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Introduction 

The link between parental and offspring offending has been well established from some of 

the earliest longitudinal criminological studies (Glueck & Glueck, 1950). The relationship has been 

particularly demonstrated for fathers and their offspring (Hjalmarsson & Lindquist, 2012; Rowe & 

Farrington, 1997; Thornberry, 2009), in part because many of the major cohort studies included only 

males. Moreover, because the base rate of offending is lower for females, even fewer studies have 

been able to reliably examine offending and antisocial behavior between mothers and daughters. It 

is important to determine the nature of the association for females, considering that there are 

gender differences in the development of antisocial behavior and its associated risk factors (Broidy, 

et al., 2015; Herrera & Stuewig, 2017; Moffitt, Caspi, Rutter, & Silva, 2001). There is also evidence 

that the needs and profiles of females involved in delinquency and offending are different to that of 

males and as a result, prevention and rehabilitation programs should be gender-responsive (i.e., 

developed based on the unique needs of girls) to be effective (Lanctôt, 2018; Matthews & Hubbard, 

2008; Wright, Van Voorhis, Salisbury, & Bauman, 2012). Most of the work on the role of gender in 

prevention programs has focused on adolescence or adulthood, ignoring the earlier developmental 

periods. One recent study has shown that a childhood (under age 12 years) gender-specific risk 

assessment tool is effective at predicting offending up to age 21 years (Koegl, Farrington, & 

Augimeri, 2019). In addition, a review of 50 systematic reviews on developmental prevention 

programs for individuals, families, and schools concluded that these programs were effective with 

varying effect sizes (Farrington, Gaffney, Lösel, & Ttofi, 2017).  Considering that those individuals 

who have conduct problems and difficulty regulating their behavior in childhood are more likely to 

continue offending over the life course (DeLisi & Vaughn, 2014; Moffitt, et al., 2001), it would be 

important from a policy perspective to invest in these early intervention programs. Little research 

has examined whether females have different needs compared to males in childhood and how this 

might influence the development of these early intervention programs. This study will investigate 

the gender differences in the intergenerational transmission of antisocial behavior across three 
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different developmental periods (i.e., early childhood, middle childhood, and early adolescence), 

which could potentially be targeted for the development of family preventative intervention 

programs.  

Adopting a developmental criminology approach means that we need to look at a wider 

range of antisocial behavior from the earliest developmental periods to better understand the 

etiology of offending (Loeber & Le Blanc, 1990; Moffitt, 1993).  There is increasing research 

suggesting that the risk of intergenerational transmission can be detected as early as infancy and 

early childhood (Hay, et al., 2011; Laurens, Tzoumakis, Kariuki, et al., 2017; Tremblay, 2010; 

Tzoumakis, Lussier, & Corrado, 2014). In addition, there is some evidence that the mechanisms 

underpinning the intergenerational transmission of externalizing behavior might differ by gender 

during toddlerhood (Kim, Capaldi, Pears, Kerr, & Owen, 2009). Understanding whether and how the 

intergenerational transmission of antisocial behavior operates at key developmental periods, and 

whether there are gender-specific pathways in this transmission, can help to tailor prevention and 

intervention efforts.  

Little research has included a sufficient number of mothers and daughters to examine the 

extent and magnitude of the transmission to antisocial behavior across the life course. Importantly, 

much of the research that has investigated the gender specificity of the intergenerational 

transmission of offending has focused on convictions between generations either in adulthood or on 

lifetime convictions. Several studies have shown similar links between mothers’ and daughters’ 

antisocial behavior. For instance, Giordano (2010) completed a twenty-five-year follow-up of the 

high-risk girls who participated in the Ohio Life-Course Study and found that many of the women 

continued to be involved in antisocial behavior and their children often had behavioral difficulties 

and criminal justice contacts. A recent meta-analysis on the intergenerational transmission of 

criminal behavior in adolescence and adulthood identified eight out of 23 samples that examined 

mothers and daughters, and the odds ratio was 3.2 (CI 2.6-3.8) compared to 2.4 (CI 2.2-2.6) for all 
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the samples and 2.1 (CI 1.9-2.4) for fathers and sons; the gender differences were statistically 

significant (Besemer, Ahmad, Hinshaw, & Farrington, 2017). A more recent study (not included in the 

meta-analysis) examined the link between maternal history of self-reported delinquency and sons’ 

and daughters’ self-reported delinquency in the 1979 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 

(Connolly, Schwartz, Jackson, & Beaver, 2018). The authors found that maternal delinquency was 

associated with higher levels of delinquency in both sons and daughters, but when they examined 

the children’s trajectories of offending from age 10 to 17 years, significant sex differences emerged 

and maternal delinquency was more strongly associated with trajectories that described a high rate 

of delinquency in males compared to females. Fathers were not included in their analyses. 

 Of the studies that have examined intergenerational transmission among mothers, fathers, 

sons and daughters, many used conviction data only. For example, in the Cambridge Study in 

Delinquent Development, Auty, Farrington, and Coid (2017) found larger odds ratios for convictions 

from age 12 years to mid-adulthood among same-gender intergenerational pairs, but did not find a 

significant relationship between fathers and daughters, which may be due to the small number of 

convicted daughters (n=19). Bijleveld and Wijkman (2009) studied lifetime convictions across five 

generations (the youngest cohort was aged 21 years at the time of data collection) but did not 

identify a consistent pattern supporting gender-specific transmission. These studies acknowledge 

the low prevalence of female convictions, which precluded examining whether the gender 

differences were statistically significant, and may have had larger implications on the findings. In the 

Stockholm Life Course Project, no gender-specific differences were identified for parent-offspring 

convictions from age 10 years to adulthood (Besemer, Axelsson, & Sarnecki, 2016). However, the 

authors did find that the intergenerational transmission was stronger for daughters compared to 

sons, but the only statistically significant relationship was between fathers and daughters (Besemer, 

et al., 2016). On the other hand, a study using large Swedish population register data of over 12.5 

million found significantly higher risk of interpersonal violence among female family members using 

official conviction data from age 15 years to adulthood (Frisell, Lichtenstein, & Langstrom, 2011). A 
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more recent analysis of Swedish register data examined general lifetime convictions (rather than 

violence) and found that male to male transmission was significantly modestly stronger than female 

to female transmission (Kendler, Ohlsson, Sundquist, & Sundquist, 2018).  

 The present study is based on a large intergenerational population-based sample that 

includes mothers, fathers, sons, and daughters and uses three approaches to the measurement of 

offspring antisocial behavior (i.e., parent-report, self-report, and police data). We aim to examine 

the extent and magnitude of the gender-specific intergenerational transmission of antisocial 

behavior at different developmental periods: in early childhood, middle childhood, and early 

adolescence.  We aim to determine whether the children of male and female offenders are equally 

influenced by their parents’ offending involvement. 

Methods 

Study Context 

Data were obtained from the New South Wales Child Development Study (NSW-CDS), an 

Australian longitudinal population-based study of 91,635 children and their parents that uses 

successive waves of record linkage to follow children from birth to adolescence (Carr, et al., 2016; 

Green, et al., 2018). NSW is the most populous state in Australia. Administrative records were linked 

by a third-party agency, the Centre for Health Record Linkage, using probabilistic record linkage 

methods across a set of minimal identifiers (i.e., name, date of birth, residential address, and sex). 

Strict privacy protocols were followed, with personal identifiers held separately from research 

content and all participants anonymous to the researchers.  

Administrative data about the children and their parents were linked from multiple 

government agencies (i.e., health, education, justice, and child protection) in 2016 (see Green, et al., 

2018). Police contact data was added to the NSW-CDS in 2018 when the children were, on average, 

14.7 years of age (SD=0.4; range 13 to 16 years; see Whitten et al., 2020). The current study includes 
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administrative data from the following sources: NSW Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages Birth 

Registrations (RBDM-B; 2000 to 2006); NSW Ministry of Health Perinatal Data Collection (PDC; 2003 

to 2005); NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics Reoffending Database (ROD; 1994 to 2015); and NSW 

Police Force Computerized Operational Policing System (COPS; 2002 to 2018). In addition, the 

following two cross-sectional surveys were linked to the administrative records: the Australian 

Department of Education and Training’s Australian Early Development Census (AEDC; 2009), which 

was completed by teachers for 99.7% of NSW children starting kindergarten that year; and the 

Middle Childhood Survey (MCS; 2015) led by the NSW-CDS research team, which was completed by 

over 30% of all NSW 6th-grade students. The schools and children who participated in the MCS were 

found to be representative of the general NSW population of schools and children (see Laurens, 

Tzoumakis, Dean, et al., 2017). 

[Insert Figure 1 here] 

The NSW-CDS cohort (n=91,635) is defined by the children’s participation in the AEDC 

teacher-reported survey at approximately age 5 years (Brinkman, Gregory, Goldfeld, Lynch, & Hardy, 

2014) and/or the 2015 Middle Childhood Survey at approximately age 11 years (Laurens, Tzoumakis, 

Dean, et al., 2017). The cohort is derived based on participation in either of these two surveys; as 

such, while many children participated in both, some children participated in only one of the other. 

It was possible to identify parents using births registrations and link parental records for 72,772 

children whose births were registered in the state of NSW. The sample was restricted to singleton or 

first-born children (in the case of twins or where siblings were captured in the cohort due to being in 

the same school year) in order to mitigate the potential confounding effects of familial relatedness 

among the child sample (n=71,661). To maximize sample size across time points, the current study 

includes three different subsamples based on participation and availability of data from the cross-

sectional surveys as follows: 1) AEDC at age ~5 years (n=66,135); 2) MCS at age ~11 years (n=21,630); 

and 3) COPS at age ~15 years (n=71,661). The sample selection process is detailed in Figure 1.  
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Measures 

Offspring outcomes.  

At age 5 years, offspring Aggressive Behaviour was assessed as a subdomain of the AEDC 

(measured using seven items: gets into physical fights; bullies or is mean to others; kicks, bites, hits; 

takes things; laughs at other children’s discomfort; disobedient; and temper tantrums); the AEDC is a 

population-based assessment of children’s developmental health and readiness, completed by 

kindergarten teachers during the children’s first year of formal schooling (Brinkman, et al., 2007). 

The psychometric properties of the AEDC domains have been examined extensively and 

demonstrated internationally (Brinkman, et al., 2013; Janus, Brinkman, & Duku, 2011). Although 

much less research has examined the validity and reliability of the AEDC subdomains, the reliability 

of the Aggressive Behaviour subdomain was consistently high (Cronbach alpha ≥ 0.85) in the USA, 

Canada, Australia, and Jamaica (Janus, et al., 2011). Moreover, several studies have found that the 

Aggressive Behaviour subdomain was well predicted by factors known to impact on children’s 

development such as gender, prenatal smoking, and parental mental illness (Dean, et al., 2018; 

Tzoumakis, et al., 2018). Children were considered ‘developmentally vulnerable’ on the subdomains 

of the AEDC if they scored in the lowest 10% of the 2009 National AEDC population distribution; a 

binary outcome variable reflecting developmental vulnerability on the AEDC subdomain of 

Aggressive Behavior was examined in the current study. It should be noted that in NSW, slightly 

fewer children were classified as ‘developmentally vulnerable’ based on the population norms 

(8.2%).  

At age 11 years, as part of the MCS, children completed the Strengths and Difficulties 

Questionnaire (SDQ), including the Conduct Problems subscale (five items: I get very angry and often 

lose my temper; I usually do as I am told [reverse scored]; I fight a lot; I am often accused of lying or 

cheating; and I take things that are not mine from home, school or elsewhere). The psychometric 

properties of the SDQ are well established internationally (Goodman, 2001). Using categories based 
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on United Kingdom population-based norms, a binary outcome variable reflecting an ‘abnormal’ 

score (lowest ~10% of functioning) was computed (Goodman, 1997). Note that there are slightly less 

than 10% of children who are classified as ‘abnormal’ in our sample based on the population norms 

(9.0%).   

When the children were approximately 15 years old, de-identified police contact data was 

obtained from the NSW Police Force COPS data collection and linked for children in the cohort who 

were born between 2002 and 2005. The COPS data includes all criminal and non-criminal ‘incidents’ 

reported to or detected by the NSW Police Force since January 1995. The current study examines 

police contacts as a person of interest (POI) for criminal incidents from the age of criminal 

responsibility (≥ 10 years old); any child who was identified as coming into contact with police as a 

witness or victim (as their only form of contact) was excluded. It should be noted that a POI refers to 

an individual who has not necessarily been arrested or formally accused of a crime but is of interest 

to the police during their investigation. A binary outcome variable reflecting any police contact as a 

POI for a criminal incident was computed from age 10 until approximately age 15 years (mean 

age=14.7; SD=0.4; range 13 to 16) when the police data was obtained; the mean age was 13.3 

(SD=1.2) years at first POI contact among these children. 

 Parental history of offending. 

Court appearance data was obtained from the NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research 

Reoffending Database and included information on all finalized criminal legal matters dealt by the 

NSW Criminal Justice System since January 1st 1994 for all parents convicted of at least one offence. 

Variables were computed to reflect maternal, paternal, any parental, and both parents’ involvement 

in offending prior to the offspring antisocial outcome measures (i.e., 2008 for the AEDC at age ~5 

years; 2014 for the MCS at age ~11 years; and, 2016 for those whose offspring had no police contact 

as POI, otherwise parental offending prior to the offspring’s first POI contact). 

Covariates. 
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The child’s sex was obtained from the AEDC. Considering the over-representation of 

Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander young people in the criminal justice system (Allard, et al., 

2010), a covariate reflecting the Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander status (yes/no) of the child 

was derived from consensus data across all available record sets in the NSW-CDS (Green, et al., 

2018). Based on their well-established link with the development and intergenerational transmission 

of antisocial behavior (Serbin & Karp, 2004; Tremblay, 2010), covariates reflecting socio-economic 

status and young motherhood were also included in analyses. An indicator of socio-economic status 

was computed using the Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA), based on the child’s residential 

postcode at birth. SEIFA is derived from census information and measures the average income and 

employment status for each postcode in Australia; it therefore measures collective socio-economic 

status (relative disadvantage) and is likely to misclassify some individuals (Pink, 2013). The SEIFA 

Index of Relative Socio-economic Disadvantage (IRSD) with five quintiles was used, where quintile 1 

reflects the most disadvantaged and quintile 5 the least disadvantaged. A categorical variable of 

maternal age at the children’s birth was computed (≤ 25 years, 26-35 years, and ≥ 36 years) using 

data from NSW Birth Registrations and NSW Ministry of Health Perinatal Data Collection.  

Statistical analyses 

A series of binary logistic regression analyses were performed in SPSS version 24 (IBM, 2016) 

to determine associations between parental offending and male and female offspring antisocial 

behavior in the three different samples: 1) Aggressive Behaviour at age ~5 years (n=66,135); 2) 

Conduct Problems at age ~11 years (n=21,630); and 3) Police contacts as a POI for a criminal incident 

by age ~15 years (n=71,661). Separate models were computed for maternal, paternal, any parental, 

and both parents’ offending as the exposure variables and female and male offspring antisocial 

behavior as the outcomes. Unadjusted odds ratios (ORs) and ORs adjusted for Aboriginal and/or 

Torres Strait Islander status, socio-economic status (SEIFA), and maternal age at child’s birth were 

computed. All multivariate models demonstrated adequate goodness of fit and an absence of 
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multicollinearity. Results of the logistic regression analyses were considered statistically significant if 

the 95 percent confidence intervals (CIs) did not cross 1. The magnitude of the associations were 

interpreted using ORs as follows: small = 1.00-1.49; medium = 1.50-2.49, and large ≥ 2.50 (Rosenthal, 

1996). Using the methodology outlined by Altman and Bland (2003), tests of interaction were 

computed to compare the ORs between and across gender. 

[Insert Table 1 here] 

Results 

Descriptive statistics 

Three different samples were used (according to each outcome) as shown in Table 1; 

descriptive statistics across the samples were similar. Slightly more than 50% of the children were 

male. Over a quarter of the children were classified into the least disadvantaged of the SEIFA 

quintiles. Approximately 7% of the children were Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander. Over two 

thirds of the mothers were aged between 26 and 35 years at the time of the child’s birth. Eight 

percent to 10% of the children had a mother with a history of offending and 25% to 29% had a father 

with a history of offending. Approximately one third of the children had any parent involved in 

offending, and 6% to 7% had both parents involved in offending. At age 5 years, 8% of the children 

could be considered ‘developmentally vulnerable’ on the AEDC Aggressive Behaviour subdomain. At 

age 11 years, 9% of the children could be classified as ‘abnormal’ on the SDQ Conduct Problems 

subscale. Over 4% of the children had a police contact as POI for a criminal incident by the time they 

were approximately 15 years old on average (range 13 to 16 years).       

[Insert Table 2 here] 

Associations between parental offending and offspring antisocial behavior by gender 

Summary results from unadjusted and adjusted logistic regression analyses are presented in 

Table 2. All the parental offending exposure variables are statistically significant as none of the 95% 
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CIs crossed 1. Associations between parental offending and offspring aggressive behavior at age 5 

years were similar across models (i.e., maternal, paternal, any parental, and both parents); 

magnitudes of association were medium for both unadjusted (ranging from 1.83 to 2.43) and 

adjusted ORs (ranging from 1.57 to 1.82). Similarly, associations between the different parental 

offending exposures and offspring conduct problems at 11 years were mostly medium in magnitude 

across models. No gender-specific patterns of association were observed for aggressive behavior at 

age 5 years or conduct problems at age 11 years.  

Analyses for parental offending and offspring police contacts as a person of interest up to 

approximately age 15 years resulted in large magnitudes of association, with ORs ranging from 3.92 

to 9.47 for unadjusted models and 2.88 to 5.24 for adjusted models. The adjusted OR for mothers 

and daughters [OR = 4.37; 95% CI = 3.76-5.08] was larger than the one for fathers and sons [OR = 

2.88; 95% CI = 2.61-3.17], as indicated by non-overlapping confidence intervals. However, the 

adjusted ORs for fathers and daughters [OR=3.94; 95% CI = 3.40-4.57] as well as for mothers and 

sons [OR = 3.49; 95%CI = 3.14-3.89] were also larger than that for fathers and sons. The overall 

pattern of associations showed that the largest ORs were observed for female offspring. For 

instance, when both parents had a history of offending the adjusted OR for female offspring was 

5.24 [95% CI = 4.46-6.16]. Since the children were not all the same age at the time of the data 

collection (mean age=14.7 years; SD=0.4; range 13 to 16), additional analyses (not presented here) 

were conducted controlling for offspring’s age for which the results remained unchanged; parental 

offending ORs changed by ≤0.02.   

[Insert Table 3] 

Comparisons of ORs across and between parent-child gender yielded no significant 

differences between aggressive behaviour at ~age 5 and conduct problems at ~age 11 years. 

However, for police contacts at ~age 15 years, both maternal (d = 0.23 [95% CI = 0.04 - 0.41]) and 

paternal offending (d = 0.31 [95% CI = 0.13 - 0.49]) was significantly greater for female offspring than 
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for males (see Table 3). The OR for maternal offending and daughters’ contact with police was also 

significantly greater compared to paternal offending and sons’ contact with police (d = 0.42 [95% CI 

= 0.24 - 0.60]). Significant differences were also observed between parental offending and son’s 

contact with police; the OR for maternal offending was greater than the OR for paternal offending (d 

= 0.19 [95% CI = 0.05 - 0.34]). 

Full multivariate models with ORs for the covariates are available in Supplementary Tables 

S1, S2, and S3 to examine the relative associations for covariates compared to the parental offending 

exposures. For all models, the magnitudes of associations were generally greatest for the parental 

offending exposures. Overall, statistically significant associations were observed for 

Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander children, lower socio-economic status (i.e., SEIFA quintile 1), and 

young motherhood (i.e., ≤25 years) with the three offspring antisocial behavior outcomes. For 

aggressive behavior at age 5 years (Table S1) and conduct problems at age 11 years (Table S2), ORs 

were mostly small in magnitude for the covariates. For offspring police contacts (Table S3), lower 

socio-economic status was either low in magnitude or not statistically significant, the ORs for young 

motherhood had effect sizes ranging from low to medium, and the ORs were large for 

Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander children, ranging from 2.65 to 3.80. 

Discussion 

Using data from a large intergenerational record linkage study, we examined gender-specific 

patterns of antisocial behavior between parents and their children, using three approaches to the 

measurement of offspring antisocial behavior. At age 5 and 11 years, using teacher- and self-

reported data respectively, we found associations of similar (medium) strength – both across gender 

and within the same gender – between parent and offspring antisocial behavior. Using official police 

contact data up to age approximately 15 years, we found the largest associations to be between 

mothers and daughters, followed by fathers and daughters, mothers and sons, and fathers and sons. 

Therefore, we found that the intergenerational gender-specific associations were not larger than 
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those across gender.  Moreover, having both parents with a criminal history had the largest 

magnitude of association for female offspring. We also found statistically significant differences 

when comparing the patterns of intergenerational transmission of antisocial behavior, which 

showed that the influence on daughters was greater than on sons. The findings suggest that 

daughters are influenced by parental offending, regardless of the gender of parent, and in some 

cases the intergenerational transmission may be stronger in female offspring. The reasons for this 

deserve further attention.  

Our findings using a large population-based sample are similar to other research in this area 

that is based on smaller (at-risk) samples. For instance, at age 5 and 11 years, the intergenerational 

transmission of externalizing problems from age 3 to 9 years (based on parent-reported data) has 

been reported as modest (Capaldi, Pears, Kerr, Owen, & Kim, 2012), while a meta-analysis which 

included 23 samples and over 3,420,000 children has reported medium-sized magnitudes of 

association between any parental criminal behavior and offspring criminal behavior (pooled 

bivariate OR=2.4; pooled bivariate OR accounting for covariates=1.8) (Besemer, et al., 2017). These 

were somewhat smaller than the associations we identified in this study for police contacts.  

However, Besemer, et al. (2017) also found that intergenerational transmission was strongest from 

mothers to daughters (OR=3.2) and lowest from fathers to sons (OR=2.1), similar to our findings for 

police contacts (although our associations were larger in magnitude: i.e., mother to daughters 

unadjusted OR=7.4 and adjusted OR=4.4; fathers to sons unadjusted OR=3.9 and adjusted OR=2.9). 

Social learning approaches to understanding aggression and delinquency suggest that children will 

model behavior observed in parents and would be more likely to imitate the same sex parent (Akers, 

2017). Therefore, same sex intergenerational pairs should have the strongest relationships. While 

we did find that the intergenerational transmission might be strongest from mothers to daughters, 

the relationship between fathers and daughters police contacts were also strong (and higher than 

for male offspring) suggesting that the transmission is not simply a direct transfer of behavior. 

Considering that females who have contact with police are more vulnerable and experience more 
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serious and frequent risk factors such as higher rates of victimization (Moffitt, et al., 2001), it is 

possible that they are more sensitive to their parents’ behavior. The transmission from parent to 

child is also likely to be indirect, where parents who have a history of justice system involvement 

have poor parenting practices or coping strategies to life events (Giordano, 2010).       

Conversely, an Australian study that followed six extended families well known to police 

found that offending between fathers and sons was more important than mothers/daughters or 

mothers/sons, but, as with the current study, children for whom both parents were involved in 

offending had the highest rates of involvement in offending (Goodwin & Davis, 2011). Other 

research has similarly found that when both parents have a history of offending there is a strong 

association with children’s antisocial behavior and offending across developmental periods 

(Aaltonen & Mikkonen, 2018; Beaver, 2013; Whitten, et al., 2019).  Women involved in offending are 

much more likely to have partners who are also involved in offending. In the NSW-CDS, 

approximately 70% of convicted mothers have a convicted partner (Tzoumakis, et al., 2019; 

Tzoumakis, et al., 2017). While partnering is seen as a turning point out of crime for men (Laub & 

Sampson, 2003), for women, it is not always the case (King, Massoglia, & MacMillan, 2007). Recent 

research suggests that partners not only tend to be involved in crime prior to marriage, but that they 

also became more similar in terms of offending after marriage (van de Weijer & Beaver, 2017). This 

tendency toward assortative mating means that many children have both parents involved with the 

criminal justice. In addition, considering that the heritability of antisocial behavior is estimated at 

approximately 50% across twin studies (Polderman, et al., 2015), it is perhaps unsurprising that 

children exposed to “double” the parental risk (i.e., genetic plus criminogenic family environment) 

are exhibiting the highest levels of antisocial behavior (Besemer, et al., 2017; Moffitt, et al., 2001).  

The lower magnitudes of associations we found at age 5 and 11 years compared to age 15 

years might be due to the age of the children and the data source (teacher-report and self-report vs. 

official police data). It is possible that more serious antisocial behavior becomes more apparent as 
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the children enter adolescence, which is also when delinquency peaks for most young people 

(Moffitt, 1993). However, the different data sources in this study also likely contributed to the 

differences. The severity cut-offs at age 5 and 11 years were based on population norms and 

consisted of approximately 8-9% of the most vulnerable children, whereas only 4.4% of the children 

had police contact. Moreover, official data are influenced by justice system practices and there is 

evidence that certain groups are over-policed, such as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in 

Australia (Payne & Piquero, 2016). However, when we accounted for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander status and socio-economic disadvantage, the relationship between parental and offspring 

offending remained robust. In the context of intergenerational linkages of offending, the systemic 

prejudice experienced by minority groups such as Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples could 

also be compounded by bias against families known to the criminal justice system. Research has 

demonstrated that children are more likely to be processed once parents are known to the criminal 

justice system (Besemer, Farrington, & Bijleveld, 2013). In line with this, Augustyn, Ward, Krohn, and 

Dong (2019) found evidence for intergenerational labelling; parental arrest history increased 

offending among offspring, but this was amplified by the offspring’s involuntary police contacts 

(being arrested or picked up by police), suggesting that there is some degree of bias or labelling for 

families involved with the criminal justice system. 

Limitations 

This study used successive waves of linked administrative data and includes a large 

intergenerational sample of children and their parents. As a result, selection, attrition and recall 

biases are avoided or reduced. Because it was not possible to link parental records for children 

whose births weren’t registered in NSW, it is likely that there is an underestimation of immigrants in 

the sample. However, demographic characteristics of the children with linked parents in the NSW-

CDS suggests that they are representative of the whole population (Green, et al., 2018). Our 

measure of parental offending is limited to those parents with at least one proven conviction, while 
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our measures of child antisocial behavior are more comprehensive (teacher-report, self-report, and 

police contacts). While research from the US (Maxfield, Weiler, & Widom, 2000) and Australia 

(Payne & Piquero, 2016) indicates that self-report and official offending are associated, we are likely 

missing many parents who were never convicted of an offence. Moreover, parental offending is also 

underestimated because the court appearance data collection was only available from 1994 

onwards. It is therefore likely that we are underestimating the magnitudes of effect of parental 

offending on offspring outcomes. In addition, it was not possible to make direct comparisons across 

generations at the same developmental stage due to the timing of the data collection and the 

different types of data available (self-report, teacher-report, police contact, convictions). Ideally, 

research in this area should examine the same multiple repeated measures of parent and offspring 

outcomes at the same ages (Thornberry, 2009; Wildeman, 2020). It should also be noted that the 

findings of this study remain associational; it was not possible to determine the causal effects of 

parental involvement with the criminal justice system on offspring antisocial behavior. Other 

researchers have raised the importance of understanding the underlying causal mechanisms of this 

transmission (Besemer, et al., 2017; Wildeman, 2020); however, there are important ethical and 

logistic difficulties to collecting such data. Other potentially important covariates such as genetic 

factors, parenting practices, or self-control (maternal and child) were not available (DeLisi & Vaughn, 

2014; Moffitt, et al., 2001; Tremblay, 2010); as such, we could not disentangle the mechanisms 

underlying the intergenerational transmission of antisocial behavior.  Moreover, an individual-level 

or household-level indicator of socioeconomic status would have been preferable to our geographic 

measure. 

Conclusion 

Our findings suggest that daughters with offending parents are at risk of early contact with 

the criminal justice system and that they should be targeted for intervention and support. There is 

strong evidence that early intervention programs with families to improve parenting skills are 
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effective (Piquero, et al., 2016) and emerging evidence that programs targeting children’s self-

control can reduce later behavior problems (Augimeri, Walsh, Donato, Blackman, & Piquero, 2018). 

One approach to intervening with children from at-risk families is to target protective factors. 

Several important protective factors for boys with convicted parents have been identified, including 

low dishonesty, high family income, an interest in education, and good child-rearing (Farrington, 

Ttofi, & Piquero, 2016). Future research should determine whether these protective factors are the 

same for daughters. Considering that there are gender differences in the risk factors (i.e., harsh 

parenting, drug use, and financial stress) linked to the intergenerational transmission of antisocial 

behavior (Auty, et al., 2017; Thornberry, Freeman-Gallant, Lizotte, Krohn, & Smith, 2003), it is likely 

that there are differences in protective factors. While some of these protective factors would be 

difficult to change (i.e., family income), programs could potentially target educational interest in the 

early years, for example.  
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Figure 1. Sample selection process 

AEDC (age ~5 years; n = 66,135) MCS (age ~11 years; n = 21,630) COPS (age ~15 years; n = 71,661) 

Sample (n) Cases removed Sample (n) Cases removed Sample (n) Cases removed 

   91,635   91,635  91,635  
 Children without linked 

parent records  
(n = 18,863) 

 Children without linked 
parent records  

(n = 18,863) 

 Children without linked 
parent records  

(n = 18,863) 
72,772  72,772  72,772  

 Children who are not first 
born if not singleton  

(n = 1,111) 

 Children who are not first 
born if not singleton 

(n = 1,111) 

 Children who are not first 
born if not singleton  

(n = 1,111) 
71,661  71,661  71,661  

 Children who did not 
participate in the AEDC, but 

participated in the MCS 
 (n = 2,141) 

 Children who did not 
participate in the MCS 

(n = 49,767) 

  

69,520  21,894    
 Children designated as 

“special needs”a 
 (n = 2,946) 

 Children with missing data 
on the MCS Conduct 
Problems subscale  

(n = 264) 

  

66,574  21,630    
 Children with missing data 

on the Aggressive Behaviour 
subdomain 
 (n = 439) 

    

66,135      

Note:  AEDC: Australian Early Development Census; MCS: Middle Childhood Survey; COPS: Computerized Operational Policing System 
a Children designated as “Special needs” required special assistance in the classroom due to a chronic medical, physical, or intellectually disabling condition were removed as 
their AEDC subdomain scores were not considered to be reliable. 
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Table 1: Descriptive statistics 
 AEDC (age ~5 years) 

(n = 66,135) 
MCS (age ~11 years) 

(n = 21,630) 
COPS (age ~15 years) 

(n = 71,661) 
Sex    
     Male 33,588 (50.8%) 10,928 (50.5%) 37,093 (51.8%) 
     Female 32,547 (49.2%) 10,702 (49.5%) 34,568 (48.2%) 
SEIFA at child’s birth    
     Quintile 1 (most disadvantaged) 12,406 (18.8%) 4,287 (19.8%) 13,601 (19.0%) 
     Quintile 2 12,876 (19.5%) 4,496 (20.8%) 14,019 (19.6%) 
     Quintile 3 14,121 (21.4%) 4,754 (22.0%) 15,400 (21.5%) 
     Quintile 4 7,303 (11.0%) 2,241 (10.4%) 7,832 (10.9%) 
     Quintile 5 (least disadvantaged) 19,426 (29.4%) 5,825 (26.9%) 20,779 (29.0%) 
Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander    
     Yes 4,603 (7.0%) 1,468 (6.8%) 5,127 (7.2%) 
     No 61,532 (93.0%) 20,162 (93.2%) 66,534 (92.8%) 
Maternal age at child’s birth    
     ≤ 25 years 11,494 (17.4%) 3,761 (17.4%) 12,649 (17.7%) 
     26 to 35 years 41,598 (62.9%) 13,736 (63.5%) 44,906 (62.7%) 
     ≥ 36 years 12,974 (19.6%) 4,109 (19.0%) 14,023 (19.6%) 
Parental history of offending    
     Maternal 5,281 (8.0%) 2,128 (9.8%) 7,289 (10.2%) 
     Paternal 16,679 (25.2%) 6,133 (28.4%) 20,772 (29.0%) 
     Any 18,325 (27.7%) 6,771 (31.3%) 22,971 (32.1%) 
     Both 3,635 (5.5%) 1,490 (6.9%) 5,090 (7.1%) 
AEDC Aggressive Behavior  
     Developmentally vulnerable 5,403 (8.2%) - - 
     Not developmentally vulnerable 60,732 (91.8%) - - 
MCS Conduct Problems 
     Abnormal - 1,956 (9.0%) - 
     Normal/borderline - 19,674 (90.1%) - 
Police contacts as a person of interest1 
     Yes - - 3,179 (4.4%) 
     No - - 68,482 (95.6%) 

Note:  AEDC: Australian Early Development Census; MCS: Middle Childhood Survey; COPS: Computerized Operational Policing 
System; SEIFA=Socio-Economic Index for Areas; Q=quartile. 
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Table 2: Unadjusted and adjusted associations between parental offending and offspring antisocial behavior by gender  

Parental offending 

 AEDC Aggressive Behaviour  
(age ~5 years) 

MCS Conduct Problems 

(age ~11 years) 
COPS police contacts 

(age ~15 years) 
Female offspring 

OR (95% CI) 
Male offspring  

OR (95% CI) 
Female offspring 

OR (95% CI) 
Male offspring  

OR (95% CI) 
Female offspring 

OR (95% CI) 
Male offspring  

OR (95% CI) 

Maternal 
U 2.12 (1.82-2.48) 2.01 (1.82-2.23) 2.36 (1.93-2.89) 2.19 (1.87-2.57) 7.37 (6.47-8.41) 5.22 (4.74-5.74) 

A 1.60 (1.35-1.89) 1.62 (1.46-1.81) 1.69 (1.35-2.11) 1.73 (1.45-2.05) 4.37 (3.76-5.08) 3.49 (3.14-3.89) 

Paternal 
U 2.04 (1.83-2.28) 1.83 (1.70-1.96) 2.25 (1.93-2.62) 1.96 (1.73-2.21) 5.70 (4.98-6.53) 3.92 (3.59-4.28) 

A 1.70 (1.51-1.92) 1.57 (1.46-1.70) 1.82 (1.54-2.16) 1.67 (1.46-1.90) 3.94 (3.40-4.57) 2.88 (2.61-3.17) 

Any parental 
U 2.05 (1.84-2.29) 1.82 (1.70-1.95) 2.30 (1.97-2.68) 1.97 (1.75-2.23) 6.09 (5.29-7.02) 4.21 (3.84-4.60) 

A 1.71 (1.52-1.93) 1.57 (1.46-1.70) 1.87 (1.59-2.21) 1.69 (1.48-1.92) 4.27 (3.66-4.98) 3.15 (2.85-3.47) 

Both parents 
U 2.43 (2.05-2.89) 2.34 (2.09-2.62) 2.65 (2.12-3.31) 2.53 (2.11-3.03) 9.47 (8.27-10.84) 6.41 (5.78-7.10) 

A 1.74 (1.44-2.10) 1.82 (1.61-2.06) 1.77 (1.38-2.27) 1.92 (1.58-2.34) 5.24 (4.46-6.16) 3.98 (3.54-4.47) 
Note: U=Unadjusted; A=Adjusted for Aboriginal/Torres Strait Islander, SEIFA (Socio-Economic Index for Areas), and maternal age at child’s birth; AEDC=Australian Early 
Development Census; MCS=Middle Childhood Survey; COPS=Computerized Operational Policing System. 
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Table 3: Comparisons of patterns of intergenerational transmission for offspring police contacts at ~age 15 years 
Comparisons d SE(d) CI(d) Z 

1 
Maternal offending and female offspring 

.23 .10 .04 - .41   2.38** 

Maternal offending and male offspring 

2 
Paternal offending and female offspring 

.31 .09 .13 - .49    3.37*** 

Paternal offending and male offspring 

3 
Maternal offending and female offspring 

.10 .11 -.11 - .32 0.96 
Paternal offending and female offspring 

4 
Maternal offending and female offspring 

.42 .09 .24 - .60     4.58*** 

Paternal offending and male offspring 

5 
Maternal offending and male offspring 

.19 .07 .05 - .34    2.58** 

Paternal offending and male offspring 

6 
Paternal offending and female offspring 

.12 .09 -.06 - .31 1.30 
Maternal offending and male offspring 

**p<.01; ***p<.001 

 


