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INTRODUCTION 

Although research on juvenile delinquency aTld adult crime has occupied 

the time of a sizeable proportion of the behavioral scientists during the 

last 50 years, sociologists in particular, there have been relatively few 

longitudinal studies of birth cohorts and even fewer studies in which 

official data have been combined with interview data. This study, follow-

ing the lead of Wolfgang, Figlio, and Sillin I s Del.inquency in a Birth 

Cohort3 beginsto fill the gap in our knOloJledge of the relationship between 

juvenile delinquency and adult crime. 

We have commenced by presenting the data in an ecological framework 

following the Chicago tradition of Park, Burgess, ~1cJ<enzie, Shaw, and McKay, 

whose pioneering efforts did more perhaps than that of any others to 

dramatize the impact of the organization of society on official rates of 
':.' 

delinqu<:,ncy and cl'ime. IIaving shown how delinquency and crime are spatially 

concentrated in some respects and widely dispersed in others, how a large 
I 

proportion of official delinqllency and crime is generated by relatively few 
"f" 

persons from each cohot~ but yet so widespread that over 80% of tl1·e_ male s 

from each cohort have their names in the police records (if moving vehicle 

violations are included) at some time during their lives, we then turn to 

an examination of continuities in careers. 

IIere we find that eve11 those \~ho commence their official caTeers at 

an early age discontinue at such a rate that relatively few may be 
.. 

characterized as having a continuing record of police contacts. Still, the 

interview data and official police records do reveal that an early police 

contact, delinquent friends, place of residence; and othervuriables are 

predictive of serious police involvement eluring the juvenile pe1.;~!od, the 

intermediate period" and on into adult life. 
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In conduding \Ve ask, to what extent are the findings a product of 

behavior differences on the/art of some members of each 

what extent are they a product of early labelling?· 

cohort and to 

The findings in this longitudinal study of delinquency and'crime are based 

on detailed records of l)olice contact.s with two COh01·tS of people, the first 

\\las bOTn ill 1~)1)2 (l here arc J 352 pcrsons .i 11 thi s group) :lncl the second \vas born 

in 1949 (there ~irc 209~) :in this group). The reasons for po] icc contacts, their 

sel:.iollsncss jn tilt' eyes of the law, the plllt'c of rcsitkntc of pcrsonslVith 

contacts at t.he t i mo of c(.Jcll contact, and otller data (11'0 ut iJ ized in determining 

\Vho is most like1y to engage in deLinquent hehavior, who wil1 cease delinquent 

behavior as the\' II J'OI~ older , ,,1 , and who will continue into ilclult cdnfi.nn] activity.l 

Data have also been obtained hy interviewing 333 persons from the 1942 cohort 

and 566 persons from thc 19;J~) cohort. 2 These interviews foclIsed 4pon t'he 

processes by wldeh juveniles either carne to engage in hd{{aviors that hrought 

them into contact \~jth the polico "Or cli.d not, and yensons why they, now adults, 

behave in such a I·my as to oitho}' have or not have con.tact with the police. 

Inasll)uch as tho val i~[j ty of analyses of extent or incidence of police 

contact depends upon the tiJuc the persons 1I'ere actual1 y Frescnt in the 

oC'ollllllunity,;; a vCl'ification of prcsence (through paronts' nddrcsses until 18) in 

HLlcine was initiated through reference to City Directorics and Telephone 

Directories. This pninstnking locntion and verification process lVas 

continl!cd in I{acinc during the intervj Clving phase for anyone whose presence 

could not be establ.ished by those means available in Towa City.3 

The block-by-block housing churactcrist:Lcs of all blocks in Racine (as 

represented hy Geometric scores genel'atecl from U. S. Censlls ,of housing data for 

1970) arc shown on Map. I on the next page. 4 These dntnworo utilized in the 

[~1ap 1 about hero]' 
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. [Map 2 and 3 about here] 

development of 26 relatively homogenious residential areas shown on Hap 2. 

The average geometric scores of each of ..-these areas 1\10re utilized in develop­

ing the five computer-contoured areas shown on Map 3 to assist the reader in 

visualizing the spatial distribution of socioeconomic status in Racine. 

POLICE CONTACTS: CONCENTRATION AND DISPERSION 

Police contacts for alleged deiinquent and criminal behavior are highly 

concentrated in some areas of the community and among some individuals in each 

group, bqth in terms of the ;Tocurronce of contacts and the seriousness of 
\~ 

behavior that generates police contacts. At the same time, police contacts 

are widely dispersed in that most people, regardless of where they resido, 

have at least one or two contacts with the police sometime during their lives. 

The spatial aspect of concentration and dispersion is shown on Maps 4 through 

7 and wi~l be referred to more specifically as we proceed. 

As each cohort moved through the age periods () through 17, 18 through 20, 

and 21 or over, increasingly larger proportions of each had at least one 

police contact so that almost tlV"o-thirds had had a pol ice contact at 

some time during their careers. While there was variation by socioeconomic 

status (51% of the White males in the 1942 cohort and 59% of the 1949 

cohort from the inner city compared to 3096 and 44 % in the outer ring of 

a:r-eas had police contacts for non-traffic offenses during the ages 

6 through 17) at least half of the Whites in even the best socioeconomic status 

areas had a police contact by the age of either 33 or 26. Delinquency and 

crime were in fact White behaviors outside the inner city. 11ms, police 

contacts for delinquency and crime l\1ere spread throughollt the cohorts.· The 

proportion who had police contacts at one time or another during their career 
:~ 

was even greater when traffic offenses were incltH.led, 8590. for males in 

r-
- 4 -

the 1942 cohort and 82% for the males in the 1949 cohort. S' . lJnllarly, while 

only 24% of the females in the 1942 cohort and 33% in the 1949 cohort had a 

non-traffic police contact at some time during their careers, 48% ::tnd 52% 

respectively had a contact if traffic offenses wer,e included ... 

At the same time that we m st . h· d' u recognlze t at ellnquency.· and crime 

are widely dispersed throughout the community we must also realize that 

an extremely high degree of concentration is present if we consider the 

percentage of each group who are responsible for the great majority of 

the police, contacts which take place. For example, those 22% of the White 

males in the 1942 cohort who had five or more non-traffic contacts were 

responsible for 75% of the total number of non-traffic contacts by persons 

in the cohort; 21% of the 1949 cohort Ivere responsible for 77 90 of the 110n­

traffic contacts. If we turn to more serious reasons for police contacts, 

felonie~, we find that 11.5% of the 1\~1ite males in the 1942 cohort were 

responsible for 100% of their felonies and 12.596 in the· 1949 cohort were 

responsible for all of that cohort's White male felonies. Put differently, 

in the 1942 cohort 5.0% were responsible for 4l.4 g6 of the contacts and 

in the 1949 cohort 5.1% for 44.5% of the contacts. 1be highest concentra­

tion of felonies was found for White females with 2.2% of the 1942 cohort and 

3.7% of the 1949 cohort accounting for all of the felonies. And going even 

further, 4.3% of the White males in the 1942 cohort (the recidivists, 2 to 4 

contacts and chronics, 5 or more contacts) l\1ere respol1sillle for 64.7% of the 

felony contacts and 5.3% of those from the 1949 cohort were responsible for 

72.4% of the felQnies. While felonies .were not as concentrated among Blacks 

and Chicanos, recidivists and clrronics may be identi fj ed as a source of most 

of the delinquency and crime in their gl"OUpS. 

.--." 
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[~1aps 4 .and 5 about here] 

WITelfthe spatia~ distribution of delinquency and crime is presented as 

{i 
measured by average numbeJ:' of police contacts for persons according to their 

most frequent area 6f residence during the ages 6 through 17 (considering 

place of socialization as a determinant of size of total delinquent and , 

criminal careers),. \';e find the classical pattern of high rates in the inner 

city with 10\,'er rates on the periphery (a pattern similar to that of the 

spatial distribution of people in the community accol'djng to socioeconomic 

status), presented in 3 dimensional form on Naps 4 and S. 

The average numb<:)~r of police contacts per block within the 26 subari~as 
{ ~, !~ 

by persons residing in these area~ at the time of their police contacts 'sys-

tematically decreases from the inner city outward, for the 1942 cohort from 

5.2 in the inner ci ty.subareas 1 and 2 to 1.1 in tlGold Coast" subareas 21 and 

25 and for the 1949 cohort from 11.3 to 2.2 for these areas. A similar but 

not quit.~ so systematic decline per block was found fOT police contacts 

occurring within the 26 subareas. TIle distribution of contacts by place of 

contact and residence of persons with contacts is shmvn OJl Maps 6 through 9. 

The average number of contacts per block in each aTea and 'by Tesidents per 

block in each area are shown on j\-!aps 10 through 13. 

About 80 g;; of the contacts by Blacks were generated by those residing in 

the inner city areas 1 and 2, as were 50% of the Chicano contacts, but only 

15% or less of the White contacts. While Jewer, 60% to 75%, of the Black 
(-> 

police co'ritacts took place in these areas, and only 40% to 50% o.f the 

Chicanos did so, 25% to 30% of the lfuite contacts weTe in these inner city 

areas. In other words, the area of White activity is more ·concentrated than 

are the areas of residence for contact-responsible Whites. 
., 

The extremes of concentration and dispersion of place of contact vs. 

place of residence are illustrated by the fact that 50.0 9,; of all the contacts 

11-1aps 6 through 13 about here] 
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for everyone in the 1949 cohort residing in Area 1 were in Aroa 1 while only 

5.6% of the contacts of those who lived in Area 26 actually took place in 
'. 

Area 26. Likewise, there are areas which contribute contacts to most other 

., 
areas and there are areas that contribute contacts to very fell' other areas. 

There are also areas in which contacts are generated by persons from most 

other areas and areas in which very few contacts are generated by persons from 

outside. While persons from some areas (this is more true of Blacks and 

Chicanos) have most of their police contacts in their area of residence or in 

contiguous areas, persons from other areas have relatively few of their 

contacts in their area of residence or contiguous areas (this is more true for 

Whites). And although some areas are characterized by having a large propor-

tion of their police contacts generated by persons who reside in nei theT that 

area nor contiguous areas but in many widely dispersed areas, others are 

characte:rized by having most of their police contacts generated from that area 

or contiguous areas. While White males had police contacts at a greater 

average distance from their homes than did Black males, for most types of 

contacts Chicanos (who resided for the most part in an outlying barrio), had 

their contacts farthest from hOJlle of all. Females lwd thei.T contacts closer to 

home for more types of contacts than did males. 

Although Black males had higher police contact rates in almost every 

respect than did Whites, and Chicanos more often than not had higher contact 

rates than Whites, and males always higher than females, neither delinquency 

nor adult crime should be defined as a malo minority gTOUp problem in theSe 

cohorts for three reasons: 1) minority groups make up stich a small proportion 

of the total cohort ancI were so concent.rated in the :inner d ty that in most 

areas police contacts were White contacts, 2) in the "innor city where Blacks 

and Chicanos did make up a disproporti.onate part of tho cohort they did not 
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have such a disproportionately higher rate of police contact as to focus 

attention upon them as the basis of the problem, and 3) almost half of the 

females did have police contacts at Olle time or another . 

. Over 60% of all police contacts in every race/ethnic I sex category where 

comparison was possible were for Mo:,ing vehicle violations, Disorderly con-
,"I ~ 

duct, or Suspicion~ investigation, Qr information, while Theft, Liquor, anCj-

Incorrigibility or runaway were t1).e next most frequent reasons for police 
1-

'. , 
contact. 

Al though the differences were not all-lays large, males had more serious 

reasons (six-point seriousness scale) 5 for police contact than did females in 

each cohort and in each age period. The proportion of serious contacts for 

both sexes was slightly greater in the 1949 cohort than in the 1942 cohort. 

In both cohorts Black males made up a disproportionate share of those in the 

top thre.~ seriousness categories. Black females made up a disproportionate 

share of females from the 1949 cohort in all categories except felonies 

against the person, 
I 

When a grand seriousness score for each of the 26 residential areas was 

calc1l1ated by multiplying the average seriousness score of individual careers 

by the number of persons \'1hose most frequent place of residence during the 

ages 6 through 17 was that area, the concentration 'of serious police contacts 

in the inner city was even more clearly shown. 

Factor Analysis of police contact types and police contact tYlJes with a 

seriousness dimension added failed to reveal any meaningful constellations of 

" 

contacts for males or females of either cohort. TIlat moving vehicle violations 

were a part of Fact.or L for the 1942 cohort \'1ith continuous Racine rc~idence 

and Factor 2 for the 1949 cohort argues for the inclusion of police contacts 

for traffic offenses in deterl,nining si ze of total del j nq\lcnt and crimimtl careers. 
(} 

" 

., 

When contacts for 

.-;) 

/j 

iJ 
,I 
II 
Ii •• 
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investigations' and information as well as 

traffic contacts were eliminated prior to calculating sr:dousness Curves by 
"~ )~> ~~) 

age of persons for various race/ethniclsex segments of each cohort, there was 

a gradual rise for males and females, more so for Black males in the 1949 

cohort and White. females in both cohorts. ,When the S<lllle",ocurves ~'1ere calculated 

for contact order, the gradual rise was less apparent, .and both I\~lite females 

for 1942 and Black females for 1949 declined in seriousness over time. 

CONTINUITY IN CAREERS 

While a portion of each group had continuity in their careers, most 

people have discontinuous careers or contacts at only one period in their lives. 

Considerable variation [n continuity exists on a basis of race/ethnicitylsex 

and the area in the community in.. which persons resided during their juvenile 

yeaTS. 

Although the probabiH,ty of having an initial j)olice contact is very 

large, w:lth more than 80% of all eligible males in either coh01~t having at 

least one recorded contact (for females it is 48% in the 1942 cohort and 52% 

in the 1949 cohort), and the probability of c~ontinuing from contact to contact 

is at least 80% for males, over half of the llf~les with a first contact do drop 
:\ 

out before their fifth contact, half of the f;~males before theirccsecondcorrtact. 

At the same time discontinuity from contact tiD contact is also sufficient that 

90% of the males have ceased to have c011tacts' by their 19th contact and 90% of 

thci females by their 5th contact. 
" !; 

Felony con:tacts disappear even more rapidly. 
:,1 

I, 

The probability of a felony contact for males in either cohort, however, is no 

more than 15% (for females less than 4%). The probability of n()t having a 

second felony is over 50% for the males and over 80~p for females. Black males 

(; II 

\\ 

0- ," 
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who had at least one police cont'hc,t" during the age period 6 through 17 \\'ere 

more likely than any others in the 1942 cohort to have at least one police 

contact. at each subsequent stage'iind least likely not to have police contacts 

at each subsequent stage if they failed to have a contact during the earliest 

period, I.n the 1949 cohort Black and Chicano males had similar patterns of 

progressicm. White females showed the least continuity from period to period 

if they had contacts at an early age period and Blacks the most but in neither 

cohort did female continuity even come close to that shown by the males. 

Prediction of whether or not a person who had a police contact at one age 

period would have a contact at a later age period yielded ino'eases in 
c 

prf:')dictahility over margimll predictions of varying degrees depending on the 

correlation of contacts at one age period with contacts at another age period, 

or combinations of age periods and the distribution()f the marginals in each 

age l)er~od or combinations of age periods. 1110 gToatcst increase in predicta-

hility over the marginals was for males from the 1949 cohort, predicting non-

traffic ,contacts after the age of 18 from non-traffic contacts prior to 18. 

Continuity was greatest among thoso who lived within the inner city and 

its interstitial areas, where White continuity was Illore siniilar to that of 

Blacks than in other areas. While female continuit.y \'las far" less than male 

continuity, thn.t for White fomales, particularly in the inner city and its 

interstitial areas, lVas less than that for Black females for both traffic and 

non-traffic offense!?, partjcularly the latter, 

With.::[ew exceptions in either cohort, however, male race/ethnic grotlp!~ 

had po more than 25,%,\ who had police contacts for non-traffic offenses in all 

age periods or in the peri'ods 6 through 17 and 18 through 20. The correspond­

ing figure for females was approximately half of th~lt. Inclusion of those 

males who had contacts in the period 6 throt'lgh 17 and 21 o-t older raised the 

.~,-- Tr •• -. -. --. -.-.-----,---

" 

, . 
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proportion of Whites with continuity bet\\leell the juvenile and any adult period 

as much as l5~o and that for Blacks \\lith non-t-raffic continuity at leflst 40%. 

'litis had little effect on White f~male continuity but added about 30% to 

Black female continuity for the 1949 cohort. 

Although persons \\lith a non-traffic offe,nse as their first contact arc 

more likely to have additional offenses and more seri()\.,s additional offenses 

than are those with a first contact based on a traffic violation, total male 

contacts during the juvenile period, traffic and non-traffic, increased 

efficiency in predicting non-traffic offenses during.tho 18 through 20 and/or 

21 or old~r period beyond that obtained for -either traffic or non-traffic 

offenses alone. When seriousness scores of persons for a given age period 

with continuous residence in Racine \vere corxelatec1 with their seriousness 

scores for a following age period, there was only selective improvement in the 

relationships obtained over thosehased on only the nllmber of police contacts. 

'D·IE INTERVIEWS 

The interviews were conducted in order to obtain data which might increase 

efficiency in predicting who will have adult police contacts, more frequent 

contacts, and contacts for more serious offenses over that obtained with 

police contact data alone. A brief .discussion of the interview data follo\\ls 
. y 

in order that inputs to the prediction device be better understood and that 

the relationship of these data to each other and to various measures of 

delinquency and crime 'be'known prior to presentation of the regression and 

mul tiple discriminant functio!1 analyses combining contact and interview data, 

~~=111ere-o'\~·asclitt1e linea;' Telutionship between occupational level of the 

household in respondent I s family and the nun\ber of contacts that T!=lsp(,mdents 

have had with the police at any -age period, in either c()ho~t, for either sex 

i\l! 

o 

.. -d 
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with the exception of Black males ages 6 through 17 in the 1942 cohort where 

the mean number of police contacts was ,7 for high and 4.0 for low occupational 

level (3.4 vs. 5.6 for 1949). For the age period 18 through 20, the 

Black difference remained 1.8 vs. 3.4 (1942) and 3.7. vs. 4.5 (1949). Again, at 

the age period 21 or older, the Black diffenmce remained but only for the 

19.49 cohort, 10.3 vs. 14.6 police contacts. Our initial conclusion then, is 

" 

that occupai<:~~r 1/ level of parents has its strongest and most consistent re-

1 . 
lationship to juvenile delinquency and adult crime among Blac;k males. 

While there were no significant relationships between number of police 

contacts and regularity of employment "of head of household, those who came 

from families where the head was not regularly employed did have delinquency 

score distributions that 'vere either skewed toward the high end of the scale 

or less skewed toward the lower end than were those 'I'here the head ,,:as always 

regularly.. employed. 

Living in a society where the work ethic has dmni1'wted the older gellC.'ration 

has given rise to as much fable as fact abouf the value of \vork per se. The 

matter is much more complex (.Ilid involves the natul'e of the work that is 

available and whether or not it is seen as leadihg resPtJnli(:.I\~:' toward their 

life goals. Without discounting'<the desirability of intl'oclucing youth to the 

importance of Hgainful employment" as it has often been termed, \Ve find little 

direct relationship between summer, school year, or early full time employment 

( i 

and the absence of police contacts or lower seriousness scores. The tendency 

has been i1} the opposite directinn, the data Souggesting that those who 

worked during the years in which mbst persons would have been in junior. high 

and high schoen,particular1y the males, during both. the Sllmme)' and school 
\.' 

year j had 'more polic~\ contact!; and hi!!.her seriousn6.i1s scores than others. 
i) •• 

There seems little question but that juveniles from 1c.1\~·<'.\Y soc1.oecononnc 

", 

[ 
/ 

.' 

() 
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status homes entered the labor market earlier than did those at the other end 

of the continuum and since socioeconomic status is related to police contacts, 

o 
early employment is correlated with police contacts. That many juveniles had 

police contacts in the course of their \Vork suggests that the relationship of 

,early entry into work and police contacts is heighte,nedby tj:;e' chance of 

police contactswhil e driving or riding to place of work and return. ' Thus, 

,.,hen age at first full time job \Vas taken into conside;~at:i en those males who 

began working full time at age 17 or younger had more contacts clpring that 
(i 

period than did those who commenced work during each of the later periods. 

Furthermore, ,.,hen police contacts before age of first full time job and after 

age of first full time job were compared, we found very significant differences 

between the number and seriousness of l' t t f l . po lce con ac s 0 rcsponc ents before and 

after full time employment among those who commenced l'Jork at an early age. 

For examp'~e, if first full time employment was at the age of 17 or earlier, 

contacts were more frequent after employment :c. For the females in the 1942 

cohort, however, contact rates and seriousness measures were higher after first 
,::: .. ;::;~­

'/ 

full time; employment than before, regardless of age of first fuB time. job. 

Sizeable propo;,rtions (66% of ,the Black males from the 1949 cohort) said 

that the kinds of work availahle to them were not what they would really like 

to do. Responses to this question hade no s,ignificnnt relationship to number 

of police contacts although White males from the 1949 cohort we.re more likely 

to have had police contacts if dissatisfied with theavai.labili ty of pre­

ferred types of work than other race/ethnic!sex segments of those from either 

cohort. 

There was little or no relationship between family .income of l'espondents in 

1976 and their iecord of police contacts .as juvQniles 6 through 17, YOllth 18 

through 20, or adults 21 Ci1' older except for 1)1a1es at the latel"' IJeriod. Skewness 
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toward low~r incomes in 1976 for t'llose lQ,lll'te and 131' I 
I ac·: malcs from both cohorts 

wi th 5 or more contacts was even more notl' ceable f } .or tIe 21 or older age 

period. 

Another belief' adhered to with considerable ferocity is the assumed 

negative influence of various kl' nds of "broken homes, It TI ' lC lmportancc of 

haVing two parents in the'home, both biological, has been reified to the ex-

tent.~that when our codes of family type are mentioned people commence to 

applaud us for emphasizing the importance of the family, lVe found some, but 

not much, relationship between measures of delinquent and criminal careers and 

family type, that which appeared being mainly for femal os, Similarly, there(1 

was little relationship bett'lecn respondents' perception of their parents' 

delinquent and criplinal behavior and their own behavj or, 

But what did .. come out quite clearly is the decl ine in J10lice contacts 

after ma:r:riage. Although we have shown that pOlice contacts decline l'lith age, 
I' 

we find that beyond this there is a decline after marriage. Not only do police 

contacts decline after marriage bnt they declined Significantly for males in 
\1 

both cohorts. Part of this deCline must be ~attrihuted to the decline that we 

The squirrel-cage effect (areas highly patrolled h:lve 1Il0re police 

contacts t~pn other areas with the restll t~;~lg stad.stics increasing, the number 

w 
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of police officers in an area with further increases in police contacts) has 

been frequently considered£s' a factor in explaining the notably hig}~er police 

contact rates in some areas than in others. If it has merit aild if respon-

dents have accurate perceptions of the extent to which their neighborhoods 

are patrolled, there should be a relationship between respons~s to ,'iiWh~n lOU 

were in junior 1;ligh and high school, Ivas your neighbol:hood heavily, moderately, 

or lightly patrolled by the police, or not patrolled at all?" and' the 

earll'est age periods}N frequency of police contacts by juveniles at the two 

When patrolling responses were dichotomized (high and medium vs. low and not 

patrolled) it could readily be seen that a higherlroportion of those from 
~ , 

the iow Dr not patrolled areas had had either no police contacts or very few 

TIle ' '1 vcr I"as p<cltl'ol,.lin.CT !i in fact greater in contacts. questlon remalll5 , 110we ; H !;> 

the areas in which respondents perceived it to be and did this increase the 

number o(.police contacts or were these simply 'th~ low socioeconomic status 

areas in which juvenile misbehavior \\las perceived by the police to merit more 

official recognition by them? 

Although responses to the question of "What kind of attitude did you and 

your 2 or 3 closest friends have toward the police when you'were in junior 

high and high school?" were related to number of police contacts, it is 

difficult to say whether juvenile attitudes generate police contacts or police 

'contacts generate juvenile attitudes. Is attitude toward the police predictive 

of continuity in careers or docs continuity develop negative attitudes toward 
,. 

the polic~? 

Sutherland's differential association hypothesis, tested and retested, 

was supported by responses to t'Did any of your 2 or 3 closest friends get 

into trouble with the police during the junior high and high school years?" 
n 

Significant correlations were found between friends with trouble and the 

\> 

'._, 

'r 
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{~, . ., 
number Ofpo:dce contacts 6 through 17 for both males and females in both 

cohorts. 
If' 

Males in both cohorts rilso had higher correlations than females. 

When we asked respondents to describe ho\'1 they thought of themselves 

(delinquent vs. non-delinquent on a scale from I to 7).and how others thought 

of them during various periods of th~ir life, self-concept was related to 

police'contacts, particularly for'the males during the juvenile period. When 

seriousness scores were correlated with self-c~ncept, similar results were 

obtained; in each case the correlations were higher than for simply the number 
,{ 

I of police contacts and were present for all age periods. 

Around 80% of the Whites in each cohort reported either the number of 

police contacts they had accurately or estimated the number to be a bit 

higher than was correct; only. hal f of the Blacks (too few Chicanos inter­

viewed) reported this accurately, the other half reporting fewer than our 

records spowed. This suggested to us that Blacks do not have the same con-

fidence in interviewers (as representatives of the community and the Racine 

Community Study) as do Whites. 

Eighty-two percent of the males in each cohort said that they had done 

things for which they could have been caught but weren't. Among the females, 

53% in the 1942 cohort ami 58% in the 1949 cohort said that they had done so. 

9f those males who had done things for which they could have been caught but 
~ . 

weren't, 60% of t'f1e 1942 cohort and 65% of the 1949 cohort had police cqntacts. 

Among t;nose males who said that they had not done things for whic11 they could 

have been caught but weren't, 4396 in tHe 1942 cohort and 3H in the 1949 

cohort had police contacts for o'ther reasons. Thus, those who did things for 
~'.> 

which they were not caught were also caught more often than those who did no'~, '. , 
(~;~ 

do things for which they were not caught. 

. ,',. 
~~~c;,:,..}'~:;.<_~~~:_, .J,~:''i.";J.,,,,::'''''~~ 'I 
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PREDICTING SERIOUSNESS OF AN OFFICIAL CRIMINAL CAREER • 

The next step was to utilize multiple regression in an attempt to pre­

dict seriousness of official criminal careers (as previously defined) more 

efficiently for three separate age periods (juvenile [ages 6-17J, inter­

mediate [ages 18-20], and adult [21 and older]) than had been possible with 

numb,er of police contacts or seriousness of contacts or any other police 

contact or demographic variables. 6 This was, of course, a prelude to 

subsequent analyses utilizing data from the 1976 interviews. 7 

The independent variables used to predict juvenile career seriousness 

scores consist of four traditional correlates of crime: . sex, race/ethnicity, 

age at first police contact, and type of residential area (a proxy for 

socioeconomic status). Being male, a minority group menilier, having a police 

contact at a younger age, and coming from a low socioeconomic status area of 

the community have historically been associated with higher lev'eis of official 

crime. The question is, how much variability in career seriousness do these 

variables account for in a~ linear combination and, further, which variables 

have the greatest impact? In predicting intermediate seriousness scores the 

juvenile seriousness score can be added as a fifth predictor since it is now a 

temporal antecedent. Similarly, in predicting adult seriousness scores, the 

combined seriousness scores for the juvenile and intermediate periods will be 

used as a fifth predictor. 

Without :presenting the results of each multipie regression analysis in 

detail, it should be noted that age at first contact made the greatest 

contribution to R2 for both cohorts, the other variables making very small . 

" 
,'contributions. In predicting intermed'iate scores, juvenile scores replaced 

age at first contact as the IllOSt important lrredictor. And when ,we proceeded 

I I' 
f 

rr 
_" ... ~ _ _ .}fu .Ii --'- _ 
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" 

to the predic:tion of adult seriousness scores, the combined juvenile-

interlned:i.ate score became the best predictor. However, it should be noted 

that the R2 values of .497 and .342 (proportion of variance explained for 

juvenile seriousness scores) for the 1942 and 1949 cohorts declined to .296 

for the 1942 cohort and increased to .397 for the, 1949 cohort for the adult 

seriousness scores. 

The results of the analysis based on this information for members of 

both birth cohorts suggests that individuals become locked into the legal 

systeJIl,c, primarily on the basis of the age at which they ha\'e their first re-
~,' 

corded experiences with the police. The earlier that event occurs, the 

more likely ,.a~ relatively serious official career is to develop with the 

seriousness of career at one stag;e of 1 ife j nfluenci ng seri.ousness at later 

stages. The important theoretical and empirical question remains, what 

accounts .for variation in age at first police contact? \\~lY do some individual s 

get into trouble with the law earlier than others? 

We next attempted to predict seriousness of official criminal cQreers on 

the basis of information"derived from the 1976 interview schedule as well as 

seriousness scores based on recorded Folice contacts. 1he objective was to 

(JievelOp a series of regression models which are predictive of juvenile, 
,) 

" intermediate, and adult career seriousness scores in each cohort and further, 

to produce a single longitudinal model which describes the juvenile through 

intermediate through adult sequence as a ''1hole. 

Not all variables from the interview schedule arc included inth1s analysis. 

Some variables wereel iminated because they did not apply to all inte2:~jewees. 

Other variables were eliminated after an exami.nation of the zero-order 

correlation matrices indicated that they weTe uncorrelated with the dependent 

"'> variables. The retained variables \'1ere re-examined to determine the degree of 
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things, the one with the lowest correlation with the dependent variable was 

eliminated. 

Because the dependent variables reflect different stages of the life 

cycle, it was necessary to select independent variables appropriate for each 

of these stages. That is, variables reflecting events or conditions occurring 

during t11e respondent's juvenile period are needed ~() __ P&2,q.~fJ;.,~,juvenile 
:;:",~._ .• ;:.. :."O"","",-.'h<'.O 

seriousness scores. These same variables may also be used to predict 

seriousness scores for the intermediate and adult periods since they arc part 

o£ the individuals' biographies and may continue to exert some influence in 

later life. Thus, the predictors of aduit seriousness scores would include 

not oni:y variables reflecting conditions and events GUTing this period but 

also variables from preceding age periods. 

Thes.e procedures Tesul ted in the selection of 26 potentially useful 

variables. Two general points should b'e made regarding the findings. First, 

within cohorts there is a diffel'ence in the prediction models 'over age 

periods; the model that best predicts juvenile seriousness is different from 

the one pFedicting intermediate or adult seriousness scores. This is riot 

unexpected since it ,,·is conceivable that conditions and events that may be 

\\ 
influential at one period in life arc not as impoTtant later in life. Second, 

the prediction models vary across cohorts for a given c1epcndc;nt variable, I.e., 

the predictors of adult seriousness scores in the 1942 cohort are not the 

same as those £or the same variables in the 1949 COhOTt. These cross-cohort 

differences tend to be slight in the case of juvenile seriousness scores but 

gTeater in the case of intermediate and adult seriousness scores. 

The best predictors of juvenile seriousness arc 11carly identical in both 

the 1942 and 1949 cohorts: age at first police contact, extent of friends' 

--------, --~-,--~'''~" .. ,--,-".-, 

.. '] 
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trouble with the law, and household head's economic involvement. One 

additional variable, . att1'tude to\dard police, acts as a IJredictor in the 1949 

'but not the 1942 cohort._The signs of the coefficients indicate that a higher 
'"";: .... ->:, 

seriousness score is assoc1ate W1 1: h . d . tl 1) a lower aue at first contact; 

2} l'iaving friends , WilO have had more serious troubl e with the law, and 3) in 

the 1949 cohort, having a negative attitude toward the police. The signs 

associated with regular1ty 0, , f hOllsehold head's employment reVGTSe across 

cohorts. In the 1942 cohort, the positive sign indicates that 

ness is associated with grea~er regularity of employment while in the 1949 

. Sl' gn l' nd1' cates an aS,,50ciation with less regular employment. cohort, a negat1ve 

The three variables comprising the 1942 cohort model account for nearly 

57% (R
2
=.566) of the variance in juvenile seriousness scores while the four 

variables in the 1949 model account for 44% (R2= .438) of the variance. 

the standar' ct-1' Z' ed coefficients wi thin cohorts indicates that relative .size of 

age at first police contact contlnues , to account for most of the variability 

in each model in each cohort. 

The relative importance of age at first contact was further gauged by a 

model in which it was the only predictor variable and the resulting rr 2 values 

h f 11 d 1 Tlle rna]' or I)Ortion of the compared with those obtained in t e u rna e . 

, ores is accounted for by age at explained variance in juvenile serlousness sc . 

• , , 1 t 54% out of 57% of the first contact, this variable alone explainlng alOU 

" J 31 n alIt of 44 go of the v;lriance. variance, and;in the 1949 COlOrt~ __ '0 

f age at fl'rst IJolice contact as a predic­Given the relative impoTtance 0 

continued to be l'equired to determine tor, an appropriate sub~icl:1:ary analysis 

the antecedents of this varinblc, i.e., what variables best predict age at 

first police contact? A number of variables previously mentioned were 

t 
~ 
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subjected to selection procedures with age at first police contact as the 

dependent variable. s 

Only two variable.s appeared in common as predictors across cohorts: sex 

and juvenile friends' trouble with the 1m". Being male and haVing friends 

,in more serious trouble with the police were related to lowor age ... at first 

police contact. In the 1942 cohort, it -was also found that lower age at 

first police contact was associated with lower age at first full time elnploy-

ment and perceived heavy pOlice patrol activity in one's neighborhood. In the 

1949 cohort, in addition to the two cornmon variables, three others operated as 

predictors of age at first contact. Here, higher levels of automobile use, 

~ower status of Social area of reSidence, and more negative attitude toward 

the police were associated with lower age. at first police contact. These 

variables, however, accounted for only 26% and 2196 of the variance, 

respectiv:ely, in the 1942 and 1949 cohorts. 

The analysis thus far suggests that the following preliminary model 

(Figure 1) represents the basic sequence in predicting juvenile seriousness 

scores. Juvenile seriousness Scores are most strongly related to age at first 

police contact: The lower the age at first contact, the higher the seriousness 

score. In turn, the antecedents of age at first contact seem to vary to some 

extent by cohort, Although sex and degree of friends' trouble with the law are 

1942 

Figure 1 

{ Age at First Full Time. Occupation 
Perceived Police Patrol Activity 

{ 
I Sex 
l Friends' Trouble with the Law 

Automobile Usc Scale 
Residential Area 
Attitude Toward Police 

1 
J 

1~)49 

Age at 
Pirst 
Police 

--> Contact --> 

Juvenile 
Seriousness 
Score 
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common to both cohorts, other variables unique to each cohort also appear to 

exert an influence. 

We next turned to the problem of predicting intermediate seriousness 

scores. Specifically, a high intermediate serioy"'-~ess score was related to 
\'_..f 

1) a high juvenile seriousness score, 2) a negative attitude toward police; 

and 3) in the 1942 cohort, a higher age at marriage but in the 1949 cohort, a 

lower age at marriage. These three variables were the only predictors selected 

in the 1942 cohort and accounted for 34% (R 2 =.343) of the variance in the 

dependent variable. However, in the 1949 cohort, four additional variables 

were' included as predictors of high seriousness scores: 1) greater length of 

time lived at horne, 2) lower age at first fUll-time job, 3) lower status of 

social area of residence, and 4) perception- that one's ncighborhopd Ivas 

d b 1 · l'11e seven v:lrl' ~lbles in the 1949 Cn::loTt accounted heavily patrolle X po Jce. . . 

for 33% (R 2 =.333) of the variance in intermediate seriousness sco~es. 

r(should be"noted that the selected predictors of intermediate serious­

ness scores are less effective than those for juvenile seriousness scm'es in 

terms of explained varianc~. In part, this may be due to the relative short-

'ness of the intermediate period which results in less variability of the 

seriousness scores compared to greater variability during the longer j4venile 

per,;j.pd. For example, the range of juvenile and intermediate scores is 48 and 

. . 1 l' n tl1e 1942 cohort and 1. 14 and 84 in the 1949 cohort. With 36~ respectlve y, 

less variability among intermediate scO'res, it is more difficult to find 

adequate predictors. 
I=> 

Within cohorts, juveI).i1e seriousness scores appear to be the most important 

predictor;' of intermediate seriousness scores judging by the relative siz.e of 
u 

the standardized regression coofficients. The relative importance of juvenile 

seriousness scores can be gaugetlhy comparing the R2 vclilles for the full model 

'\. 
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with a reduced model which contains only juvenile seriousnessscore~ ~s a 

predictor in each of the respective cohorts; 31% (R 2 =.3l0) of the total of 34% 

explained variance in the 1942 cohort is attributable to juvenile seriousness 

score alone. Similarly, 28% (R 2 =. 278) )of a total of 33 g" of the variance can be 

attributed to this variable in the 1949 cohort. 

These findings suggest a further extent ion of Figure 1, in which juvenile 

seriousness scores becomes the primary predictor of intermediat~ seriousness 

scores (see Figure 2). 
o 

Figure 2 

r
Age at First Full Time Occupation 
Perceived Police Patrol Activity Age at Juvenile 

1942 { Pirst $erious-
Inter­
mediate 

l Sex 1 Pol ice ness 
Friends' Trouble with the Law~Contact---;> Score 

Automobile Use Scale J 1949 
Residential Area 
Attitude Toward Police 

Seriousness 
~Score 

Continuing the analysis, the same procedures Ivere followed in "selecting 

the best predictors of adult seriousness scores for botll cohorts. The bne 

variable common across cohorts, intermediate. seriousness score~ was also the 

most important among the selected predictors based on th(~ magnitude of the 

standardized coefficients. Apart from this common variable, the two cohorts 

In were quite different in terllls of the variables ol)crating us ll)yedictors. 

the 1942 cohort, high adult seriouslless scores were linked t~ 1) high em-

ployment involvement in high school, 2) low educational attainment, 3) low 

family intactness, 4) low ago at fj rst police contact, 5) perceived UgJ1t 
1..7 1-:'1 

police patrol activity in one's neighborhood quring youth, 6) low present in-

corne, and 7) greater extent of adult friends' troubl e wi.ththe law . Alternately" 

i 
Ii 
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~Jn the 1949 cohort, high 'adult seriousness scores were associated \J'i th: 1) a 

large number of children in one's family of orientation, 2) low present 

occupational status, 3) higher age at marriage, and 4) higher juvenHe 

seriousness scores. 

The eight predictOJ.' variables in the 1942 cohort explained about 38% 

(R2 =.376) of the variance in the dependent variable while fhe five predictors, 

in the 1949 cohort accounted for 61% (R2 =.613) of the variance in adult 

seriousness scores. The higher percentage of explained variance in the 1949 

cohort seems to be due to the strong contribution of i~1tormediate seriousness 

scores. 

As before, most of the variability in the d~pendent variable \",as accounted 

for by a single variable--intermediate seriousness scores. A reduced model 

containing only interInediate seriousness scores as the pn~dictor variable 

explainect.25% of the 1942 cohort's variance (R 2 =.254) of a total of 38% 

explained variance and 58% (R2 =. 582) of the seriousness scores for the 1949 

cohort of the total of 61%. 

Agctin,\'l further extension of the motiel in Figure 2 is requir,ed (sec 

Figure 3). The results of the data-reduction procedure suggest this to be the 

most parsimonious moqel of the sequence of seriousness scores from the juvenile 

Age at First full :rime 
Occupat~on 

Perceived Police Patrol 
Activity 

194~{;'~~endS' Trouble with 1 
the Law 

Automobile Use Scale } 
Residential Area J 
At'titude Toward Po.lice 

Figure 3 

Age at Juvenile 
First Serious-
Pollee ness 
Contact---~Score 

1949 

Tnt.er­
mediate 
Sotious-
noss, 

--~SC(1re 

Adult 
Seriousness 

~Score 

.' 
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at first police contact. The earlier first polico contact occurs, the higher 
, '",\, c" 

the juvenile seriousness score will be. While ihe'i~c"; are differences between 

cohorts we should expect' that historical circumstances are respon~~ f8r 

periodic changes in the chain of events or sets of circumstances that generate, 
co' 

frequent. and serious police contacts among both juveniles and adults. We are 
/7 0 

stil/fIeft, however, with the problem of determining the conditions that 
" 

account for: variability in age at first conta.ct--why do some individuals begin 

their official criminal careers earlier than others? 

CONCLUSION 

All of this suggests why researchers arrive at conflicting conclusions 

about the C\.ntecedents and correlates of seriolls deli.nquent and criminal ca.reers-­

each operational definition of frequency and seriousness ,.of careers utili'zedin 

our own r:~search generated a somewhat different set of ~,ellationships with 

commonality on only those variables which are the most powerful determinants. 

Furthermore, differences between age periods suggests that while there are 
- (\ 

",{O • ,:J' consistencies over time! historical circumstances are responsible '.:oT-"perlo""lc 

change in the chain of events or sets of circumstances that generate frequent 

and serious police contacts among both juveniles ancl adults. 

While police S,on"t:9:~1;!? fo±:, ~~lleged delinquent and criminal behavior are 

widespread,'patterns of concentration, particularly for 
\1 

lower socioeconomic status persons can participate, arc 

those behaviors in which 

found in the inner city" 

a.nd its interstitial areas, the tradition for u.S. cities since at least the 

turn of the century. If we wish to make simple predictions to the effect that 

persons who reside in the inner city and its interstitial areas will have 

. 'I l' t (111(1 f'rl'.lnl'Tl,"l C',lt'OCrs than those who live lengthier and more serlous ocC.ll1quen '" U 

ii\ better socioeconomic status areas, there is no probl el11. 
" 1'1\ 

When we attempt to 
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predict continuity in careers, whether it be on the frequency or seriousness 

dimension, the problem becomes more difficult for it is obvious that the 

relationship between juvenile and adult careers, or simply continuity in 

careers, is dependent upon what goes on in the minds of persons in positions 

of auth9rity in the juvenile and adult justice systems as well as what goes on 

in the minds of the juveniles and adults who become recipients of their 

attention. While the data reveal, no matter how one looks at it, that the 

early onset of a juvenile career (as defined by contacts with the police at 

an early age) will result in the generation of more police contacts and more 

serious contacts than a later onset, the question ':t'emains as to whether or not 

an early onset of police contacts may be explained by an early onset of 

delinquent behavior, chance (i. e. everyone does t~,cese things but only some are 
,oj 

caught), or early identification and labelling ::by the police as a person who 

will be observed more carefully as a consequence of his or her race/ ethnici ty 

and/or ai~a of residence. 
j ,i 
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FOOTNOTES 

" 
* Prepared under Grant Numbers 76JN-99·,·0008, 76JN-99-l005 and 77JN-99-0019 

from the National Institute for Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 
. I·el' 

Law Enforcement Assistance Administration, U.S. Department of Justice. Points 

of view or opinions in this docUlllent are those of the author and do not 

necessarily represent the official position or policies of the U.S. Department 

of Justice. 

1 Juvenile and adult contacts with the police were obtained from the files 

of the Juvenile Bureau and Records Division of the Racine Police Depar~meHt. 

Married names located in the Records Section of the Racine Health D~partment 

provided a basis for following females throughout their careers. 

2 Our original goal was to interview all of the minority members and 25% of 

the White members of each cohort. A first refusal almost. always :resulted in 

., reassignment of another interv) ewer. Substitution in the case of IVhi tes was 

not considered until we wqre convinced that the respondent was no longer in the 

community or other possibilities had ,been exhausted. Essentially all whom we 

intended to interview among the Whites were iilterviell'ecl (constituting over 40% 

o(ithose available in each instance). The p~rcentages of Chieunos and Blacks 

interviewed from among those available exceeds 50%. Comparisons of the 

characteristics of persons interviewed from each cohort with those who Ivere hot, 

intervjewed and with all persons with continuous residence from each cohort 

indicates that those who were interviewed are representative of each of the 
1,\ 

larger groups. 

3 Persons with continuous' residence are those missing no more than three 

yeel),'s between age 6 and JUJ1e 1, 1974, the cut-off date for data collection. 

Depending on the type of analysis involved ~.1e have utilized either entire cohorts, 

I:.
lonly those persons with continuo:\ls residence> or only those \"ho.wore interviewed. 

I 
I 
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4 These Geometric scores are based on 1970 U.S. 'Census Block Data, with 

high scores indicative of overcrowding, high proportion of renters, absence 

of plumbing, low rental values, and low property values. 

, 5 Seriousness was measured on a 6 point scale based on two elements, reasons 

for po'lice contact and whether the contact was considered a felony, misdemeanor, 

or juvenile condition: (6) felony Against ,the Person; (5) Felony Against 

Property; (4) Major Hisdemeanor; (3) Minor Misdemeanor; (2) Juvenile Condition; 

(1) Contact for Suspicion, Investigation, or Information. 

The practical justification for using this seoTing system rests on a legal 

distinction between felonies and misdemeanors. Criminal law specifies that 

illegal acts be treated as relatively serious (felonies) or as non-serious 

(misdemeanors). Among felonjes, those against persons arc the most serious of 

all vip lations while those against property e11'e less seTiolls (although more 

serious "t:~an misdemeanors). The scoring system here assigns felonies involving 

pcrsons_ the highest (i.e., most serious) scor~ (6) and felonies against property 

the second highest score (5). Certain acts, although normally;considered 
IV 

felonious, may be dealt with as misdemeanors under specific cfrcumstances at 

the discretion of law enforcement officials. For example, burglary is treated '.' 

':1 I'.~) 

as a: felony when a house is entered but as a misdemeanor when it involves a 

locked vehicle. In order to reflect this dual status, ~lese offenses w~ll be 

termed major misdemeanors and will receive a score of four (4). Other acts are 

invariably regarded as misdemeanors by the lull'. For example, vagrancy and 

DdisorderlY conduct are never classified as felonies~' 1--lisdemeanors are given a 

score of three (3). With the advent CI:E the juvenile justice system, age 'i' 
!; , 

became a m~ tigating cond.ition under !!~h)~1 law. An offense committed by a juvenile 
11'lf'l 

\'1' 
is treated differently (usually, in tHI~II:"'direction of lenience) than if it had 

I ,'I 
, il 

committed by an adul't . Adcliticl·',:IJil1y , a ne\v set of offenses developed which 

~I 

. " 

o 

"-." 
CJ 

could only be committed by the young, e.g •. ;-truilncy, incorrigibility, runaway, 

ungovernabili ty, the so-called juvenile status offe1.1~' However, the catch-­

all vagrancy and disorderly statutes are also frequently invoked to deal \vith 
\-; 

youthful misbehavior. The juvenile 'status offenses and vagrancy or disorderly 

conduct when committed by those under age 18 will be grouped together and will 

be 'Scored two (2). The final category of offens,~s consists of instances."when 

individuals were stopped on the street for suspicion, investigation, or info1'-

mation at the discretion of the police officer. No cr:iminnl allegations need 

rtetessarilyhave been involved. However, a stop for any of the above reasons 

usually carries an implication of at least potential wrongdoing }rnd becomes 

part of an individual's contact record. TI1ese relatively minor incidents 

receive a score of one (1) in the scoring system. 

6 The practical jl!stification for these divisions rests on the legal 

distinctism between juvenile and adult crime. In most jurisdictions, illegal 

a"cts cOl11Jllitted by persons younger than 18 are viewed as delinquencies rather 
.,. 

thlln as crimes pel' ;:ie. A separat~ juvenile justice system has developed to 

deal with delinquency on the assumption that acts committed during this period 

of life should';'be treated differently from those committed later in life \vhen 

individuals are assumed to be more responsible for their behavior. Thus, the 

seriousness of a juvenile career may be treated in the abstract as something 

distinc.t from an adult carC.cr. Because of the inconsistencies in existing age 

norms we have interjected an intermediate career segment between the juvenile 

and adult periods as a means of repl:esenting the transition from adolescence 

to. adulthood. Al though one may be .fln "adult" from the standpoint of criminal 

law at age 18, there are many other spheres of life in which adulthood'does 

not occur until age 21 (e.g., entering into a legal contract). Thus, between 

ages 18 and 21, individuals may be treated as adults under some conditions but 
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, 
as non-adults for others. 111e process of becoming an'lidult, then, begins in 

earnest when individuals aTe 18-1~ut is not fully complete until age 21, when 

all legal entitlements are obtained. 

7 A lengthier version of this analysis has been presented in Michael R. Olson, 

i'Predicting Seriousness of Official Police Contact Careers: An Exploratory 

Analysis, II unpublished manuscript. 

8 The initial model, before selection, included employment during high 

school, amount of education, attitude toward school, age moved out of home, age 

at first job, age at marriage, number of siblings, sex, who respondent lived 

with while growing up, regularity of household head's employment, status of 

household head's occupation, race, social area of res'idence, self-reported 

delinquency, wanting to be a different person, attitude toward police, automobile 

use scale, extent ?f friends' trouble with the law, and perceived police patrol 

acti vi ty .. ,.' 
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