low socioeconomic 

status (low socioeconomic 

status), parental risk (young 

mother at child birth), family 

risk (single mother). 

(3) Low socioeconomic 

status (low socioeconomic 

status), parental risk (young 

mother at child birth), family 

risk (single mother). 

Birth - 36/39 

years 

McGloin, Pratt, & 

Piquero (2006) 

Offend before age 14 and 2 

convictions at or after age 18 

/ Offend across multiple 

life stages 

Prenatal risk (prenatal 

maternal smoking 20+ 

cigarettes per day), poor 

cognitive functioning 

(neuropsychological deficits). 

Birth risk (low birth weight, 

birth complications). 

Birth - 36/39 

years 

Piquero, Daigle, 

Gibson, Piquero, & 

Tibbetts (2007) 

5% most frequently arrested 

offenders / Frequent 

offending 

Poor mental health 

(psychological distress), poor 

cognitive functioning (low 

verbal IQ), poor schooling 

(low educational attainment). 

Birth risk (low birth weight). Birth - 27/33 

years 

Barnes (2013) Delinquent behaviour from 

11-21 and 12-22, and 

criminal behaviour from 18-
28 and 24-32 / Offend 

across multiple life stages 

Genetic risk, poor cognitive 

functioning 

(neuropsychological deficits), 

behavioural abnormalities 

(low self-control), 

dysfunctional parenting 

(maternal involvement with 

child). 

Dysfunctional parenting 

(harsh and erratic discipline), 

low socioeconomic status 
(disadvantaged 

neighbourhood), biosocial 

interaction. 

Age 7/12 – 

24/32 years 

NATIONAL LONGITUDINAL 

STUDY OF ADOLESCENT 

HEALTH 
A United States representative 

sample of adolescent males and 

females (N = 12,105) in grades 7-

12 in 1994-1995. Four data 

waves are available, with the 

latest following subjects up to 

age 24-32. 
Boutwell, Barnes, 

Deaton, & Beaver 

(2013) 

Delinquent behaviour from 

11-21 and 12-22, and 

criminal behaviour from 18-

Antisocial behaviour 

(promiscuous sexual activity), 

behavioural abnormalities 

Poor cognitive functioning 

(low verbal IQ). 

Age 7/12 – 

24/32 years 
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28 and 24-32 / Offend 

across multiple life stages 

(low self-control), antisocial 

behaviour (drug use). 

Schwartz & Beaver 

(2015) 

2 or more delinquent 

behaviours reported at age 

11-21, 12-22, and 18-26 

years / Offend across 

multiple life stages 

Genetic risk Poor cognitive functioning 

(neuropsychological deficits), 

family risk, criminogenic 

environment (delinquent 

peers), biosocial interaction. 

Age 7/12-

18/26 years 

Stouthamer-

Loeber, Loeber, 

Wei, Farrington, & 

Wikstrom (2002) 

3 offences from age 12 to 18 

/ Frequent offending 

Oldest sample: antisocial 

behaviour (substance use, 

positive perceptions of 

antisocial behaviour, low 

trustworthiness, difficult to 

discipline), criminogenic 

environment (high 
neighbourhood crime, 

delinquent friends), 

psychopathic features 

(manipulative, low ability to 

feel guild), behavioural 

abnormalities (oppositional 

defiant disorder), poor 

schooling (poor academic 

achievement, low school 

motivation), dysfunctional 

parenting (low supervision, 

few child-parent activities, 
poor communication), 

parental risk (young mother 

at birth), low socioeconomic 

status (low socioeconomic 

status). 

 

Youngest sample: 

psychopathic features (cruel 

to people, manipulative, low 

ability to feel guilt), antisocial 

behaviour (low 
trustworthiness), poor mental 

Oldest sample: Behavioural 

abnormalities (symptoms of 

ADHD), psychopathic 

features (cruel to people), 

poor schooling (poor attitudes 

to school), antisocial 

behaviour (frequent 
discipline), family risk (low 

attachments to parents). 

 

Youngest sample: 

Behavioural abnormalities 

(symptoms of ADHD), family 

risk (low attachments to 

parents), criminogenic 

environment (neighbourhood 

crime). 

Age 13 – 19 

years (oldest 

sample) 

Age 7 – 13 

years 

(youngest 

sample) 

PITTSBURGH YOUTH STUDY 

Commenced in 1987 and follows 

three cohorts of 1,517 randomly 

selected inner-city boys from 

grades one, four, and seven 

attending a Pittsburgh public 

school. Subjects followed to 
2010. 
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health (symptoms of 

depression), poor schooling 

(low school motivation, poor 

academic achievement), 

criminogenic environment 

(delinquent peers), parental 

risk (young mother at birth), 

low socioeconomic status 

(low socioeconomic status).  

Stouthamer-

Loeber, Wei, 

Loeber, & Masten 
(2004) 

2 offences before age 19 and 

another offence from age 20 

to 25 / Offend before and 

during adulthood 

Antisocial behaviour (less 

belief will get caught, positive 

attitudes to delinquency, 
frequent physical punishment, 

aggressive behaviour), 

criminogenic environment 
(peer substance abuse, peer 

delinquency, bad relationships 

with peers), psychopathic 

features (manipulative).  

Antisocial behaviour 

(substance abuse), 

psychopathic features 
(cruel), criminogenic 

environment (gang 

membership). 

 

 

Age 13-25 

years 

Hoeve et al., 

(2008) 

Group based trajectory / 

High rate trajectory 

Dysfunctional parenting 

(authoritarian parenting style, 

neglectful parenting), 

antisocial behaviour (prior 

delinquency). 

Low socioeconomic status 

(low socioeconomic status).  

Age 10-19 

years 

Wiesner & Capaldi 

(2003) 

Group based trajectory / 

High and Low-rate 

trajectory 

High-rate: behavioural 

abnormalities (attention 

problems), criminogenic 

environment (deviant peers), 
antisocial behaviour (risky 

sexual behaviour, substance 

use, antisocial behaviour), 

poor mental health 

(depressive symptoms), 

dysfunctional parenting (low 

parental supervision).  

 

Low level: dysfunctional 

parenting (poor parental 

High rate: Low 

socioeconomic status (low 

socioeconomic status), 

parental risk (parents arrest), 
poor schooling (low academic 

achievement), antisocial 

behaviour (risk taking) 

 

Low level: Low 

socioeconomic status (low 

socioeconomic status), 

parental risk (parents arrest), 

poor schooling (low academic 

achievement), antisocial 

Age 9/10 – 

23/24 years 

OREGON YOUTH STUDY 

206 boys aged 9-10 years in 1983 

living in a high-crime area of 

Oregon, United States. Boys have 
been followed to age 35 years. 
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discipline), antisocial 

behaviour (risky sexual 

behaviour, antisocial 

behaviour). 

behaviour (risk taking, 

substance use), behavioural 

abnormalities (attention 

problems), dysfunctional 

parenting (low parental 

supervision), poor mental 

health (depression), 

criminogenic environment 

(deviant peers). 

Wiesner, Kim, & 

Capaldi (2005) 

Group Based Trajectory 

Model based on self-

reported offending / High 

and Low-rate trajectory 

High-rate: Dysfunctional 

parenting (poor child 

control), parental risk 

(parents arrest), antisocial 

behaviour (antisocial 

propensity, substance use), 

poor mental health 

(depressive symptoms).  

 

Low-rate: parental risk 

(parents arrest), antisocial 

behaviour (antisocial 

propensity, substance use), 

poor mental health 

(depressive symptoms), 

dysfunctional parenting 

(poor child control). 

High and low: low 

socioeconomic status (low 

socioeconomic status). 

Age 12/13 – 

25/26 years 

Wiesner, Capaldi, 

& Kim (2011) 

Group Based Trajectory 

Model based on arrests / 

High and Low-rate 

trajectory 

Low level: low 

socioeconomic status (parents 

socioeconomic status), 

antisocial behaviour 

(antisocial behaviour, 

substance use, aggression), 

criminogenic environment 

(deviant peers), poor 

schooling (low school 

achievement), poor mental 

health (poor mental health), 
parental risk (unemployed 

Low level: Dysfunctional 

parenting (low parental 

supervision). 

 

High level: Poor schooling 

(low school achievement). 

Age 10/11 – 

26/27 years 
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mother). 

 

High level: Dysfunctional 

parenting (low parental 

supervision), low 

socioeconomic status (parents 

socioeconomic status), 

antisocial behaviour 

(antisocial behaviour, 

substance use, aggression), 

criminogenic environment 
(deviant peers), poor mental 

health (poor mental health), 

parental risk (unemployed 

mother). 

Wiesner, Capaldi, 

& Kim (2012) 

Group Based Trajectory 

Model based on arrests / 

High and Low-rate 

trajectory 

Low-rate: parental risk 

(parent antisocial behaviour), 

behavioural abnormalities 
(attention problems), 

criminogenic environment 

(deviant peers). 

 

High-rate: parental risk 

(parent antisocial behaviour), 

behavioural abnormalities 
(attention problems), 

criminogenic environment 

(deviant peers), antisocial 

behaviour (antisocial 

behaviour).  

 

Low rate: Low socioeconomic 

status (parent socioeconomic 

status), poor schooling 

(academic achievement), 

dysfunctional parenting 

(harsh/inconsistent discipline, 

low parental supervision), 

antisocial behaviour 

(antisocial behaviour).  
 

High rate: Low 

socioeconomic status (parent 

socioeconomic status), poor 

schooling (academic 

achievement), dysfunctional 

parenting (harsh/inconsistent 

discipline, low parental 

supervision). 

 

Age 10/11 – 

26/27 years 

Stattin & 

Magnusson (1991) 

Offences and sanctions in 

childhood, adolescence, and 

early adulthood / Offend 

across multiple life stages 

Poor cognitive functioning 

(low IQ), low socioeconomic 

status (low socioeconomic 
status).  

 Age 10 – 30 

years 

INDIVIDUAL DEVELOPMENT 

AND ADAPTION 

Data collected in 1965 from 10-
year-old children residing in 
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Bergman & 

Andershed (2009) 

Officially recorded offence 

before and at or after 21 

years of age / Offend before 

and during adulthood 

Male: Low socioeconomic 

status (socioeconomic status), 

poor schooling (low school 

performance), poor cognitive 

functioning (poor verbal 

ability), antisocial behaviour 

(aggression, norm breaking, 

substance use, conflicts with 

parents), behavioural 

abnormalities (hyperactivity), 

dysfunctional parenting 
(harsh parenting).  

 

Female: Poor schooling (low 

school performance), 

antisocial behaviour 

(aggression, norm breaking, 

substance use, drug use), 

behavioural abnormalities 
(hyperactivity), criminogenic 

environment (delinquent 

friends).  

Males: criminogenic 

environment (delinquent 

friends), dysfunctional 

parenting (unstable 

upbringing, troublesome 

upbringing).  

 

Female: Low socioeconomic 

status (socioeconomic status), 

poor cognitive functioning 

(poor verbal ability), 

dysfunctional parentings 

(harsh parenting, unstable 

upbringing, troublesome 

upbringing), antisocial 

behaviour (conflicts with 

parents). 

Age 10 – 43 

(women) / 48 

(men) years 

Orebro, Sweden. The cohort 

commenced with approximately 

1,300 children. Males were 

followed up to age 48, and 

females age 43. 

Stattin, Kerr, & 

Bergman (2010) 

A registered offence before 

age 14, 15-20, and 21-35 / 

Offend across multiple life 

stages 

Low socioeconomic status 

(economic hardship), parental 

risk factors (parental 

conflict), dysfunctional 

parenting (unstable 

upbringing), antisocial 

behaviour (aggressive 

behaviour, norm breaking, 

delinquency), behavioural 

abnormalities (hyperactive 

behaviour, parental concerns), 

poor cognitive functioning 

(low verbal ability, low 
inductive ability), poor 

schooling (lack of interest in 

school, poor school 

Antisocial behaviour 

(troublesome), low 

socioeconomic status 

(socioeconomic status), poor 

cognitive functioning (low 

spatial ability), family risk 

(serious illness in family). 

Age 10 – 35 

years 



 

 256 

achievement, lack of 

educational plans) 

Kratzer & Hodgins 

(1999) 

Convicted at least once 

before 15 years, 15 to 18 

years, 18 to 21 years, and 21 

to 30 years / Offend across 

multiple life stages 

Poor cognitive functioning 

(low scores on global 

intelligence test). 

 Birth – 30 

years 

SWEDISH LONGITUDINAL 

PROJECT METROPOLITAN / 

STOCKHOLM BIRTH 

COHORT 

Comprises of 7,719 males and 

7,398 females born in 1953, 

residing in the Stockholm area in 

1963. Subjects have been 

followed to 48 years of age. 

Nilsson & Estrada 

(2009) 

Registered offence from age 

13 to 19 and again from 20 

to 31 / Offend before and 

during adulthood 

Low socioeconomic status 

(unskilled blue collar class, 

less in the upper-middle class, 

chronic poor), parental risk 

(parent’s alcohol abuse, 

criminal father, mental health 

problems of parents), family 

risk (overcrowded house, 

broken home), poor schooling 

(lower school grades). 

 Birth – 48 

years 

Turner, Hartman, 

& Bishop (2007) 

Self-reported a violent 

offence in at least one wave 

of data collection and self-

reported offending in at least 

2 waves of data collection / 

Offend before and during 

adulthood 

prenatal risk factor (prenatal 

problem index, prenatal 

smoking, prenatal alcohol 

use), family risk (single 

mother)  

Low socioeconomic status 

(family disadvantage, 

maternal poverty status, 

neighbourhood disadvantage), 

parental risk (young mother 

age child birth, maternal 

education), criminogenic 

environment (bad 

neighbourhood), biosocial 

interaction.  

Age 15 years NATIONAL LONGITUDINAL 

SURVEY OF YOUTH 

Surveys first administered to 

12,686 individuals from the 

United States aged from 14 to 21 

during 1979. Seven data waves 

were administered in 1998 to 

individuals ranging in age from 

birth to 27 years.  

Hay & Forrest 

(2009) 

One or more offence 

reported between the ages of 

10-14 / Early onset 

family risk (large family), 

low socioeconomic status 

(poverty). 

Parental risk (age of mother).  Age 10 – 14 

years 

Bellair, McNulty, 
& Piquero (2016) 

An arrest 12 and under, and 
an arrest 19 and older (an 

arrest at 13-18 is not 

mandatory) / Offend across 

multiple life stages 

Poor cognitive functioning 
(low verbal ability), low 

socioeconomic status (low 

family income), criminogenic 

environment (high peer drug 

use). 

 Age 12/16 – 
26/30 years 

Chung, Hill, 

Hawkins, Gilchrist, 

Group Based Trajectory 

Model based on offences / 
Low socioeconomic status 

(poverty), antisocial 

Poor mental health 

(Anxious, depressed), family 

Age 10 – 21 

years 

SEATTLE SOCIAL 

DEVELOPMENT PROJECT 
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& Nagin (2002). High rate trajectory behaviour (aggressive 

behaviour), criminogenic 

environment (antisocial 

peers, available drugs), poor 

schooling (poor academic 

achievement, low school 

bonding), family risk (poor 

family management).  

risk (attachment to parents), 

criminogenic environment 

(low neighbourhood 

attachment). 

808 fifth grade students attending 

a Seattle public elementary 

schools that overrepresented 

students from high-crime and 

low-income neighbourhoods. 

Subjects followed to age 21. 

Fergusson, 

Horwood, & Nagin 

(2000). 

Group Based Trajectory 

Model based on self-

reported offending / High 

rate trajectory 

Parental risk (young mother, 

uneducated mother, single 

parent family at birth, bad 

family life events, criminal 
parents, parents abuse 

substances), low 

socioeconomic status (below 

average living standards), 

antisocial behaviour (early 

conduct problems), poor 

cognitive functioning (low 

IQ), behavioural 

abnormalities (attention 

problems), Criminogenic 

environment (delinquent 

peers). 

 Birth – 18 

years 

CHRISTCHURCH HEALTH 

AND DEVELOPMENT STUDY 

Unselected birth cohort of 635 

boys and 630 girls born in 
Christchurch (New Zealand) 

during 1977). Subjects followed 

to age 18. 

White, Bates, & 

Buyske (2001). 

Group Based Trajectory 

Model based on self-
reported offending / High 

rate trajectory 

Poor cognitive functioning 

(low verbal ability, more BCT 
errors), behavioural 

abnormalities (high 

impulsivity, high 

disinhibition), family risk 

(one parent family), 

dysfunctional parenting 

(high parental hostility).  

Birth risk (birth risk), low 

socioeconomic status (low 
socioeconomic status), poor 

cognitive functioning (slower 

on trail making test), biosocial 

interaction. 

Age 12/18 – 

25/31 years 

RUTGERS HEALTH AND 

HUMAN DEVELOPMENT 
PROJECT 

698 and 682 randomly selected 

male and female adolescents 

from New Jersey, U.S.A. 

Subjects followed from 1979-

1981 to 1992-1994. 

Pulkkinen, Lyyra, 

& Kokko (2009). 

Self-report and official 

convbictions before and at or 

after 21 years of age / 

Offend before and during 

adulthood 

Antisocial behaviour 

(bullying, norm-breaking 

behaviour, aggressiveness, age 

of drinking), poor school 

success (school success), poor 

Antisocial behaviour 

(Disobedience), behavioural 

abnormalities 

(constructiveness) 

Age 8 – 42 

years 

JYVASKYLA 

LONGITUDINAL STUDY OF 

PERSONALITY AND SOCIAL 

DEVELOPMENT 

196 males and 173 females in 
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mental health (anxiety, 

emotional liability, emotional 

stability), behavioural 

abnormalities (social activity, 

carefulness, compliance). 

second grade from 12 schools in 

central Finland. Subjects were 

followed up at ages 8, 14, 36, and 

42. 

Brennan, Grekin, & 

Mednick (1999). 

Arrested before and after age 

18 / Offend before and 

during adulthood 

Prenatal risk (maternal 

smoking), parental risk 

(parental hospitalisation, 

mothers age, father’s crime), 

low socioeconomic status 

(low socioeconomic status), 

birth risk (delivery 
complications). 

Birth risk (pregnancy 

complications), prenatal risk 

(drug use), dysfunctional 

parenting (maternal 

rejection).  

Birth – 34 

years 

COPENHAGEN PERINATAL 

BIRTH COHORT 

4,169 males born between 

September 1959 and December 

1961 at Rigshospital, 

Copenhagen, Denmark. Followed 

to 1994. 

Jones, Harris, 
Fader, & Grubstein 

(2001). 

Juvenile who entered the 
system for the first or second 

time in 1995 but had been 

arrested at least 4 times by 

1999 / Frequent offending 

Poor schooling (poor school 
attendance), family risk (poor 

intimacy and communication), 

antisocial behaviour 

(substance use, prior 

delinquency). 

 

Poor schooling (refusal to go 
to school, educational 

adjustment problems, 

attachment to teacher, school 

attachment, school 

commitment, school 

involvement), low 

socioeconomic status (low 

family income), criminogenic 

environment (delinquent 

peers, community 

involvement), family risk 

(convicted family member, 
family violence, family 

problems), parental risk 

(arrested parent, marital 

status) 

1994 - 1995 ProDes 
Records of all juveniles in 

Orange County placed in any 

juvenile program from 1994 to 

1998. 

Street Crime 

Working Group 

(2005). 

5+ charges for an offence in 

the past year, or convicted 

5+ times in the past 4 years / 

Frequent offending 

Poor mental health (mental 

illness), antisocial behaviour 

(substance use). 

 2003/2004 STREET CRIME WORKING 

GROUP 

Offenders residing in Vancouver, 

Canada, who were responsible 

for committing street crimes in 

2003/2004. 

Remschmidt & 

Walter (2010a).  

Officially recorded and self-

reported offences at or 
Poor mental health 

(emotional liability, 
Antisocial behaviour 

(conduct disorder, 

1972 - 1996 MARBUG JUVENILE 

DELINQUNECY STUDY 
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before the age of 14 and at 

or after the age of 18 / 

Offend across multiple life 

stages 

nervousness), family risk 

(family risk factors, parental 

separation), dysfunctional 

parenting (parental risk 

factors), poor cognitive 

functioning (low IQ), 

psychopathic features (low 

empathy), antisocial 

behaviour (aggression).  

spontaneous aggression), poor 

mental health (depression), 

poor schooling (problems in 

school). 

1758 children from the Marburg 

(Germany) state court district 

who had a registered offence by 

the police from 1962 to 1971 and 

followed to 1996. 

Remschmidt & 

Walter (2010b). 

One or more convictions 

between 14 to 22 years and 

again after / Offend before 

and during adulthood 

Antisocial behaviour 

(aggression), poor mental 

health (emotional liability), 

institutionalised care, poor 

cognitive functioning 

(learning problems), family 

risk (separation from parents) 

Poor mental health (nervous, 

inpatient treatment), parental 

risk (parental psychiatric 
disorder, parental substance 

use, low parental education), 

low socioeconomic status 

(low socioeconomic status 

status of father), family risk 

(large family, illegitimate 

birth), poor cognitive 

functioning (delayed school 

entrance).  

1972 - 1996 
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