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Age of Onset and Dimensions of Delinquency
INTRODUCTION

Developmental perspectives in criminology take into account that delinquency is related to
age and developmental changes in identifiable ways (Thornberry, 1997). An important issue
within developmental perspectives is the age of onset of delinquency. Several researchers have
argued that age of onset—that is, whether delinquency is initiated in childhood, or during
adolescence—has important implications for understanding the causes and correlates of offending,
as well as the characteristics of the criminal career later in the life course (Patterson, Capaldi, and
Bank, 1991; Moffitt, 1997). Speciﬁcally; some researchers have argued that delinquents can be
categorized into two general groups. The first group starts offending in childhood—they are
referred to as early starters (Patterson et al., 1991) or life-course-persistent (Moffitt 1993; 1997)
offenders. The second group starts offending in adolescence and they are referred to as late
starters or adolescence-limited offenders.

The important point is that a distinction between oﬁ'énders is made, based largely upon
age of onset of delinquent offending.- Age of onset, in turn, is often hypothesized to be related to
several dimensions of the individual’s criminal career. These dimensions include the frequency of
offending, the duration of offending, including whether offending continues into adult life or is
restricted to adolescence, the variety of different types of offenses committed, and the seriousness
or violence of the offending. |

Evaluating the extent to which onset groups differ in t'heir delinquent propensities is
important for understanding the causal factors that propel individuals into delinquency, since there
is reason to believe that different causal factors may operate differently at different ages. This
would have significant implications for policy and intervention, since a different set of influences
and outcomes would have to be targeted at different ages. For example, early onset offenders
may be more significantly affected by biological, psychological and family factors and processes.
Later onset or adolescent onset offenders may be more susceptible to their social context, to

peers, school, and social labeling (Moffitt, 1993, 1997, Patterson et al., 1991). Identification of



the former group may be important to the extent that interrupting their delinquency may have
more payoff in terms of the amount and nature of delinquency prevented.

A precise definition of childhood or adolescent onset offenders, in terms of their actual age
of onset, is difficult to construct. This is because the age ranges for ‘early’ and ‘late’ onset vary
by study. On a theoretical level, early onset individuals are those who begin antisocial behavior
sometime in childhood (e.g., Moffitt, 1993, 1997, Patterson et al., 1991), while late onset
offenders begin delinquent activity in adolescence. In terms of empirical studies, however, early
onset ranges from childhood (e.g., Loeber, Green, Lahey, Christ, and Frick, 1992) to early
adolescence (see, for example, Loeber’s 1982 review of the Cambridge Study), and late onset
ranges from mid-adolescence to adulthood. Thornberry and Krohn (forthcoming), however,
propose a slightly different way of approaching the issue. They state that age of onset should be
viewed as lying on a continuum, as opposed to being a dichotomy. Drawing on data from the
three projects of the Program of Research on the Causes and Correlates of Delinquency, the
authors report that onset of delinquency. appears to be contihuously distributed. Although rare
before age 9, onset “increases in a smooth function from age 9 through age 16” (p. 4). Thus,
while noting that some individuals do begin antisocial behavior early, and others late, Thornberry
and Krohn claim that onset should be viewed as being earlier or later (i.e., a continuum), rather
than simply early or late. In this report we review the existing literature on whether earlier onset
matters to the nature of delinquent careers and add to our und’erstanding of the ramifications of
this distinction for understanding dimensions of criminal activ'ity in adolescence and early
adulthood.

Whether viewed as discrete or continuous, there is general agreement that offenders who
begin their offending careers earlier are the offenders who go on to have the most significant and
serious criminal careers. More serious criminal careers can be thought of as unfolding along a
number of dimensions including the frequency of offending, the length or duration of careers, the
variety or versatility of offending, and the gravity of the offenses committed (Blumstein, Cohen,

Roth, and Visher, 1986). A small empirical literature exists with respect to each of these



dimensions.
Frequency

In terms of frequency, it is generally hypothesized that early onset offenders will engage in
more delinquency and crime throughout their life course (e.g., Moffitt, 1993, 1997, Patterson et
al., 1991). There are several studies which have found empirical support for this hypothesis.
Using data from the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development, a longitudinal study of 411
London males, a pair of studies (Nagin, Farrington, and Moffitt, 1995; Nagin and Land, 1993)
reported findings supportive of Moffitt's (1993, 1997) life-course-persistent type. Both studies
identified a group consisting of 12% of the sample which showed a pattern of individual offending
(based on convictions) that was high and stable from age 10 to 32 (except for a small peak at 18).
This pattern was unique to this group. Related to this, in a review of Farrington’s Cambridge
study, Loeber (1982) pointed out that the results indicate a substantially higher level of o
delinquency in adult life for youths who begin delinquent involvement before age 15, as compared
to those who begin after this age. |

In another study, Loeber et al. (1992) examined both retrospective and prospective
reports concerning the onset of disruptive child behavion;s for clinic-referred male youths. The
youths were separated into two groups according to their age at the time of first assessment for
the study. Those in the younger group (7 to 9 years old, as opposed to 10 to 12 years old) had an
earlier age of onset (measured retrospectively), and demonstrated the highest level of disruptive
behavior from onset until one year after initial assessment. In another sample of males, Tolan
(1987) reports that subjects with an early age of onset report a higher level of delinquent behavior
and are more likely to be adjudicated.

Duration of Delinquent Career

The hypothesis here is that those offenders with an early onset of delinquency and/or
antisocial behavior will desist from delinquency later, and are more likely to continue their
delinquent career later into the life course in comparison to those with a later or adolescent onset.

Loeber (1991) has offered support for this in reporting that early onset is one of several predictors



of continuity of antisocial behavior. The desistance rate appears relatively low in the group of
offenders with early onset. Also, analyzing data from the Cambridge Study in Delinquent
Development, Nagin and Farrington (1992) report an inverse association between age of onset
and persistence of offending—the earlier the onset, the longer the offending—a finding which they
attribute to persistent heterogeneity, or stable individual differences.

Variety of Offending

Discussing children who begin problem behavior very early in life, Loeber (1991: 394)
notes that they “appear to be especially at risk for an antisocial career characterized by high rate,
‘versatile’ forms of offending (including property, violent, and other offenses), often accompanied
by substance use." However, Tolan and Thomas (1988) report a different finding regarding
variety as a result of their study which involved a sample of 84 adolescent males and females,
ranging in age from 16 to 18, selected from social science classes in a midwestern suburban high
school. -The authors find that early age of onset does not p_redict whether an individual will only
use drugs or engage in a variety of delinquent behaviors. In> other words, although there are some
findings supporting the notion that earlier onset offenders commit a greater range of acts, there is
less clarity about whether this range commonly includes drug use.

Seriousness/Violence

Finally, a hypothesis of the developmental criminologists is that earlier onset of antisocial
and/or delinquent behavior is not only associated with a greater range of delinquent acts, but with
more serious and violent offending (Moffitt, 1993, 1997, Patt'erson etal, 1991). As with the
frequency hypothesis, there are several studies that provide empirical support for this position.
For example, in the study involving clinic-referred boys discussed above, Loeber et al. (1992)
found that their younger sample, who tended to have earlier onset, progressed from mild to more
serious antisocial behavior more quickly than the older group. Also, Loeber (1988) has identified
two paths which offenders may follow: an aggressive versatile path and a nonaggressive path.
Those in the former group, in addition to other characteristics, are likely to have an early age of

onset, and to engage in violent as well as other offenses. The latter group is comprised of those



youth who have a relatively late onset and display primarily non-aggressive conduct problems. In
addition, using data from the Cambridge study, Farrington (1994) has reported that both
troublesome and antisocial behavior between ages 8 and 10 are significant predictors of both |
being classified as aggressively assaultive in groups at age 18 (based on self-report) and of being
convicted of violent offenses up to age 32. In a review of findings from the Denver Youth
Survey, the Pittsburgh Youth Study, and the Rochester Youth Development Study, Huizinga,
Loeber, and Thornberry (1994) state that early onset of antisocial behavior is related to both more
serious and more extensive delinquency and drug use. Findings are not totally consistent,
however. Based on interviews with 80 11- to 12-year-old delinquent children, Kruttshnitt and
Dornfeld (1993) report that although age of onset predicts general levels of offending, it does not
have a significant influence by itself on levels of serious offending.

In summary, there is evidence from a variety of studies that early onset is linked with later
more frequent, persistent, serious, and varied offending. There is sfronger evidence for longer
duration of offending and more frequent offending among tﬁose who start early, in contrast to
those who start later. Several of the studies use clinical assessments of conduct problems (e.g.,
Loeber et al., 1992), or official estimates of offending (e.g., Farrington, 1994). Designation by
official agencies may produce artificial distinctions between different groups of offenders. For
example, arrest may not coincide with the actual onset of offending, and it may lead, through
societal reaction processes, to distinct consequences (Sampsqn and Laub, 1997). Itis less clear
that self-reported delinquency in general population samples ;iiﬁ‘ers among early and late
offenders. There is less evidence about whether early onset offenders differ from later onset
offenders in terms of the greater seriousness and greater versatility in their offending, including
drug use.

Questions for Analysis

This study seeks to answer the following general questions from Rochester Youth
Development Study data:

1) Do early onset offenders commit more crimes than later onset offenders?



2) Are early onset offenders more likely to persist in delinquency longer, and particularly
to continue offending into early adulthood compared to later onset offenders?

3) Are early onset offenders more likely to engage in a wider variety of types of offenses,
including drug use, than later onset offenders?

4) Are early onset offenders more likely to be involved in fnore serious and violent
delinquency than later onset adolescents?

DATA AND METHODS
Sample

Data for the present investigation are drawn from the Rochester Youth Development
Study, a multi-wave panel study examining the development of delinquent behavior and drug use
in a high-risk, urban sample. This panel is based on an initial sample of 1,000 students selected
from the seventh and eighth grades of the public schools in Rochester, New York during the
1987-1988 acadefnic year. To ensure that serious delinquents are included in the study, we over-
sampled males (75%), as well as students who lived in high arrest rate census tracts. Because the
probabilities of living in a particular census tract and of selection are known, the sample is
weighted to reflect the total seventh and eighth grade cohort.

Each adolescent and his or her parent were interviewed at six-month intervals over a four-
and-a-half year period (Waves 1 through 9). Parental interviews were not done in Wave 9
because of funding problems, but were resumed in Waves 10 through 12. After a two-and-a-half
year gap, adolescents and parents were interviewed once a year for the next three years (Waves
10 through 12). All interviews were conducted in private; most were face-to-face settings, but in
later waves some long distance interviews had to be completed by telephone. Chronic truants and
students who had left the Rochester schools were interviewed at their homes, as were most
parents. Data on subjects were also collected from school, police, courts, and social service
agencies. The Rochester project has had high rates of subject retention over the course of the
study, with 85% of the subjects still in the panel 10 years after the study began. Analysis has

shown that attrition has not resulted in loss of representativeness for groups of subjects who



remained in the study (Thornberry, Bjerregaard, and Miles,-1993).

The present analysis is based on data from 12 waves of interviews covering a 10-year time
period from the time subjects were approximately 13 years old until they were about 22 years old.
A total of 846 young adults were interviewed at Wave 12, of whom 72% were male and 28%
were female. The number of subjects in the analyses presented here varies somewhat due to
missing values for variables at some waves. The study design is summarized in Table 1.

(TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE)
Measures

Delinquent Qutcomes

All the variables for this analysis come from our self-reported delinquency index. At each
interview, subjects are asked which of a list of delinquent acts they have been involved in over the
time period since their last interview, and how many acts in each category they have comrhitted.
Based on information about the most serious offense reported in each category, trained coders
screened delinquency responses to remove trivial offenses that law enforcement officials would be
likely to ignore. The general inventory has been divided into a number of indexes. General
delinquency is a 30-item index which measures involvement in an assortment of delinquent
activities, ranging from relatively non-serious acts such as public rowdiness to more serious ones,
such as robbery or assault. Serious delinquency is an 8-item subset of the general index and
includes both property and violent offenses, such as burglary, stealing a car, .and attacking
someone with a weapon. Violent delinquency is a 6-item sub’set of the general index that includes
only violent acts against persons, such as hitting with intent to seriously injure. Last, drug use is a
10-item index measuring the use of several types of illicit drugs, ranging from marijuana to heroin.

In the analyses reported below, these outcome measures are cumulated across two distinct
time and age periods. First, they were cumulated across Waves | through 9, a period of four-and-
a-half years of mid-adolescence from the time the subjects were aged 13 to 17.5. Second,
measures were cumulated across Waves 10 through 12, covering a measurement span of

approximately four-and-a-half years from the time the subjects were 17.5 on average, until they



were on average 22 years of age. The second age period covers late adolescent to early adult
delinquency.

There are some special issues in constructing the measures of delinquency for Wave 10.
While the first nine interviews were conducted at six-month intervals, Waves 9 and 10 were
separated by two-and-a-half years. To help recall, this time was divided into two periods in the
interview. If the Wave 9 interview is considered month 1 and the Wave 10 interview month 30,
Period 1 covered months 1 to 18 and Period 2 covered months 19 to 30. As in all our interviews,
calendars noting birthdays, holidays, and other significant events were ﬁsed to define these periods
and to aid the respondent’s memory.

}The standard self-report questions were asked for Period 2 covering the 12 months
immediately prior fo the interview. That is, respondents were asked if they commitfed each act
and, if so, how often. These questions initiate the annual time periods that separate the Waves 10
through 12 interviews.

Because of the slightly longer recall for Period 1, we used a different format. If the
respondents indicated they had committed a particular act during that interval we used response
categories to estimate the frequency of their involvement. Categories were: a) no involvement,
b) 1-2 times, c) 3-10 times, d) 11-20 times, €) 21-50 times, and ) more than 50 times. In order
to estimate the frequency for each item, we chose the midpoint of each category listed above: a)
0, b) 1, ¢c) 6, d) 15, and €) 35. For the final category (more t_ban 50 times), the rﬁedian of the
regular Wave 10 item for those subjects who reported a freqL’xency greater than 50 was assigned.
If no one reported a frequency greater than 50, 51 was assigned for this category.

A further set of delinquency measures was constructed based on these indices. These
include prevaleﬁce (involved/not involved in these sets of behaviors in each period), ever-variety
(how many different acts from total index we-re reported during each period), and number of

waves—a count of the number of separate waves in which the subject reports involvement in



delinquent activities." We also construct two measures of incidence.” These denote the number
of instances of general, serious and violent delinquency, drug use and ever-variety offenses for
those who remain active in Waves 1 through 9, and for those who remain active in Waves 10

through 12.

Age of Onset

Age of onset was constructed in the following manner. During their initial interview,
subjects were asked if they had ever engaged in each of the 30 delinquency items. If they had,
they were then asked at what age had they first done so, and this was assigned as the age of onset.
If they had not engaged in a particular behavior at that point, no age of onset was assigned. If the
subject then reported this behavior at one of the subsequent prospective interviews from Wave 2
through Wave 9, hig/her age at the time of the interview when it was first reported was assigned
as the age of onset. For each subject, the earliest age of onset for all 30 items was assigned as the
age of onset of general delinquency.® -

Theoretically, early onset refers to the initiation ofdélinquency during childhood.
However, many past studies have used age 12, 13 or even later as the cutoff for early onset since
there are often very few early onset cases. In our data, we can distinguish three onset categories.
We use age 10 or younger as the Very Early Onset category, the lowest age we can represent
with sufficient cases. Early Onset is the middle group, reporting onset at age 11 or 12, which is a

group often considered as early onset offenders in most prior research. The third onset category

"' We use Waves 3 through 12 for this analysis because some boys in the later onset group start
their delinquency at Wave 1, and in a few cases, Wave 2. In order to avoid counting the onset
wave as one of the waves of active delinquency, we count the number of waves from Wave 3,

which is post-onset for all respondents. '

? In conducting significance tests, log transformations were performed to correct for skew in the
incidence data for all outcomes with the exception of ever-variety and number of waves active. In
order to provide a clearer picture of the magnitude of the difference in outcomes between the
different age of onset groups, however, non-transformed means are presented in the tables.

} In a very few cases respondents reported an onset prior to age 4. These were recoded to 4 years
old. As aresult, 4 is the lowest age of onset in this analysis.
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is the later onset group, reporting onset between ages I3 and 14. In the total panel, 22% had an
age of onset of age 10 or younger (very early onset); 25% had an age of onset of 11 or 12 (early
onset) and 53% had an onset of 13 or 14 (later onset). Only subjects who reported the onset of
delinquency in one of these time periods (i.e., age of onset less than age 15) were included in the
analyses that follow. Only 14%, or 21 girls, reported onset prior to age 13; this did not provide
sufficient statistical power to conduct the planned analysis, so the analysis to follow reports only
on the males in the Rochester Study. There were 123 males in the very early onset group, 103 in
the middle onset group, and 239 in the later onset group.*
ANALYSIS

There are four main goals of the following analysis. Our first goal is to determine if age of
onset is related to whether or not the respondents are involved in later delinquency (prevalence).
In addition, for those who are delinquent, we want to establish whether age of onset is related to
the amount of delinquency they report (incidence). Second, we relate age of onset to the duration
of delinquent activity, looking at the impact of early onset on. the number of different waves that
subjects remain active in delinquency over the entire period being considered. It is predicted that
those males who have a very early onset of delinquency will be more delinquent overall, and
continue delinquency for longer. The third goal is to examine the impact of early onset on the
seriousness and violence of the delinquency respondents report, since two of the delinquency
meésures directly relate to more serious delinquency. Related to this, but somewhat more
generally, our fourth goal is to investigate whether early age o'fonset is linked to involvement in a
greater range or variety of delinquent acts, including drug use.

The first issue for analysis is the examination of whether early onset of delinquency is
associated with greater overall involvement in delinquency during adolescence. Table 2 shows the

percentage of boys who commit at least one delinquent act within each of four categories of

* In some cases there is a slight overlap between age of onset and the time period covered by the
delinquency measurement in Waves 1 to 9. We conducted an analysis using Wave 3 as the
earliest wave of delinquency—clearly following age of onset for all individuals in the analysis—
and the results were the same.
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delinquency—general, serious, and violent delinquency, and drug use—during at least one wave
between Waves | and 9. In general, the pattern is for the earlier onset groups to be more likely to
be active over this period than those who onset later. Most of the sample report some
involvement in general delinquency over this period, so the proportions are rather similar.
However, the very early onset group is more likely to report serious and violent delinquency,
particularly in contrast to the later onset group. For example, 60% of the earliest onset group are
still actively engaged in serious delinquency in at least one wave. This compares to 57% of those
in the middle onset group, and 43% of those in the later onset group. The pattern is somewhat
different for drug use: 50% of the very early onset group use drugs, as do 58% of the middle
onset group and 39% of the later onset group. Although the lowest rate of drug use is still in the
later onset group, the highest rate is in the middle group, rather than the earliest onset group.
(TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE) -

Table 3 is similar to Table 2, however, it looks at the prevalence of delinquency during the
late adolescent/early adult time frame, Waves 10 to 12. The. pattern observed here is different
than that found in Table 2. Whereas very early onset and early onset offenders had similar
prevalence rates during their teenage years, in later adolescence and early adulthood the very early
onset group has significantly higher rates than either the early or late onset groups for three out of
the four delinquency indices. For example, for serious offenses the middle and late onset groups
have prevalence rates of 20% and 18%, respectively, whereas,r34% of the earliest onset group
report serious delinquency at older ages. This same pattern o'f significantly higher prevalence
rates for very early 6nset offenders than for the other two groups is observed for violent and drug
offenses. Seventy-six percent of those who onset the earliest end up using drugs much later in
their young adult years.

(TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE)

Another way to look at the duration and persistence of delinquency among the three onset

groups is to look at the number of different waves in which they report they are active offenders.

Table 4 shows the number of waves that subjects in the early, middle, and late onset groups report



delinquency in Waves 3 through 12. In general, the table shows that the early onset group has the
most active delinquents for more waves.” However, the significant differences are between the
earliest onset group and the other two onset groups. There are no statistically significant
differences between the number of active waves for the middle and late onset groups. For
example, those that onset between ages 4 and 10 average 5.7 waves of general delinquency, while
those that onset at ages 11 and 12 are active for 4.8 waves and those that onset at 13 and 14 are
active 5.1 waves.
(TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE)

The next issue for analysis is the overall amount of delinquency in the three onset groups.
Table 5 shows the incidence of general delinquency, serious delinquency, violent delinquency and
drug use for the subjects, cumulated over Waves 1 through 9. Only active offenders are included
in this analysis so there are estimates of individual offending rates or lambda. It also shows the
ever-variety measure for each of the onset groups. For general delinquency, the table shows that
those who start offending earlier engage in more delinquentbacts than those who start later. For
example, those who initiate delinquency earliest (between ages 4 and 10) average about 136 acts
of general delinquency during this four-and-a-half year period, while the middle group reports 95
general delinquencies on average, and the latér onset group has 62 acts on average. The number
of general delinquency acts falls quite consistently as age of onset increases. This pattern does
not hold for serious and violent delinquency and drug use. For serious and violent delinquency
the middle onset group is higher than the later onset group. l')rug use is highest for the early
onset group, although the middle and late onset group are not significantly different, and in fact
the late onset grdup has a slightly higher total.

(TABLE 5 ABOUT HERE)

* Once again, this is not because the time at risk is longer for those that onset the earliest. The
counting of active waves begins at Wave 3 for all groups, which is after onset.
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The ever-variety measure shows that the earlier the onset, the greater the number of
different types of delinquent acts reported. Early onset boys averaged 7.4 different types of
offenses, while the middle onset group reported 5.8 different offense types, and the late onset
group reported on average 4.6 different offense types in the period between Waves 1 and 9. So,
very early onset leads to more delinquency for general delinquency, drug use, and ever variety
measures.

One might argue that, given the findings in Table 5, differences in reported delinquency
between the early onset and later onset boys would decrease in the late adolescent/early adult
period. Later in the life course those who remain active may reduce their delinquency, relative to
those who started offending later. To test this notion, Table 6 shows the same analysis for Wavés
10 through 12. The pattern of findings at the later ages is more similar to the findings on
prevalence; that is, the earlier the onset, the higher the delinquency later in the life course,
However, these ﬁﬁdings are only statistically significant for serious and violent delinquency and
for the ever-variety measure. The lack of statistical significance is probably attributable to
statistical power rather than the lack of a true relationship. The other pattern that is evident in
Table 6 is the distinction between the very early onset group and the early and late onset groups.
Although most of the differences between the very early onset group and the early onset group
are not statistically significant, it is clear that the early onset group is more similar to the late onset
group in their incidence and variety of offending than they are to the very early onset group.

(TABLE 6 ABOUT HERE)
DISCUSSION

In summary, and consistent with the bulk of prior research, we find that males who report
the onset of delinquent behavior in childhood—prior to age 1 1—are more likely to offend and to
be more frequent, persistent, serious, and wide-ranging offenders in relation to those who start
offending in the post-elementary school years (after 11). Those who start offending early are
more likely to engage in frequent delinquency and to persist in delinquency during adolescence

and into young adulthood. Early onset boys are more likely to report serious and violent
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delinquency at later ages, but not during the earlier time period. In addition, the earliest onset
boys report a wider variety of acts, including drug use. Clearly, there is greater potential for
harmful impact of delinquency for those males who start to be delinquent in the elementary years.
This finding is not an artifact of youth who are involved in the juvenile justice system from early
ages, since these findings are based on the boy’s own report.

In general, delinquency is lower in every category for those who are in the latest onset
group. More differences are found between the earliest onset and latest onset group than any
other pattern of difference. The earliest onset group is more involved in delinquency, commits
more delinquent acts, more varied acts, is more drug involved, and is delinquent longer on
average than those who start delinquency later. Moreover, there is a tendency for the very earlyi
onset group to commit significantly more serious and violent offenses than the middle and later
onset groups at later ages. This suggests that early onset boys may represent a discrete “fype” of
offender, certainly in relation to their later careers. These findings raise the question of whether
the earliest onset offenders are affected by different causal processes. We address in another
report (Thornberry et al., 1998) the issue of whether some important causal factors in fact operate
differently at different ages. It is likely that those children who start early on a delinquent life
course have their delinquency reinforced not only by continuities in predispositions and initial
causes, but by the consequences of delinquent behavior itself. These processes include alienation
from prosocial commitments such as school, becoming enmeshed in delinquent peer networks,
and detachment from parental influence (Moffitt, 1997, Thorr'\berry and Krohn, forthcoming).

Theoretically, this suggests that attention should be given to the mediating factors that
promote desistance from early onset offending. Our data join the research of others to suggest
that a significant proportion of those displaying early delinquent tendencies do not go on to
significant adolescent delinquency (Thornberry and Krohn, forthcoming). Separating early onset,

-and thus “high-risk” individuals, into groups of those who do and do not continue offending later
would allow us to identify protective intervening factors that distinguish the fwo grdups.

Suggested factors and processes from the research literature include increased school investment,
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increased attention from parental figures, more conventional peer groups and activities, or a
formal intervention (Smith and Carlson, 1997). In future work we will look at the processes
contributing to resilience and “turning points” for those boys who appeared to start on a
delinquent course early in life.

Findings suggest that early onset is salient in terms of the extensiveness of social damage
caused by these yo-uth, and thus po'iht to programs of early identification and referral to
prevention services. However, we have very little systematic evaluative data on the role of early
intervention programs for young delinquents. Some information suggests that early identification
may result in iatrogenic effects which may promote rather than interrupt a delinquent .course
(McCord, 1990). There is emerging research on the salience of multifaceted programs to address
the needs of children whose early developmental course suggests a profile of high risk for various
negative outcomes (Loeber and Farrington, 1998). Preventing the acceleration of delinqdéncy
and other co-occﬁ'rfing problems in very young children is clearly an important policy and
program priority (Howell, Krisberg, Hawkins, and Wilson, 1995).

This study contains a number of strengths and some limitations. .Limitations include the
nature of the early onset data, which is largely retrospective since the panel started when high-risk
youth were already by and large involved in delinquency. More information about early
delinquency and its precursors would clearly be illuminating and should be available in the
Rochester intergenerational study that is now underway. We;have not yet identified those
children who desist from early delinquency and those factors and processes that protect them. We
did not evaluate in this study the role of official identification as delinquent and the impact of
adjudication on acceleration or desistance of delinquency. This represents a preliminary
descriptive overview of the important issue and consequences of early onset over the entire
course of the current study.

The strengths of the data for examining this issue however are manifold. The longitudinal
design makes it possible to investigate a large span of the adolescent and early adult life course, a

critical period for the acceleration and broadening of delinquent involvement. This representative
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sample represents a diverse urban population of youth in which delinquency is clearly extensive.
The study contains a wide range of delinquency measures, enabling us to evaluate the
extensiveness, range and seriousness of the behaviors reported to us. We plan to continue to
extend our knowledge about early onset offending, its predictors, its consequences, and its turning

points.
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Table 1
Research Design

Rochester Youth Development Study

Phase | Phase i
Wave 1 Wave 9 Wave 10 Wave 12
Spring 1983 Spring 1992 1994-1995 1996-1997
n=1000 n=881 n=846
age=13.5 age=17.4 age=20.1 age=22.1
Subje_ct 6-month intervals annual intervals
Interviews > // —
(Retention) (88%) | (85%)
IF;:;‘:\;]itews 6-month intervals - // annual intervals .
(Retention) (79%) (83%)
Archival Data
Schools >
DSS >
Police
Courts .

Census (1980)

(1 990)



Table 2. Prevalence of Delinquency, Waves | through 9, By Age of Onset Group (in

percentages)
Onset Group
4-10 Years 11-12 Years 13-14 Years
(n=109) (n=85) (n=210)
General* 100¢ 98 . 95
Serious** 60° 57° 43
Violent* 88° 84 75
Drug Use** 50 58° 39

* = Qverall-F statistic significant at the .05 level

Overall-F statistic significant at the .01 level

4-10 onset group significantly different from the 11-12 group
11-12 onset group significantly different from the 13-14 group
4-10 onset group significantly different from the 13-14 group



Table 3. Prevalence of Delinquency, Waves 10 through 12, By Age of Onset Group (in

percentages)
Onset Group
4-10 Years 11-12 Years 13-14 Years
(n=98) (n=81) (n=201)
General* 87" 78 73
Serious** 34> 20 - 18
Violent** 55%¢ 36 35
Drug Use** 76> 58 - S8

* = Quverall-F statistic significant at the .05 level

Overall-F statistic significant at the .01 level

* = 4-10 onset group significantly different from the 11-12 group
11-12 onset group significantly different from the 13-14 group
¢ = 4-10 onset group significantly different from the 13-14 group

»*
*
b nn



Table 4. Number of Waves Active Delinquency, Waves 3 through 12, By Age of Onset Group

Onset Group

4-10 Years 11-12 Years 13-14 Years
(n=123) (n=103) (n=239)
General 57 4.8 5.1
Serious** 2.5¢ 2.0 ' 1.7
Violent 2.9° 23 23
Drug Use* 3.4° 2.7 2.5

* = Qverall-F statistic significant at the .05 level

Overall-F statistic significant at the .01 level

4-10 onset group significantly different from the 11-12 group
11-12 onset group significantly different from the 13-14 group
4-10 onset group significantly different from the 13-14 group

*
*
o



Table 5. Frequency of Delinquency, Waves | through 9, By Age of Onset Group

Onset Group

4-10 Years 11-12 Years 13-14 Years
General** 135.6° 95.2 62.0
(n=109) (n=83) (n=198)
Serious 15.0 20.3° 9.6
(n=66) (n=49) ) (n=90)
Violent** 21.6° 27.6° 13.0
(n=96) (n=71) : (n=158)
‘Drug Use** 174.6*°¢ 59.8 96.5
| (n=55) (n=49) " (n=82)
Ever-Variety** 7.4*¢ 5.8 4.6
(n=109) (n=83) (n=198)

* = Qverall-F statistic significant at the .05 level

Overall-F statistic significant at the .01 level

* = 4-10 onset group significantly different from the 11-12 group
11-12 onset group significantly different from the 13-14 group
4-10 onset group significantly different from the 13-14.group

*
*
I TR



Table 6. Frequency of Delinquency, Waves 10 through 12, By Age of Onset Group

Onset Group

4-10 Years 11-12 Years 13-14 Years
General 3118 235.5 2203
(n=86) (n=63) (n=145)
Serious** 17.7° 9.5 , 52
(n=34) (n=16) ' (n=37)
Violent* _ 21.7° 10.5 7.1
(n=54) (n=30) (n=71)
Drug Use : 4393 3255 369.0
(n=75) (n=47) (n=117) --
Ever-Variety** 49"° 3.7 3.6
(n=86) (n=63) (n=145)

* = Qverall-F statistic significant at the .0S level

Overall-F statistic significant at the .01 level

= 4-10 onset group significantly different from the 11-12 group
11-12 onset group significantly different from the 13-14 group
¢ = 4-10 onset group significantly different from the 13-14 group

*
w *
o





