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Delinquency in China:
Study of a Birth Cohort
A Summary of a Presentation by Marvin Wolfgang, Ph.D., University of Pennsylvania
The dramatic rise in crime in China became evident to
the world when the country initiated a crackdown on
offenders in 1983. Data provided by China indicates that
serious crime—robbery, rape, homicide, aggravated
assault, theft, and fraud—grew tenfold between 1979 and
1990. Drug-related offending has become one of China’s
more serious concerns, with 11,000 drug trafficking cases
uncovered and 2,000 kilograms of heroin seized in 1991
alone. Although these figures are small compared to
those in the United States, China’s policy of severe
punishment for serious criminals has apparently led to
applying the majority of its death sentences to drug
offenders.
Thus, Chinese criminologists, like their Western counterparts, have begun to examine how and why individuals
become criminals by analyzing delinquency. The study is
based on analysis of a birth cohort—a group of people all
of whom were born in 1973 in a district of Wuhan, a major
city. The preliminary finding of a less than 2 percent rate
of delinquency by age 17 is much lower than that found in
comparable studies conducted in other countries. When
nondelinquents in China were compared to delinquents,
the latter had less education, lower levels of employment,
fathers who were more likely to be “workers” than professionals, and families that quarreled. Delinquents were
more interested in goals of power and money, while
nondelinquents indicated they were interested in knowledge and morality.

Collecting data
Initially the study focus has been on over 5,000 individuals born in 1973 in the Wuchang district of the city of
Wuhan, the capital of Hubei Province and a major port.
The research, first aiming to identify delinquents in the

birth cohort at age 17, proceeded in some ways that
would be familiar to Western criminologists and some
that would not be.
Because the Chinese census data, which includes such
standard information as date of birth, sex, occupation,
education, race, and number of people in the household,
are just beginning to be stored on computers, the researchers had to search records manually. Then, to
obtain information about juvenile offending, a large team
of research assistants searched police records and
followed up with visits to schools and “neighborhood
committees” to find out if anyone born in 1973 had
committed delinquent acts not reported to the police.
Members of the birth cohort, as well as their parents,
were also interviewed.
The neighborhood committees were a unique source
of data. These institutions, which function as a social
support/social control mechanism, are repositories of
detailed information about virtually every aspect of
people’s lives, even the menstrual cycle of women of
child-bearing age (presumably as a means to monitor
birth control).

Low delinquency rates
Of the 5,341 people born in the Wuchang district of
Wuhan in 1973, less than 2 percent had a record of
delinquency by age 17. Of the 81 who were delinquent,
the overwhelming majority (76) were males (their delinquency rate was 2.8 percent). The level of delinquency is
far lower than what was found in other studies, including
those in Philadelphia, Racine (Wisconsin), Stockholm,
and London, which generally identified rates of about 30
percent.
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Differences between delinquents and
nondelinquents
The researchers compared these 81 members of the
birth cohort found to be delinquent with a control group of
the same number of nondelinquents. They looked at how
the two groups differed on such factors as education,
employment, and family life. Other factors that might be
less familiar to Western researchers were also studied,
among them individual life goals.
The researchers found striking differences in school
deportment, achieved level of education, school dropout
rate, type of employment, and unemployment rate; in
such intangibles as attitude toward learning and goals in
life; and in a number of qualities defined by the neighborhood committees, including “bad individual habits” and
“family harmony.”
Education. In school, many delinquents (26 percent)
received disciplinary punishment and 4 percent were
expelled, but no nondelinquents were either disciplined
or expelled. The two groups also differed in their attitude
toward learning, with almost twice as many delinquents
as nondelinquents showing no interest in reading. About
three times more delinquents than nondelinquents were
likely to indulge in such “bad habits” as playing cards,
smoking, drinking alcohol, and fighting.
More nondelinquents than delinquents (54 compared to
34) were able to learn under pressure. Almost twice as
many delinquents as nondelinquents dropped out of
school. None of the delinquents were college students,
compared to 16 percent of the nondelinquents. The
educational level of delinquents’ parents was also lower
than that of nondelinquents.
Employment. Given the higher education level of the
nondelinquents’ parents, it is no surprise that their fathers
were more likely to have attained a higher occupational
level. Thus, 16 fathers of nondelinquents were employed
in science and technology, compared to only 3 for delinquents. By contrast, the fathers of the delinquent group
were more likely to be classified as “workers” than fathers
in the nondelinquent group.
By age 22, many more nondelinquents than delinquents
held professional positions (45 compared to 29), while
many more delinquents were unemployed (31 compared
to 11 of the nondelinquents). More members of the
delinquent group were self-employed, though in China
this job category often means street vending—selling
American cigarettes and other Western products. Of the
delinquents, 66 said they did not want to work, compared
to 37 nondelinquents.

Family cohesiveness. The quality of family relations,
a factor taken into account in Western studies of delinquency, was also measured in the Wuhan study. The
researchers found that on all three specific measures the
delinquent group did less well: living “in harmony” (defined
as not causing disruption that would be noticed by the
neighborhood or mediation committees), quarrelling
frequently, and having a broken family.
Life goals. In China, concepts rooted in Confucian
philosophy define the value system. On life goals judged
to be desirable in this context, the delinquent group did
less well than the comparison group. Delinquents tended
to select the pursuit of power, money, enjoyment, entertainment, and a social life; while the nondelinquents chose
knowledge, career/enterprise, and an upright personality.
In view of the recent changes in China, it may be no
surprise that the pursuit of “money” was also selected by
about half the nondelinquent group as a goal in life.

Future of the study
The study is expected to continue through the year 2000
and will extend to the entire city of Wuhan, which has a
population of more than 3.4 million (compared to 722,600
in the Wuchang district). Plans are also to expand the
study to other regions of the country and include a selfreport delinquency study. If and how the crime wave now
engulfing China will affect the behavior of the 1973 birth
cohort remains to be seen.

This summary is based on a presentation by Marvin
Wolfgang, Ph.D., director of the Sellin Center for
Studies in Criminology and Criminal Law at the
University of Pennsylvania. He has been participating in the research, which is using a method similar
to the one he applied to his groundbreaking study of
delinquency in the 1945 Philadelphia birth cohort.
As part of NIJ’s Research in Progress Seminar
Series, Dr. Wolfgang discussed the study in China
with an audience of researchers and criminal justice
professionals and practitioners. A 60-minute VHS
videotape, “Crime in a Birth Cohort: A Replication in
the People’s Republic of China,” is available for $19
($24 in Canada and other countries). Please ask for
NCJ 153271.
Use the order form on the next page to obtain this
videotape and any of the other tapes now available
in the series.
Points of view in this document do not necessarily reflect the official
position of the U.S. Department of Justice.
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Learn about the latest developments in criminal justice
research from prominent criminal justice experts.
Each 60-minute tape presents a well-known scholar discussing his or her current studies and how they relate to existing criminal
justice research and includes the lecturer’s responses to audience questions. In addition to Crime in a Birth Cohort: A Replication in
the People’s Republic of China, reported on in this Research Preview, the other tapes available in VHS/NTSC format are:

NCJ 152236—Peter W. Greenwood,
Ph.D., Director, Criminal Justice
Research Program, The RAND
Corporation: Three Strikes, You’re Out:
Benefits and Costs of California’s New
Mandatory-Sentencing Law.
NCJ 152237—Christian Pfeiffer,
Ph.D., Director of the Kriminologisches Forschungsinstitut
Niedersachsen: Sentencing Policy and
Crime Rates in Reunified Germany.
NCJ 152238—Arthur L. Kellerman,
M.D., M.P.H., Director of the Center
for Injury Control, School of Public
Health and Associate Professor in the
Division of Emergency Medicine,
School of Medicine, Emory University: Understanding and Preventing
Violence: A Public Health Perspective.
NCJ 152692—James Inciardi,
Ph.D., Director, Drug and Alcohol
Center, University of Delaware: A
Corrections-Based Continuum of Effective
Drug Abuse Treatment.

NCJ 153270—Adele Harrell,
Ph.D.,Director, Program on Law and
Behavior, The Urban Institute:
Intervening with High-Risk Youth:
Preliminary Findings from the Childrenat-Risk Program.
NCJ 153730—Lawrence W.
Sherman, Ph.D., Chief Criminologist,
Indianapolis Police Department,
Professor of Criminology, University
of Maryland: Reducing Gun Violence:
Community Policing Against Gun Crime.
NCJ 153272—Cathy Spatz Widom,
Ph.D., Professor, School of Criminal
Justice, University of New York—
Albany: The Cycle of Violence Revisited
Six Years Later.
NCJ 153273—Wesley Skogan,
Ph.D., Professor, Political Science
and Urban Affairs, Northwestern
University: Community Policing in
Chicago: Fact or Fiction?
NCJ 153850—Scott H. Decker,
Ph.D., Professor and Chair, Department of Criminal Justice and Criminology, University of Missouri–St.
Louis, and Susan Pennell, Ph.D.,
Director, Criminal Justice Research

Unit, San Diego Association of
Governments: Monitoring the Illegal
Firearms Market.
NCJ 154277—Terrie Moffitt, Ph.D.,
Professor, Department of Psychology,
University of Wisconsin: Partner
Violence Among Young Adults.
NCJ 156923—Orlando Rodriguez,
Ph.D., Director, Hispanic Research
Center, Fordham University: The New
Immigrant Hispanic Populations: Implications
for Crime and Delinquency in the Next Decade.
NCJ 156924—Robert Sampson,
Ph.D., Professor, Department of
Sociology, University of Chicago:
Communities and Crime: A Study in
Chicago.
NCJ 156925—John Monahan, Ph.D.,
Professor of Psychology and Legal
Medicine, University of Virginia
School of Law: Mental Illness and Violent
Crime.
NCJ 157643—Benjamin E. Saunders,
Ph.D., and Dean G. Kilpatrick, Ph.D.,
Medical University of South Carolina;
Prevalence and Consequences of Child
Victimization: Preliminary Results from the
National Survey of Adolescents.
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NCJ 152235—Alfred Blumstein,
Ph.D., Professor of Urban Systems
and Operations Research, Carnegie
Mellon University: Youth Violence,
Guns, and Illicit Drug Markets.

To order any of these tapes, please complete and return this form with your payment ($19, U.S.; $24, Canada and
other countries) to National Criminal Justice Reference Service, P.O. Box 6000, Rockville, MD 20849–6000.
Call 800–851–3420, or e-mail askncjrs@ncjrs.aspensys.com if you have any questions.
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