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ABSTRACT

The life-course perspective has been instrumental in exploring relationships between
early life circumstances, childhood problem behaviors, and adolescent and adult
offending. This dissertation focuses on three areas that are central to the life-course
perspective, (a) the development of childhood antisocial behavior, (b) factors that foster
the stability of antisocial behavior, and (c) debate over the existence of multiple routes to
delinquency. Particular research questions focus on (a) whether biosocial interactions
predict childhood antisocial behavior, (b) whether processes of cumulative continuity
account for stability in antisocial behavior, and (c) whether discrete offender groups
differ on risk markers for delinquency. This research uses a sample of 1030 individuals
from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth Mother-Child data set to examine the
onset and persistence of antisocial behavior. Negative Binomial regression models reveal
no support for the hypothesis that childhood antisocial behavior is the resuit of an
interaction between neuropsychological deficits and structural adversity. Rather, the
findings suggest that while both individual differences and structural adversity predict
childhood antisocial behavior, these factors operate in an additive, rather than interactive
fashion. The analyses focusing on the development of antisocial behavior from
childhood to adolescence suggest that both stability and change are evident, and that early
antisocial behavior is an insufficient cause of delinquency. Analysis of sub-groups
constructed based on their level of antisocial behavior over time revealed some
differences (including verbal intelligence and poverty status) between individuals with a
history of childhood antisocial behavior (life-course persistent) and those who began
offending in adolescent (adolescent limited), but these differences are overshadowed by
similarities between the groups. The theoretical and policy implications of this research
are discussed.
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CHAPTERI1

INTRODUCTION

In the early 1980s, Frank Williams (1984) commented that criminological theory
had become stale and stagnant. In contrast to this dire assessment of the state of
criminology, the past two decades witnessed a revitalization of criminological theorizing.
Two themes are central to this rebirth. First, contemporary theorists have
reconceptualized several “classic” criminological statements, including strain theory
(Agnew, 1992), control theory (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990; Sampson and Laub,
1993), ecological theory (Sampson and Groves, 1989), and labeling theory (Matsueda,
1992).

The second theme emerging in criminology is an interest in explaining offending
behavior (or childhood antisocial behavior) over the life span of individuals.
Developmental, or “life-course” criminology focuses attention on risk (and protective)
factors for antisocial behavior across the life-course'. This framework has been
instrumental in exploring relationships between early life circumstances, childhood
problem behaviors, and adolescent and adult offending. The developmental perspective

has also been open to integrating work from psychology and biology that were previously

" In the criminology literature, there are subtle differences between “developmental™ and “life-course”
perspectives. Life-course theorists tend to place offending in the broad context of human development
(Sampson and Laub, 1993). Developmental theorists tend to be more mechanical and focused on the
specifics of offending (Loeber and Le Blanc, 1990). The choice of terminology within each perspective
illustrates these differences. The developmental perspective emphasizes the onset, duration, frequency,
escalation, and de-escalation of offending, while the life-course approach stresses the importance of
trajectories and transitions through life. Despite differences in terminology, the two perspectives have a
high degree of conceptual overlap. For example, both perspectives emphasize stability and change in
offending over the life course, and both are open to non-sociological constructs. For this reason, “life-
course™ and “developmental” criminology are often used interchangeably in the literature. In this
dissertation, they are used synonymously to represent a conceptual focus on stability and change in
offending.



outside the realm of mainstream criminology. This dissertation examines the effects of
early biological, sociological, and psychological risks on childhood antisocial behavior
and delinquency using data from a national sample of American youths.

The next section of this chapter provides a brief overview of the life-course
perspective. The overview includes discussions of the age-crime relationship and the
stability of antisocial behavior. The second section of this chapter outlines the conceptual
and empirical issues addressed by this dissertation. The final segment of the chapter

discusses how this dissertation may help direct policymakers.

THE LIFE COURSE PERSPECTIVE

The life-course, or developmental perspective refers to a broad framework that
focuses attention on how changes in social behavior are related to age in an orderly way
(Patterson, 1993). Thus, the “life-course” is conceived of as “a sequence of culturally
defined age graded roles and social transitions that are enacted over time” (Caspi, Elder,
and Herbener, 1990: 15). Two core concepts in the life-course analytical framework are
trajectories and transitions (Sampson and Laub, 1993). Trajectories are lines of
development, or pathways that represent long-term patterns of behavior. In the early life-
course, examples of pathways include cognitive development and education, while in the
later life-course; common trajectories include work life and marriage. Transitions, are
typically, short or abrupt life events that are embedded within particular trajectories. For
example, the education pathway is marked by several possible transitions, including the
change from elementary to high school education, dropping out of school, or the move

from secondary to college education.



Thus, at its core, developmental criminology focuses attention on stability
(trajectories) and change (transitions) in behaviors across the life-course. The pathway of
most interest to criminologists, of course, is criminal behavior. Therefore, developmental
criminologists are concerned with the onset, escalation, persistence, and desistence of
criminal behavior. In this paradigm, the age-crime relationship occupies a central

position.

The Age-Crime Relationship

The relationship between age and crime is one of the most stable empirical
associations identified by criminologists over decades of research. Cross-sectional age
versus crime plots consistently reveal that the prevalence of criminal involvement is
uncommon during early childhood, increases rapidly during early adolescence (roughly
ages 10-14), reaches a peak during mid to late adolescence (around age 17), and declines
rapidly thereafter (Moffitt, 1993a; Thomberry, 1996). With minor variations, this
aggregate age- crime curve holds for both males and females, for most types of crimes,
across historical periods, and in numerous Western nations (Hirschi and Gottfredson,
1983).

Until recently, however, the complexity of this relationship has been masked by
two important methodological limitations (Moffitt, 1993a). First, the bulk of age-crime
research is cross-sectional rather than longitudinal, indicating only prevalence rates at one
point in time for any range of age groups. The aggregate, cross-sectional nature of early
research left open at least two explanations of the age-crime curve: (a) a change in

prevalence or (b) a change in incidence. That is, the peak in adolescence could be due



either to an increase in the number of offenders (prevalence), or an increase in the rate of
offending by a stable group of offenders.

Subsequent longitudinal research has indicated that the former explanation is
correct (Farrington, 1986a; Wolfgang, Thomberry, and Figlio, 1987). Indeed, a major
focus of the “career criminal” research emerging in the late 1980s was disaggregating the
age-crime curve to empirically document specific offending trajectories, such as early
starters, later starters, persisters, desisters, occasionals, and chronics (Blumstein, Cohen,
and Farrington, 1986; Blumstein, Farrington, and Moitra, 1985).

While the aggregate nature of early age-crime studies masked individual
offending trajectories, a focus on official criminal behavior obscured the importance of
early childhood in the age-crime relationship (Moffitt, 1993a). Age was by definition
left-censored because much of the delinquency that occurs early in the life-course is not
detected by criminal justice agencies. Indeed, researchers using self-report delinquency
measures provided evidence that illegal behavior begins long before it is detected by
social control agents (Loeber, Stouthamer-Loeber, Van Kammen, & Farrington, 1989).
Further, if one relaxes “crime” to include antisocial behavior, it is clear that the onset age
for behaviors such as aggression, lying, or stealing extend well back into early childhood
(Loeber, 1982).

Of course, one could make the argument that the “antisocial” behavior of youth is
qualitatively different from early criminal behavior—that they differ to such a degree that
they do not represent the same underlying phenomena. The empirical evidence indicates,
however, that childhood antisocial behavior is a strong and consistent correlate of

adolescent and adult crime (Lipsey and Derzon, 1998; Loeber, 1982; Loeber and



Leblanc, 1990). Developmental theorists refer to this as heterotypic continuity, where
forms of deviance (e.g., hitting and biting at age four, shoplifting at age eight, robbery at
age 15) are viewed as different behavioral manifestations of the same underlying trait
(Loeber et. al, 1990; Moffitt, 1993a; Silverthorn and Frick, 1999). In short, these forms of

deviance share conceptual, empirical, and theoretical overlap.

Stability and Change in Antisocial Behavior

Sociological, or “mainstream” criminology has long recognized that prior
offending or criminality is a strong predictor of future criminal behavior (Gottfredson and
Hirschi, 1990). A focus on criminal behavior, however, largely precluded the study of
precursors (e.g., “antisocial behavior”) to delinquency. Therefore, much of the evidence
for the continuity of antisocial behavior comes from the psychology literature. For
example, Robbins’ (1966, 1978) longitudinal studies of a cohort of black males indicated
that an adult diagnosis of antisocial personality disorder virtually required antisocial
childhood behavior. In a review of the literature on the continuity of aggression, Olweus
(1979) found that correlations between early and later aggression averaged .63 (.79 when
corrected for attenuation). Loeber (1982), reviewing the literature on childhood
antisocial behavior, found that early lying, aggression, and theft were strong predictors of
later delinquency and criminal offending. Further, those children with (a) the highest
levels of problem behaviors; (b) problem behaviors in muitiple settings; and (c) with an
early onset to delinquency; tended to be antisocial in later life, and were more likely to

exhibit chronic offense patterns.


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































