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Four years ago, on 7 January 2008, the cover of the German weekly Der Spiegel 
pronounced in big letters: ‘Junge Männer: die gefährlichste Spezies der Welt’ 
(‘Young men: The world’s most dangerous species’). In more than ten pages, the 
article expounded the extent to which crime, and violent crime in particular, is the 
pursuit of young men between the ages of 15 and 25. They are the most dangerous 
‘species’, no less, not even defined as a group or an age phase, and clearly very 
different from the rest of society. Obviously, this is exaggerated, yet the German 
figures alone show us how deviant the picture of adolescent young males is. Two 
per cent of the young men aged between 16 and 20 are suspected of one or more 
violent crimes; the same goes for more than one per cent of the boys between the 
ages of 14 and 15 and also for more than one per cent of the men aged between 
21 and 24. Above that age, the figure rapidly drops to less than 0.1 per cent. On 
occasion, girls and young women also become physically aggressive, but even 
during their most violent age phase (ages 18–20) this involves no more than one 
girl against eight boys. Moreover, there is also an overrepresentation of migrants 
among the boys.

What is true for Germany also roughly applies to the Netherlands and all 
other Western countries. Violent crime is chiefly committed by adolescent men, 
often against other young men. It is frequently thought that this phenomenon 
is on the rise, yet rather the opposite is true. Nowadays we pay much more 
public attention to it, and as a result we also worry more about young people’s 
aggressive behaviour. The sensitivity to the violence that is actually committed 
has continually increased as well. This is by no means contrary to the fascination 
with the portrayal of violence in films, cartoons, games or pop music. The kind 
of behaviour that is now increasingly becoming taboo in everyday life gets free 
rein in the realm of fantasy. That this in turn might serve as a source of unwanted 
examples is still the subject of debate.

It is rather the exception than the rule that research provides a definitive answer 
to urgent social issues. Usually, such issues are more encompassing than can be 
answered in research, let alone in one study. More often than not, the answers are not 
unambiguous either. Correlations are not yet causalities. Even when, for instance, 
the risk factors have been soundly mapped out, the predictive value is generally 
small in specific cases. This makes it necessary to exercise caution with preventive 
or early interventions on the one hand, and makes it inevitable to continue taking 
into account unexpected violent behaviour on the other.

Preface 
Paul Schnabel
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A lot of research has been done on the causes and backgrounds of criminal 
behaviour. Meanwhile, it has become clear that monocausal argumentations make 
no sense in this context. It always involves a complicated, combined interaction 
of biological, psychological and social factors in a particular historical, social, 
political and economic context.

In due course, the attention shifts from one type of factor to the other – from 
biological to sociological or psychological factors and back again – but it never 
returns exactly to its original focus. In the meantime, the various disciplines 
also continue to develop and constantly offer new theoretical, methodological 
and statistical approaches. Brain activity can now be observed in vivo, while 
researchers in psychology have continuously improved and standardized measuring 
instruments at their disposal and researchers in sociology have improved not only 
their statistical descriptions but their explanatory abilities as well.

The present, extensive study by Loeber et al. try to find an answer to the 
question about the chances and the nature of the shift from the delinquent 
behaviour of young people to the criminal behaviour of adults. Most adolescents 
or young men do not stick to delinquent, criminal or violent behaviour. Precisely 
on or just past the threshold of adulthood, the criminal activity rapidly diminishes, 
to finally come to an end completely. This does not apply to all, however, and 
exactly those who remain active often cause society the greatest harm.

Now, who stays criminally active and who does not? Why do some young men 
remain criminally active while most do not? In brief, these are the questions on 
which this book focuses, step by step and very systematically, in a summarizing 
presentation and critical discussion of the scientific research literature. This deals 
with a lot of material, which often provides very different and sometimes even 
completely contradictory outcomes with regard to the same subject. Nonetheless, 
with regard to outcomes, a dominant one often emerges, while some studies are 
also clearly superior to others because of their set-up and scale.

Due to its structure, this study is something in between a thesaurus (what 
research has been done?) and a meta-analysis (which research material can be 
included in the new analysis?). Because of the strict approach, during which the 
authors also continually examine possible alternative or competing explanations 
and connections, each chapter generates the further growth of a decision tree 
with branches of varying strength and a roof of foliage of variable density. 
The enormous volume of the discussed research material and the continuous 
branching off of the research questions carry with them the danger that readers 
will be unable to see the wood for the trees. Yet luckily, the summarizing 
accounts and the closing chapter will come to their aid time and again. These 
also contain a number of recommendations for research and policy.

Young men remain a dangerous species. Loeber et al. do not offer a solution 
to that problem, but they have carefully mapped out the risk factors at play 
and also give advice about the best or at least better methods to deal with this 
problem. After all, the ultimate goal is to stop young men from inflicting serious 
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and all too often irreparable damage to their own lives or the lives of others as 
the result of their behaviour.

Paul Schnabel
The Netherlands Institute for Social Research/SCP

The Hague, The Netherlands
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During the twentieth century the situation of young people changed dramatically. 
There is not only a much earlier onset of puberty and a strong physical acceleration, 
but also in many countries a change of lifestyles due to less authoritarian parenting, 
mass media, and other modern influences. Therefore, typical youth behaviours are 
now exhibited at younger ages, for example, going out at night, drinking alcohol, 
smoking, having sexual relations, and hanging around in cliques. However, 
the physical and social acceleration has not led to an earlier maturation into 
adulthood. In contrast, important developmental tasks are now mastered later than 
in former times (for example, completing education, regular work, socioeconomic 
independence, marriage, and foundation of own family).

As the offending of young people is often related to developmental transitions 
and coping problems (Moffitt, 1993), such epochal changes are also relevant for 
criminology. And indeed, young adulthood is a particularly important period for 
criminological research and practice. Traditionally, the ‘iron law’ of the age–
crime curve shows that offending strongly increases during adolescence and then 
decreases at around age 18. However, the peak of prevalence in the age–crime curve 
does not only vary for different types of crime, but is partially shifting towards 
young adulthood. In England and Wales or Germany, for example, the prevalence 
of official crime per 100,000 of the respective age group is already higher at ages 
18–20 than at 14–17 years (Lösel, 2012). Similar trends have been observed in 
the Netherlands (this volume). In contrast to such observations, criminological 
research and the justice systems focus on either juvenile delinquency or adult 
offending in general. It seems as if the most common legal definition of ‘adulthood’ 
at age 18 functions as too sharp a cutoff, although various countries have more 
differentiated approaches in criminal law. Such a dichotomy may conceal that the 
transition from late adolescence to young adulthood is a very important period for 
late onset, continuity, and aggravation of or desistance from offending. Of course, 
most offenders desist over time and many beyond age 30 (Laub and Sampson, 
2003); however, the turning points in criminal careers often coincide with stable 
employment and marriage in young adulthood. For the latter reason, this age 
period is also relevant for not transferring behavioural and social problems to the 
next generation (Farrington, Coid and Murray, 2009).

Although prospective longitudinal studies have substantially increased our 
knowledge on the origins and long-term development of criminal behaviour 
across the lifespan, the highly dynamic period of young adulthood has rarely been 

Preface 
Friedrich Lösel
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addressed. Only recently there is more awareness of the issue that young adult 
offenders are somehow lost in transition. Therefore, the present volume is highly 
welcome. It contains thorough analyses and new findings on both continuity and 
change in the development of offending from adolescence to adulthood. The 
authors describe different patterns of criminal ‘careers’ and investigate risk and 
protective factors as well as causal explanations of various trajectories. In doing 
this, the focus is not only on the individual but also on micro-level and wider 
social contexts. In addition to these developmental analyses, the book contains 
very rich material on practical issues such as risk assessment, early developmental 
prevention, punishment, correctional intervention, and an organization of criminal 
justice that meets the specific needs and challenges of offenders in the transition 
from adolescence into adulthood. From my British and German background I see 
it as a particular strength of this book that it not only addresses North American 
data and structures (as it is most often the case in criminology), but takes a broad 
international perspective.

The working group of experts who have produced this impressive volume have 
done an excellent job with regard to both the quality of individual chapters and their 
integration. In my view, this is the richest and deepest empirical and conceptual 
investigation that has yet been carried out on the transition from adolescent to 
young adult offending. The book complements and extends similarly valuable 
reports of previous working groups on child delinquency and youth offending that 
have also been coordinated by Rolf Loeber (Loeber and Farrington, 1998, 2001). 
Together with these volumes on earlier ages, the present book suggests that it is 
never too early and never too late for evidence-based interventions into antisocial 
development.

The volume is a milestone of developmental criminology and extremely 
useful for research, teaching, practice, and policy making. An effective transfer 
of its evidence-based recommendations into practice will not only help to reduce 
(re-)offending and its related harm, but also save money for society. As many 
countries have to cope with the current financial crisis, this message is very 
timely and highly welcome.

Friedrich Lösel
Institute of Criminology, Cambridge University

England
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All adolescents eventually become adults, but they differ in the speed at which and 
the degree to which they reach adulthood, adopt adult roles, and stop irresponsible 
and impulsive behaviours that are often characteristic of adolescence and early 
adulthood. We are particularly concerned with the transition between juvenile 
delinquency and adult crime for three categories of individuals: young people 
who persist in offending from adolescence to early adulthood; youth who desist 
from offending, particularly between adolescence and early adulthood; and 
those individuals who start offending during early adulthood (Figure 1.1). These 
offenders inflict harm on a large proportion of the population, which is costly for 
the victims, the justice system and society alike.

Although lawmakers, justice personnel and the general public tend to have 
strong opinions about the transition from juvenile delinquency to adult crime 
and what causes individual differences in persistence, desistance and onset 
of offending, the debates usually do not include the empirical evidence from 
hundreds of relevant studies. This volume attempts to rectify this situation by 
presenting the current state of empirical evidence for the course of offending 
between adolescence and early adulthood, causal factors influencing that course, 
and optimal interventions inside and outside of the justice system to reduce 
offending at the interface between adolescence and adulthood.

To gather and interpret the empirical evidence, we brought together and 
sought the advice of a study group of 33 scholars from the Netherlands and 
other parts of Europe, and invited them to contribute to the present international 
report. The study group members were asked to address a series of questions 
about which offenders tend to persist in offending between adolescence and early 
adulthood, which juvenile offenders tend to desist from offending, and which 
individuals tend to have early adult onset of offending. In addition, they were 
asked to report on explanations of persistence in and desistance from offending, 
special categories of high-risk offenders, and how effectively juvenile and adult 
justice systems deal with offenders in the adolescent to early adulthood period. 
The main focus was on findings from Dutch research and relating these findings 
to research in other European countries and in the US. Our study group findings 
were reinforced by the findings of a US study group of 32 scholars, chaired by 
Rolf Loeber and David P. Farrington. The findings from the US study group 
report can be found in the Conclusions (Chapter 12) to this volume.

Editors’ Summary
Rolf Loeber, Machteld Hoeve, N. Wim Slot and  

Peter H. van der Laan
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The relationship between offending and age is bell-shaped: the prevalence of 
offending (the percentage of offenders in a population) tends to increase from 
late childhood, peaks in the teenage years (around ages 15–19), and then declines 
in the early 20s (Figure 1.2). This bell-shaped age trend is called the age–crime 
curve, which is universal in all Western populations.

Research shows that, irrespective of the age of onset of offending, most 
desistance from juvenile delinquency takes place in the right-hand down-slope 
tail of the age–crime curve. This down-slope varies between different populations 
of young people but often extends from adolescence to adulthood. Unexpectedly, 
Dutch research shows that officially registered offending is more prevalent during 
early adulthood than during the juvenile years.

Persistence, Desistance and Onset

The key questions addressed in this volume concerning criminal careers are: How 
common is persistence in and desistance from offending between adolescence and 
early adulthood, and how common is the onset of offending during early adulthood?

There is strong continuity in offending from adolescence to adulthood, 
with estimates ranging from 40–60 per cent. Studies show large variations in 
persistence, which has much to do with the type of data (official records or self-
reported delinquency) and the population of youth studied (general populations 
vs offender populations). Continuity of offending from the juvenile into the early 
adult years is higher for those youth who start offending at a young age, for chronic 
juvenile delinquents, and for violent compared to nonviolent offenders. Therefore, 
knowledge about different offence characteristics and about the residual length of 
criminal careers is relevant for justice personnel making decisions about length 
and types of sentences, treatment, parole, and incarceration.

Studies agree that a certain proportion of juvenile delinquents desists from 
offending between adolescence and early adulthood (typically about 40–60 per cent). 
However, the period between late adolescence and early adulthood is characterized 
by an increasing severity of offending (including violence) by a minority of 
delinquents, and a decreasing severity of offending by others. This process of 
escalation for some young males and de-escalation for others is usually not complete 
for all juvenile delinquents by age 18, which is the most widely accepted distinction 
between adolescence and adulthood and between the operation of the juvenile and 
the adult criminal justice system, but extends into early adulthood. Studies also 
agree that a proportion of individuals starts offending during early adulthood. This 
figure is typically about 10–30 per cent of offenders, but the estimates vary greatly.

In summary, developmental studies of the persistence in and the desistance 
from offending between adolescence and early adulthood do not support the notion 
that there is any kind of naturally occurring break in the prevalence of offending 
at age 18. Persistence in offending is not immutable: interventions outside of the 
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justice system (discussed below) can improve a young person’s desistance from 
offending between adolescence and early adulthood.

Explanations for Persistence in and Desistance from Offending, and  
Adult Onset Offending

We identified ten explanatory processes:

1. Early individual differences in self-control (discussed in Chapters 4 and 12).
2. Brain maturation (Chapters 4 and 12).
3. Cognitive changes (for example, decision making to change behaviour; 

Chapters 4 and 12).
4. Behavioural risk factors (disruptive behaviour and delinquency) and 

behavioural protective factors (nervousness and social isolation) (Chapters 
4 and 12).

5. Social risk and protective factors (family, peers, school; Chapters 4 and 12).
6. Mental illnesses and substance use/abuse (Chapter 12).
7. Life circumstances (for example, getting married, becoming employed; 

Chapters 3, 5 and 12).
8. Situational context of specific criminal events, including crime places and 

routine activities (Chapters 3 and 12).
9. Neighbourhood (for example, living in a disadvantaged neighbourhood, and 

the concentration of impulsive and delinquent individuals in disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods; Chapters 3 and 12).

10. Justice responses (for example, transfer to adult court, longer sentences; 
Chapters 3, 7, 8 and 12).

The Study Group posed three questions: (a) Does each process explain persistence 
in offending from adolescence to adulthood? (b) Does each process also explain 
desistance during that period? and (c) Does each process explain the onset of 
offending during early adulthood?

We found that there are multiple explanatory (‘causal’) processes of offending 
from early childhood to early adulthood. Persistence in offending from adolescence 
to adulthood is explained by several of these, including early individual differences, 
behavioural risk factors, individuals’ exposure to social risk factors, delayed brain 
maturation, and justice systems responses.

Only some processes are implicated in desistance from offending, for example 
favourable individual differences and exposure to few behavioural risk factors. In 
addition, early brain maturation and the presence of cognitive changes encourage 
desistance. There is strong evidence that, for males, getting married and holding 
a stable job foster desistance, whereas unstructured activities with peers are 
associated with persistence. While risk factors tend to predict a lower probability 
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of desistance during the period between adolescence and early adulthood, the 
evidence for protective factors encouraging desistance is far from clear.

Unfortunately, the sparse research on adult-onset offending provides little 
guidance on which factors explain why some individuals who were not delinquent 
during adolescence become adult offenders. However, there is some evidence 
that, while nervousness inhibits offending during adolescence, this is not the case 
during adulthood.

The explanatory frameworks reviewed tend to take place at different age 
periods from childhood to early adulthood and, consequently, may influence 
different but interrelated outcomes (Figure 1.3). For example, early individual 
differences become manifest after birth and evolve subsequently, exposure to 
new risk factors increases from childhood through adolescence, while changes 
in desirable life circumstances – such as marriage and employment – typically 
accelerate from late adolescence to early adulthood.

None of the published longitudinal studies has ascertained the relative 
contribution to offending of each of these processes from childhood through early 
adulthood. In those instances in which the explanatory processes are malleable (for 
example, good supervision by parents, self-control, employment of young people), 
we do not know which explanatory processes, once changed, will be most effective 
in lowering the persistence of juveniles’ offending to adulthood. We shall return to 
this when reviewing the effectiveness of preventive and remedial interventions.

Importantly, none of the aforementioned processes that operate during the 
transition between adolescence and early adulthood clearly maps onto the age 18 
dividing line. Instead, such an arbitrary age distinction is irrelevant with respect 
to most of the above processes that are ongoing around that age, including brain 
maturation and moving from external to internal behaviour control.

Vulnerable Groups and Special Categories of Offenders

There are major individual timing differences among youth in their speed and extent 
of maturation. For that reason, the Study Group addressed the question: Which 
categories of youth are likely to mature more slowly in their cognitive ability to 
control their behaviour and take longer than others to desist from delinquency? 
Research findings show that youth formerly in juvenile institutions, compared to 
youth in the general population, have longer criminal careers and are convicted more 
often. The same applies to youth of low intelligence, who require special attention in 
the justice system, not just because they often are less competent to understand court 
proceedings, but also because, compared to more intelligent youth, they tend to have 
higher cognitive impulsivity and are more often charged for delinquent offences.

Life transitions in these groups were also found to differ from the general 
population. Men and women who were placed in residential care in their childhood 
are, on average, less successful in making the transition to adulthood. However, 
compared to non-vulnerable youth, vulnerable females tend to make several 
life transitions, including motherhood and marriage, at an atypically early age. 
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Combined with the vulnerable females’ typical exposure to other risk factors, this 
may result in their offspring’s poor adjustment later.

In addition to several vulnerable groups, the Study Group investigated sex 
offenders as a special category of offenders. Sex offenders who victimize peers 
usually have an earlier age of onset than those who victimize children. Sex 
offenders against children, compared to sex offenders against peers, however, 
tend to persist more in their offending from adolescence to early adulthood. The 
US Study Group considered several additional categories of young offenders, 
including drug dealers, gang members, and homicide offenders. Research shows 
differences in the criminal careers for some, but not all, types of special offenders. 
Drug use is common among nearly all, but drug dealers are uncommon. Of all 
categories of offences, drug dealing and gun carrying had the highest persistence 
from adolescence to adulthood. Joining a gang tends to take place in early 
adolescence and peak in mid-adolescence, and often precedes the onset of other 
criminal activities. It increases the rate of offending, but gang involvement is often 
a transient experience. Homicide differs from other types of offences in that it 
is usually a one-time event, and it tends to occur in late adolescence and early 
adulthood. However, gang killings mostly take place during adolescence.

Risk and Needs Assessments

Risk assessments are often carried out to aid juvenile judges in making decisions 
about young offenders. This is consistent with the more individualized, rehabilitative 
approach of the juvenile court. Risk assessment instruments are also used with 
juveniles and adults in institutional settings (including mental health settings) to 
inform release decisions. Consequently, the main objective of many instruments is 
to predict the probability of recidivism. However, to our knowledge, no instruments 
have been designed to predict persistence in offending in the transition from the 
juvenile to the early adult years. In most screening studies, the follow-up period of 
offenders has been very short (often one year). Risk assessment is rarely used to 
inform sentencing in the adult criminal court because of its more punitive retributive 
approach. Yet risk assessment for young adult offenders would be useful because for 
some offenders the probability of recidivism is low due to the natural decrease in 
offending that is part of the down-slope of the age–crime curve.

Well-researched screening instruments are available to assess juveniles’ 
criminogenic risks and needs, but relatively little is known about which are the 
most optimal screening instruments for young adults. The Study Group addressed 
the importance of risk factors that vary with age for the optimal design of risk 
assessment instruments. While the impact of criminogenic factors seems to 
decrease among juveniles as they grow older, the impact of a number of them 
tends to increase among young adults. In particular, the impact on recidivism of 
problems with regard to school and work and the use of alcohol and drugs tends to 
be highest in older young adults.
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Risk assessments are often administered in conjunction with needs assessments 
to measure to what extent offenders can be held responsible for the committed 
crime. Among the needs assessments are the assessment of intelligence and mental 
health problems. The basic notion is that vulnerable youth often have special 
needs, should be treated individually in court, and should receive more specialized 
services such as, for example, treatment for mental disorders. Reliable and valid 
assessment instruments to assess young people’s cognitive (and brain) maturation 
still need to be developed.

Preventive Interventions and Interventions with Known Delinquents

A crucial issue for this volume is whether programmes outside of the various justice 
systems reduce the probability of delinquency and particularly the persistence of 
offending between adolescence and early adulthood. The study group approached 
it by posing the following questions:

a. How effective are family-based programmes during toddlerhood 
in reducing offending during the young adult years? There is good 
evidence that early interventions in childhood (for example, nurse 
home visiting, preschool intellectual enrichment programmes and 
parent management training) are effective in preventing delinquency. 
However, it is not always clear whether children who received early 
interventions committed fewer offences during their adult years.

b. How effective are individually based programmes during childhood 
in reducing offending during the young adult years? The best 
evaluations of early child intervention programmes with no-
treatment controls show that they yielded reductions in offending 
that extended to adulthood.

c. How effective are community and school-based interventions in 
reducing young adult offending? Some but not all of the school-
based interventions have led to a reduction in offending even during 
the transition between adolescence and early adulthood. More 
research on the best programmes (for example, Communities That 
Care, mentoring) is much needed. Employment initiatives, such as 
the U.S. Job Corps programme, are effective in reducing offending 
by young adults.

d. How effective are intervention programmes in improving self-control 
in young children? Importantly, a meta-analysis of 34 programmes 
focusing on improving self-control in children up to age 10 reported 
enhanced self-control and reductions in offending. Thus, self-control 
is malleable and improved self-control has long-term benefits. 
It is less clear, however, to what extent improved self-control is 
associated with accelerated brain maturation, a faster outgrowing of 
impulsive and sensation-seeking behaviours during adolescence, a 
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lowering of the age–crime curve for individuals, and a curtailing of 
the age–crime curve into early adulthood.

e. How effective are interventions with older juvenile delinquents 
(ages 14–17) in preventing continuation into young adult offending? 
Multisystemic Therapy (MST), Multidimensional Treatment Foster 
Care (MTFC) and Functional Family Therapy (FFT) have been 
shown to reduce recidivism into early adulthood.

f. Do early interventions lower the age–crime curve? One of the 
limitations of evaluation studies is the absence of yearly follow-ups 
of treated and non-treated individuals during adolescence and early 
adulthood. For that reason, published evaluation studies have not 
been able to show the degree to which interventions lowered the 
age–crime curve.

In summary, there are many intervention programmes available outside justice 
systems that reduce recidivism and prevent persistence of offending from 
adolescence to early adulthood. Preliminary results indicate that such interventions 
may lower the age–crime curve.

What is Known about the Financial Benefits and Costs of Different Interventions 
that Might Reduce Offending in the Young Adult Years?

In Europe the financial benefits and costs of interventions are hardly investigated, but 
a review of cost–benefit studies in the US concluded that the benefits of programmes 
often outweigh their costs. This was true, for example, of MTFC ($8 saved per $1 
expended), FFT ($10 saved per $1 expended), MST ($3 saved per $1 expended), 
vocational education in prison ($12 saved per $1 expended), cognitive-behavioural 
therapy in prison ($22 saved per $1 expended), drug treatment in prison ($6 saved 
per $1 expended), and employment training in the community ($12 saved per $1 
expended). Thus it is clear that many programmes not only reduce offending in the 
young adult years but also save taxpayers a lot of money in the long run.

Research and Policy Recommendations

Research Priorities

We conclude that there are significant gaps in knowledge about the development 
of offending careers between ages 15 and 29. Little is known (especially from 
self-reports) about prevalence, frequency, types of crimes, co-offending, motives 
for offending, specialization, escalation, persistence as opposed to desistance, 
intermittency and adult-onset offending. Surprisingly little is known about even 
the most basic questions of how many juvenile offenders (ages 15–17) persist to 
adult offending (at age 18 or later), and what factors in the juvenile years predict 
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persistence into the adult years. Little is known about processes that may influence 
offending between ages 15 and 29, especially individual factors (including 
those that tend to develop with age, such as psychosocial maturity, impulse 
control, cognitive decision-making, executive functioning, risk-taking, emotion 
regulation, as well as other factors that tend to emerge with age such as mental 
health problems). More needs to be known about how life circumstances (such 
as education, employment, romantic relationships and cohabitation, substance 
use, and peer relationships) influence the development of offending. In addition, 
there is a need to better understand how individuals’ routine activities and their 
neighbourhood and situational contexts influence offending.

We recommend two ways to advance knowledge about the development of 
offending careers and influencing factors. First, undertake secondary data analyses 
on existing longitudinal datasets and/or investigate to what extent within-individual 
changes in influencing factors are followed by within-individual changes in 
offending. Few studies have carried out within-individual analyses, which require 
repeated assessments. Not all secondary data analyses, however, can address all 
of the key questions posed in this volume and deal with the full range of putative 
processes from psychosocial maturity to neighbourhood and situational influences. 
Therefore, our second recommendation is to start two longitudinal studies, one of 
a community sample and the other of a sample of offenders (this dual method has 
previously been used by Marc Le Blanc in Quebec). Two such studies would have 
complementary advantages and disadvantages. The community study makes it 
possible to generalize results to the whole population but may have a low yield of 
serious offenders. The offender study provides a lot of information about existing 
offenders, but it is not clear to what extent the results can be generalized to the 
whole population or what the characteristics of adult-onset offenders are over 
the age range. By carrying out both studies in the same location during the same 
time period with similarly aged youth, valid conclusions can be drawn about both 
juvenile offenders and the whole population. This research could be modelled on 
the Pittsburgh Youth Study, which is a community study with a high-risk sample, 
and the Pathways to Desistance Study, which is the most important longitudinal 
study of juvenile offenders to date.

We propose that for optimal results the two studies be carried out in several 
European countries simultaneously, but we shall outline both more ambitious as well 
as perhaps more financially realistic projects. Ideally, large numbers of males and 
females and persons from different racial/ethnic backgrounds would be followed 
up, but – more realistically perhaps – about 500 males would be followed up in 
each study (at least initially). There would be oversampling of high-risk youth 
in the community study (to increase the yield of offenders while still permitting 
generalization to the population), and the offender study would begin with persons 
petitioned to or adjudicated in the juvenile court. Ideally, youth would be followed up 
in annual face-to-face interviews from age 15–29, but more realistically interviews 
would be carried out every two years from age 15–24, making a total of six. Repeated 



Box ES.1 Aims of the proposed longitudinal studies focusing on the 
transition between juvenile offending and adult crime

1. To study the development of offending careers between ages 15 and 24: prevalence,
frequency, types of crimes, co-offending, motives for offending, specialization, 
escalation, persistence as opposed to desistance, intermittency and adult-onset 
offending.
2. To compare self-report and official record information about offending careers.
3. To obtain information about key predictive relationships in offending careers,
such as how the probability of persistence or desistance at each age and the residual 
length of criminal careers varies according to previous criminal career features (for 
example, age of onset, time since the last offence) and especially the extent to which 
future adult criminal careers can be predicted at age 17.
4. To study the relationship between offending and individual factors such as executive 
functioning, neurobiological and brain development, cognitive factors, decision 
making, impulsiveness, self control, psychosocial maturity, emotion regulation, and 
adjudicative competence.
5. To assess the strength of relationships between risk factors (individual, family,
peers, school, neighbourhood and community), life events and life transitions (for 
example, employment, marriage, drug selling and gang membership) and later 
criminal career features.
6. To assess development in different communities and neighbourhoods.
7. To assess situational factors, routine activities, and opportunities that influence
whether a person with a certain degree of antisocial potential commits a crime in a 
particular time and place.
8. To study what factors influence successful transitions to adult roles such as
employment, good accommodation, marriage or cohabitation, and parenthood.
9. To assess the effects of different types of official processing (for example, juvenile
vs criminal court, different disposals) at different ages, using quasi-experimental 
comparisons and propensity score matching to deal with selection effects.
10. To assess the accuracy of risk/needs as sessment instruments in predicting
persistence versus desistance.
11. To assess the effectiveness of different types of interventions inside and outside
of the juvenile and adult justice system at different ages.
12. To assess the financial benefits and costs of different types of interventions and
court processing.
13. To study how offending careers and other results vary according to race/ethnicity
and (if possible) gender.
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self-reports and official records of offending would be collected, so the cooperation 
of official agencies in the various cities would be crucial.

The main aims of these studies are summarized in Box ES.1. Some of these 
aims can be addressed more effectively in the community sample, and some in the 
offender sample.

Policy Recommendations

Several of the following recommendations are relevant for reducing prison 
populations, particularly by curtailing the flow of juveniles from the juvenile 
justice system into the adult prison system.

There are many good reasons why juvenile offenders are treated differently 
from adult offenders in courts and correctional facilities. In comparing youths 
to adults, Box ES.2 summarizes some distinguishing juvenile features, which 
leads to the conclusion that young adult offenders aged 18 to about 24 are more 
similar to juveniles than to adults. Therefore, we make the following policy 
recommendations, including alternatives:

1. Changes in legislation in most countries are warranted to deal with juvenile 
offenders being handled as adult criminals. We recommend raising the 
minimum age for referral of young people to the adult court to age 24 so that 
fewer young offenders are dealt with in the adult criminal justice system. 
There are several advantages: fewer young offenders will be incarcerated, 
fewer of them will be exposed to the criminogenic influences of incarceration, 
and more of them will receive alternative, non-custodial sanctions. We 
expect that, consequently, the number of adult prisoners will be decreased 
and considerable savings for taxpayers will accrue. To prompt legislative 
change, we recommend cost–benefit analyses in several European countries 
to quantify the benefits of legally raising the age of juvenile jurisdiction to 
age 21, 23, or even 24. Such cost–benefit analyses have been conducted in 
the UK but need to be done in other European countries as well.

2. Alternatively, special courts for young adult offenders aged 18–24 could be 
established on an experimental basis in a small number of areas (building 
on the experience of the UK Transition to Adulthood initiative: see www.
t2a.org.uk). Three reasons support creating special courts for young adult 
offenders: (i) preventing excessive punishment of young people who land 
in the adult justice system; (ii) youthfulness as a mitigating factor; and (iii) 
the developmental needs of young people. Along that line, several European 
countries (for example, Sweden, Germany and Austria) have long had 
separate young adult sentencing options and separate institutions for ages 
18–21. The focus should be on rehabilitation rather than retribution. Since 
juveniles who are transferred to adult courts tend to receive more severe 
sentences and tend to have higher recidivism rates than those in juvenile 
courts, we expect that these special courts would decrease recidivism and 
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decrease incarceration, and consequently save taxpayer money. In addition, 
they should be designed to have fewer ongoing stigmatizing effects than 
adult criminal courts.

3. A third option is to set up special correctional facilities for young adult 
offenders and include programmes such as cognitive-behavioural therapy, 
drug treatment, restorative justice, mentoring, education and vocational 
training, and work release. Special facilities for young adults already exist 
in some states of the US (for example, Pennsylvania). The Netherlands used 
to have such special facilities, but these were abolished some time ago. 
Most research shows that there is no evidence that either longer sentences or 
lengthening the period of incarceration provides practical benefits in terms 
of reducing the recidivism of serious offenders.

4. There should be an ‘immaturity discount’ for young adult offenders: a 
decrease in the severity of penalties that takes into account young persons’ 
lesser culpability and diminished responsibility.

5. There should be risk/needs assessments and screening of young adult 
offenders to guide the selection of appropriate disposals and interventions. 
This screening should assess the topics listed in Box ES.2 (1–11) in 
addition to risk factors, such as low intelligence. Young adult offenders with 
substance use problems should be diverted to drug treatment, and those with 
mental health problems should be dealt with by mental health professionals.

6. There should be evidence-based programmes for young adult offenders 
(including females and minorities) in the community after release, including 
Multisystemic Therapy, cognitive-behavioural therapy, drug treatment, 

Box ES.2 Some juvenile attributes that are relevant for judicial 
evaluations

1. Less mature judgement.
2. Poorer decision making in offending opportunities.
3. Poorer executive functioning, reasoning, abstract thinking, planning.
4. More influenced by immediate gratification than longer-term possible undesirable 
consequences.
5. Poorer impulse control, more likely to take risks and commit crimes for 
excitement rather than according to a rational choice.
6. Less set in their offending habits, more malleable, more redeemable.
7. Less culpable or blameworthy, diminished responsibility, less deserving of 
punishment.
8. Poorer emotion regulation and self-regulation.
9. Less sense of avoidance of self-harm.
10. Lower adjudicative competence to communicate with lawyers, make legal 
decisions, understand and participate in legal procedures, stand trial.
11. More susceptible to peer influences.
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restorative justice, mentoring, and educational and vocational training 
programmes. Employment and relationship programmes should be offered 
to encourage desistance, as well as other programmes aimed at reducing 
disorderly transitions, such as not graduating from high school and teenage 
single parenthood. Other useful programmes are those aiming to reduce 
opportunities for offending, such as ‘hot spots policing’ and situational 
crime prevention, and reducing drug dealing (especially targeted at high-
crime neighbourhoods). In addition, in light of the long-term positive effects 
of early nurse-home visiting, parent training and family-based programmes, 
these also should be more widely implemented and followed up to assess 
their effects on young adult offending.

All of these initiatives should be rigorously evaluated by sound experimental 
studies and cost–benefit analyses should be carried out. Age, gender and racial/
ethnic differences in the effectiveness of programmes should be studied.

We urge governments to develop action plans to implement the key 
recommendations of this report to assist local governments in changing their 
statutes and practices so that justice is applied more fairly and with more knowledge 
of how youth develop into mature adults. We believe that in order to improve 
the safety of citizens and communities our recommendations offer more hope of 
crime reduction and less burden on the taxpayer than the implementation of longer 
prison sentences of young adults or the referral of more juvenile offenders to the 
adult criminal justice system.



Chapter 1 

Introduction
Rolf Loeber, Machteld Hoeve, N. Wim Slot and  

Peter H. van der Laan

Juvenile delinquency is a vexing problem across countries in Europe (ESB, 2010), 
and is one of the major causes of physical harm and property loss inflicted on 
victims. Countries differ in major ways in the manner in which they deal with 
juvenile delinquents inside and outside the juvenile court and, sometimes, the adult 
court systems. Countries also differ in their legal definitions of the age of criminal 
responsibility (ranging from 8 to 18) or the youngest age at which adult criminal 
law can be applied to juveniles (ranging from 15–18) (see Killias, Redondo and 
Sarnecki, this volume).

Scholars, professionals and lay people regularly debate what causes young 
people to commit crimes. Some argue that there are ‘bad’ individuals who from 
childhood are already out of control, many of whom become life-course-persistent 
delinquents. Others argue that juvenile delinquents are to a high degree a product 
of their environment: the worse the environment, the worse their behaviour over 
time. In this volume we present evidence that both positions are tenable, but we 
also provide proof that many juvenile delinquents tend to stop offending in late 
adolescence and early adulthood.

Since in most countries in Europe as well as in the US the legal transition 
between adolescence and adulthood takes place at age 18, another point of 
discussion is whether young people by age 18 have full control over their behaviour 
and whether their brain maturation is complete at that age. If so, does this mean 
that from age 18 onwards we can attribute the causes of offending and culpability 
to persisting individual difference factors rather than mental immaturity and 
disadvantages in families, schools, and social environment?

This volume focuses on the age period between mid-adolescence and early 
adulthood (roughly ages 15–29)1 and it addresses what we know about individual 
differences among offenders in their persistence compared to desistance from 
offending. The volume draws on studies in North America and Europe (see Killias 

1 There are no empirical boundaries for the age range encompassing adolescence 
and early adulthood. Note that the Transition to Adulthood (T2A) initiative defines early 
adulthood between ages ‘approximately 18 and 24’, but acknowledges that this age range 
is ‘blurry at the edges’ (Helyar-Cardwell, 2009, p. 12). Our choice of setting the upper age 
limit at 29 is governed by the evidence that the majority of young people outgrow offending 
by that age. 
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et al., this volume). Figure 1.1 summarizes the four key groups we are interested 
in: juvenile/adult persisters whose offending continues from adolescence to early 
adulthood (and perhaps later); early adult desisters who were juvenile offenders who 
desist during adolescence and do not continue to offend into early adulthood; adult-
onset offenders who did not offend during adolescence but who become offenders 
during early adulthood; and, lastly, non-offenders, who do not offend either in 
adolescence or early adulthood. We shall examine the four groups in general 
population samples, but we shall also focus on sex offenders (see Bijleveld, Van der 
Geest and Hendriks, this volume).

Maturation

In general, childhood is seen as a period in which children have not yet fully 
developed self-control, and impulsivity tends to lead to misbehaviour and acts of 
delinquency (Jolliffe and Farrington, 2009; Moffitt, 1993). This is why during the 
period from childhood into adolescence parents, teachers and other adults help to 
modulate children’s poor internal controls, teach them skills to navigate problems in 
life, and help them avoid inflicting harm on others. Thus the years across childhood 
and adolescence are seen as a pivotal period in which to bring about in young people 
a shift from external to internal controls. However, the appearance of physical 
maturity in late adolescence and early adulthood does not necessarily mean that 
mental maturity has been fully achieved and that internal controls are completely 
formed and are regularly exercised by the young person (see, for example, Steinberg 
et al., 2009; but see critique by Fischer, Stein and Heikkinen, 2009).2

The presence of internal controls can be expressed in a number of 
complementary ways:

• Improved decision making vs letting things happen.
• Improved perception of the future consequences of actions.
• Avoidance of self-harm.
• Increased self-regulation.
• Decreased sensation seeking.
• Decreased impulsiveness.

2 In fact, physical growth (bone weight) continues to increase until about age 23 
(Doreleijers and Fokkens, 2010).

Figure 1.1 Offending in the juvenile and early adult years

Adult Non-Offender Adult Offender
Juvenile Non-Offender Non-Offender Adult-onset Offender
Juvenile Offender Adult Desister Juvenile/Adult Persister
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• Decreased risk taking.
• Improved emotional control.
• Decreased susceptibility to peer influences.

Control in one area does not mean necessarily that control in another area is also in 
place. However, there is a lack of agreement among scholars regarding the age at 
which psychosocial maturity and general cognitive capacity reach their maximum 
values (Steinberg et al., 2009; Fischer, Stein and Heikkinen, 2009). There are major 
individual differences in the gradual mastering of internal controls, with some 
youth maturing early in this respect, and others in more vulnerable populations 
(see Bijleveld et al., Chapter 5, this volume, and also Overview, this volume) 
taking a much longer time (see below). Contrary to legal assumptions, age 18 is 
not a fixed date of completion of this process for all young people.

While all young persons go through the transition between adolescence and 
adulthood, scholars disagree about whether an in-between stage of ‘emerging 
adulthood’ is a separate stage of development, prompted in part by demographic 
delays in industrial societies over the past decades in the timing of marriage and 
parenthood (Arnett, 2000). There is some agreement that in recent years ‘the 
transition to adulthood has become increasingly prolonged with more youth staying 
in education longer, marrying later, and having their first child later than in the past’ 
(Hendry and Kloep, 2007, p. 74) and that this applies to a number of industrialized 
countries (see Blokland and Palmen, this volume; Fussell and Furstenberg, 2005). 
Masten et al. (2004) characterized the transition period between adolescence and 
early adulthood as a window of opportunity to change the life course in terms of 
individuals having second-chance opportunities and turning points in their lives. 
Other scholars, however, see the transition period as an instance of delayed adulthood 
accompanied by delayed outgrowing of adolescent behaviours.

The Age–Crime Curve

Research findings agree that the prevalence of offending increases from late 
childhood to adolescence, peaks in late adolescence, and decreases subsequently 
to adulthood. This is generally known as the age–crime curve (Farrington, 1986; 
Tremblay and Nagin, 2005; Laub and Sampson, 2003). An example of such a curve 
is shown in Figure 1.2. The curve can be observed in all populations of youth. Less 
well known is the fact that, although an early – compared to a later – age of onset 
of offending is associated with a longer criminal career, the highest concentration of 
desistance takes place during late adolescence and early adulthood irrespective of 
age of onset, which corresponds with the down-slope of the age–crime curve (see 
Overview, this volume). In fact the decrease in prevalence in the down-slope of the 
age–crime curve is very substantial, in some datasets from about 50 per cent to about 
10 per cent of all persons (for example, Loeber et al., 2008).
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All available research on age–crime curves shows that the legal age of adulthood 
at 18 has no significant relevance and is not accompanied by a sharp change (or 
decrease) in offending at exactly that age. Serious offences (such as rape, robbery, 
homicide and fraud) tend to occur after the emergence of less serious offences in 
the late adolescence/early adulthood window. Even for serious offences, however, 
there is no clear dividing line at age 18. Steinberg et al. (2009) conclude, ‘The 
notion that a single line can be drawn between adolescence and adulthood for 
different purposes under the law is at odds with developmental science’ (p. 583).

Offending Careers

This volume addresses what we know about individuals’ persistence in contrast 
to desistance from offending (see Figure 1.1). The main focus is on serious 
offending careers (for example, violence, drug dealing and sexual crimes), which 
for a substantial number of offenders extend beyond age 18 into adulthood and 
for other offenders cease after adolescence (see Blokland and Palmen, Chapter 
2, this volume; Piquero, Hawkins and Kazemian, 2012). Blokland and Palmen 
address the following key questions about delinquency careers: How common 
is persistence in and desistance from offending between adolescence and early 
adulthood? How common is the onset of offending during early adulthood? The 
criminal career parameters that are reviewed in Chapter 2 are prevalence and 
frequency, continuity, escalation and specialization, types of crimes and criminal 
careers, co-offending, prediction of offending into adulthood, and prediction 
of onset of offending in the young adult years. In addition, we focus on certain 
categories of offenders (drug dealers, gang members, homicide offenders and sex 
offenders) and ask whether – compared to other offenders – they are more likely 
to persist in offending into adulthood (see Overview, Chapter 12, this volume).

Figure 1.2 An example of an age–crime curve (Loeber and Stallings, 2011)
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The Search for Causes

As mentioned, the down-slope of the age–crime curve represents a very substantial 
decrease in the number of offenders from the peak of the curve in middle to late 
adolescence.3

Causes (here called explanations) of persistence in and desistance from 
offending are reviewed in Chapters 3, 4, 5, 11 and 12. These chapters also focus 
on explanations for the shape of the age–crime curves in different populations. We 
consider the following ten explanatory processes:

1. Early individual differences in self-control.
2. Brain maturation.
3. Cognitive changes (for example, decision making to change behaviour).
4. Behavioural risk factors (disruptive behaviour and delinquency) and 

behavioural protective factors (nervousness and social isolation).
5. Social risk and protective factors (family, peers, school).
6. Mental illnesses and substance use/abuse.
7. Life circumstances, such as getting married, becoming employed, moving 

to another neighbourhood.
8. Situational context of specific criminal events, including crime places and 

routine activities.
9. Neighbourhood (for example, living in a disadvantaged neighbourhood, and 

the concentration of impulsive and delinquent individuals in disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods).

10. Justice response (for example, transfer to adult court, longer sentences).

We address the following questions: (a) Does each process explain persistence 
in offending from adolescence to early adulthood? (b) Does each process also 
explain desistance during that period? (c) Does each process explain the onset of 
offending during early adulthood? The explanatory processes tend to operate at 
different ages of juveniles, some early and some later in offending careers, which 
is shown in Figure 1.3

Justice Response

Justice response to law breaking by young people is specified in part in countries’ 
criminal codes but partly depends on how that code is interpreted and how much 

3 The decrease in the prevalence of offending from about 50 per cent in the teens to 
about 10 per cent in the 20s translates into a very large standardized mean difference effect 
size of about 1.0. The reason that we emphasize this effect size is because we identify 
explanations that separately or collectively explain most of the down-slope of the age–
crime curve.



Figure 1.3 Approximate temporal ordering of explanatory processes investigated for persistence in, desistance  
from, and adult-onset of offending
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discretion is given to the police, judges, prosecutors, and other justice personnel. 
The justice response is also much influenced by legislators at the local and national 
government level who, rightly or wrongly, call for harsher and longer sentences to 
be applied to young offenders, in particular for those older than 15.

Over recent decades, discussions in the Netherlands have focused on whether 
or not to adjust lower and upper age limits for penal procedures. From a variety 
of perspectives it has been proposed to implement separate or amended sanctions 
and procedures for young adults. In this regard, the main question here addressed 
by Liefaard (Chapter 7, this volume), Van der Laan et al. (Chapter 8, this volume), 
and in the Overview (Chapter 12, this volume) is: How well does persistence in 
and desistance from offending during the transition between adolescence and 
adulthood map onto the minimum legal age of adulthood (i.e., age 18 in most 
countries)?

As mentioned, there are many explanations for persistence in and desistance 
from offending between adolescence and early adulthood, and for young adult 
onset of offending. These explanations are relevant to legislation and to the 
administration of juvenile and adult justice. In Chapters 7 and 8 we address the 
following points: What are the legal implications of knowledge of explanatory 
processes from adolescence to adulthood? Are legal boundaries related to 
young people’s maturation and development of cognitive control (or lowered 
impulsivity)? Does the legal system improve young people’s cognitive control or 
are the juvenile and adult justice systems impervious to young people’s cognitive 
development?

Several other key questions are relevant for legislative consideration: What 
is the usefulness of legislation stipulating minimum or longer sentences for 
offences for young offenders? Would lowering the age of adulthood, for example 
to age 16, decrease young people’s offending and lower the crime rate of young 
individuals? Would increasing the age of adulthood, for example from age 16–18, 
or from age 18–21 or higher, decrease young people’s offending and lower the 
crime rate of young individuals? In Chapters 7, 8 and 12 we review advantages 
and disadvantages of several legal and practical options pertaining to young 
offenders: (a) lowering the legal age at which the adult justice system becomes 
applicable; (b) raising the legal age at which the adult justice system becomes 
applicable; (c) increasing sanctions, particularly by means of legislative offence 
exclusion, minimum length of sentences, and longer incarceration; and (d) the 
creation of special courts for young adult offenders.

In the current era of evidence-based decision making and legislation, we find 
the following questions to be critical: What is known about the relative effectiveness 
of the juvenile and criminal justice systems in reducing recidivism? What is the 
justification for special treatment of young persons (and especially young adults) 
compared to older adult persons?

In Chapters 5 and 12 we also address several questions that pertain to categories 
of vulnerable youth who come into contact with the law, such as youth who have 
been in juvenile institutions (Chapter 5) and youth of low intelligence (Chapter 
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12). Questions relevant to these youth are: Which categories of youth are likely to 
mature more slowly in their cognitive ability to control their behaviour and take 
longer than others to desist from offending? Do vulnerable groups experience 
more atypical life transitions (for example, dropping out of school, teenage 
parenthood) between adolescence and early adulthood? Are vulnerable youth 
competent enough to understand judicial and court proceedings that affect their 
future?

Screening

Increasingly, intake officers, probation officers and youth workers in the justice system 
use risk assessment screening instruments (reviewed by Spanjaard et al., Chapter 6, 
this volume; see also Hoge, Vincent and Guy, 2012) to inform the sentencing of 
juveniles. Risk assessment instruments are also used with juveniles and adults in 
institutional settings (including mental health settings) to inform release decisions. 
We are particularly interested in risk assessment instruments at ages 15–17 that 
predict persistence or desistance in the young adult years. Furthermore, we compare 
the impact of risk factors on recidivism in adolescents and young adults (Donker et 
al., Chapter 4, this volume). In addition, in the Overview (Chapter 12), we review 
three other types of assessments relevant to young offenders: assessments for mental 
competence to understand court proceedings, assessments of mental health and the 
presence of psychiatric disorder(s), and assessments of mental maturity.

Although screening to identify vulnerable youth (i.e., those who are not 
competent to understand court proceedings) has improved (Hoge et al., 2012), 
screening for youth who are cognitively immature is still under development. 
While screening for the risk of recidivism has advanced considerably, there are no 
screening instruments for the identification of juveniles at risk for adult crime, and 
for adult onset of offending.

Interventions Outside the Justice System

Over recent decades a range of proven interventions outside the justice system has 
become available to reduce and/or prevent conduct problems that often precede 
delinquency. Deković et al. (Chapter 9, this volume) review long-term effects of 
prevention programmes in early and middle childhood on criminal behaviour in 
early adulthood. Moreover, Boendermaker, Deković and Asscher (Chapter 10, this 
volume) provide an overview of interventions aimed at late adolescents and young 
adults. They raise the following questions about extra-judicial interventions for 
different age ranges and targeted youth populations: How effective are family-
based programmes during toddlerhood in reducing offending during the young 
adult years? How effective are individually based programmes during childhood in 
reducing offending during the young adult years? How effective are school-based 
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interventions in reducing young adult offending? How effective are interventions 
with older juvenile delinquents (ages 14–17) in preventing continuation into young 
adult offending? How effective are labour market interventions in reducing young 
adult offending? (See Deković et al., and Boendermaker et al. in Chapters 9 and 
10 respectively, and Overview, Chapter 12, all in this volume).

Not all intervention programmes are equally effective and not all have a similar 
effect when applied more broadly that is beyond the demonstration phase. For 
that reason we address the following: What is known about the financial benefits 
and costs of different interventions that might reduce offending in the young 
adult years? What is known about the success of implementing demonstration 
programmes on a large scale? (see Overview, Chapter 12, this volume).

Gender Issues

There is increasing knowledge that results obtained with males may not apply to 
females and that what may be good for one gender may not necessarily be good 
for the other (see Overview, Chapter 12, this volume). Consequently, we ask: How 
do criminal career features vary with gender? Are different theories of offending 
needed for each gender? Are genetic and biological influences the same for each 
gender? Do life events, life transitions, situational factors and neighbourhood 
factors have different effects for each gender?

We do know that there are major gender differences in the experience of 
handicaps and the need for screening to identify these handicaps and so we pose 
the following: Are psychiatric disorders (for example, depression, borderline 
personality disorder) more common among young female than male offenders? How 
does the predictive accuracy of risk factors, needs and protective factors vary with 
gender? How effective is juvenile versus adult court treatment for each gender? Are 
interventions outside of the justice system differentially effective with each gender?

Ethnicity

In the Netherlands, young people with a Turkish, Moroccan or Surinamese 
background are among the largest non-indigenous groups. These ethnic groups 
are overrepresented in official delinquency records of arrest and conviction. 
However, self-reported delinquency studies have found no or very few differences 
between Dutch indigenous and non-indigenous groups (Junger-Tas and Slot, 
2001; Wissink, 2006). One important question to ask is to what extent the age–
crime curve and persistence of offending from adolescence to early adulthood is 
different for various ethnic groups (addressed by Blokland and Palmen, Chapter 2, 
this volume; Van der Laan et al., Chapter 8, this volume).


