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This paper uses the official juvenile offenses among the delinquent boys in the 1958 Philadelphia Birth Cohort to 
investigate the nature of delinquency conduct, offense-by-offense, and its relationship to adult crime status.  Although 
it is convenient to think of an offender’s delinquency career as a whole, such a career actually consists of one or more 
specific offenses, and offense conduct can be worth studying in its own right. Thus, it is necessary to determine 
whether the timing, type, severity, court disposition, and so on of these juvenile offenses can be used to predict adult 
career pathways.  An extensive review of the literature revealed that investigations of early offense conduct and its 
connection to adult crime are exceedingly scarce.  This study indicates as follows: First, the way a delinquent begins 
his criminal career is predictive of the adult trajectory that will be followed.  Second, aspects of the first few offenses 
do influence whether delinquents continue committing crimes as an adult.  The strongest predictor of adult crime 
status was juvenile court dispositions. 
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Over the past 44 years, since the publication of 
Delinquency in a Birth Cohort (Wolfgang, Figlio, & 
Sellin, 1972), the "criminal career” concept has 
dominated criminological research.  Scholars from 
across many social science disciplines have attempted 
to provide theoretical explanations of a so-called 
“career in crime” and document the empirical reality 
surrounding a host of significant aspects such as the 
onset, duration, and trajectories of these careers.  The 
career criminal was the subject of a two-volume series 

by the National Academy of Sciences (Blumstein, 
Cohen, Roth, & Visher, 1986).  Similarly, Bursik 
(1989) made an important observation that the 
contemporary interest in the concept of careers in 
crime and the phenomenon of the chronic offender can 
be attributed to the work of Shaw (1930, 1931, 1936) 
and his associates (e.g., Sutherland, 1937).  Tracy and 
Kempf-Leonard (1996) have extended Bursik’s 
observation when they noted that the early research on 
criminal or delinquent careers was not restricted to the 
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Chicago school alone.  At about the same time, during 
the 1930s, the Gluecks began their classic 
investigations of delinquency.  The research of the 
Gluecks resulted in 13 books and almost 300 articles, 
and many of these publications concerned delinquent 
or criminal careers.  Overviews of the research are 
available in Glueck and Glueck (1964, 1968).  The 
rediscovery of the Gluecks’ data and reanalysis can be 
found in Laub and Sampson (2001) and Sampson and 
Laub (1993, 2003). 

The “life course approach” to the study of 
criminal careers arose in the 1990s as criminologists 
tried to bring clarity to the debate about the value of 
longitudinal research.  According to Farrington 
(2006), the developmental and life-course approach to 
crime is concerned mainly with three topics: (1) the 
development of offending and antisocial behavior 
from the womb to the tomb, (2) the influence of risk 
and protective factors at different ages, and (3) the 
effects of life events on the course of development (p. 
2).  The life course approach became prominent, if not 
preeminent, in the 1990s.  In fact, life course, 
longitudinal research has come to enjoy even greater 
hegemony than was the case when Gottfredson and 
Hirschi (1986, 1987, 1988) first critiqued the 
hegemony of longitudinal designs in the mid- to late-
1980s.  An authority as noteworthy as Farrington 
(2006) has indicated that the main reason why 
developmental and life course criminology became 
important during the 1990s was because of the 
enormous volume and significance of longitudinal 
research on offending that was published during this 
decade  Although Farrington (2006) may be right that 
a variety of life course theories and research helped 
establish the dominance of the life course approach, it 
is nonetheless arguable that the work of Sampson and 
Laub had a singularly important role in this process.  
Sampson and Laub (1993, 2006) and Laub and 
Sampson (2001) built on the life course perspective of 
Elder (1985) and developed the age-graded theory, 
which examines the role informal social controls play 
throughout the various stages of development.  Benson 
(2013) has provided a comprehensive treatment of the 
life course perspective in criminology. 

We have found that most prior research has often 
focused on the various causal factors across different 
variables on recidivism but has not examined the way 
the offense specifics at the start of the delinquent 
career may play a predominant role in delinquency 
career reinforcement and the trajectory a juvenile will 
ultimately follow.  The current study investigates a 
very different approach--the nature of delinquency 
conduct at the very start of the delinquency career, 
offense-by-offense, and the effects that factors may 
have on becoming an adult criminal in the first place, 
and ultimately the number of adult crimes that will be 

committed in the criminal career.  Although it is 
convenient to think of an offender’s delinquency 
career as a whole, such a career actually consists of 
one or more specific offenses, and offense conduct can 
be worth studying in its own right.  Thus, it is highly 
desirable to determine whether the timing, type, 
severity, police and court disposition, and so on of the 
offenses committed at the start of a delinquency career 
can predict or explain the transition to adult crime.  
Simply, does the manner in which a delinquent begins 
his/her delinquency career affect the propensity for 
adult crime?    

An extensive review of the literature revealed that 
investigations concerning offense conduct at the start 
of the delinquency career have not been conducted.  
Perhaps it is due to the absence of career data that can 
link the delinquency career to the adult criminal 
career.  Or perhaps, it is because the life course 
approach is so focused on life events that arise as 
juveniles transition to young adulthood and even 
beyond.  It is most likely that life course research, with 
its forward-looking perspective across numerous life 
events well down the road, has distracted researchers 
from examining the entry into a delinquency career in 
favor of events and processes later in a subject’s life 
history.  We posit, therefore, that the beginning of a 
delinquency career may carry profound implications 
for not only the persistence of the juvenile career but 
also the continuation of offense conduct into adult life. 

Literature Review 

Research on criminal careers, especially from a 
developmental and life course approach, is quite 
voluminous. However, it addresses significant life 
transitions further along the life course continuum 
instead of the early delinquency career.  For example, 
researchers are fully aware of Moffitt’s classic paper 
(1993) which spawned a host of research concerning 
adult pathways (see Carkin & Tracy, 2015).  Further, 
it has been well established that prior criminality 
affects future criminality (Piquero, Farrington, & 
Blumstein, 2003) and in the 1958 birth cohort in 
particular (Tracy & Kempf-Leonard, 1996). Research 
in this vein usually focuses on overall delinquency 
career parameters rather than the specifics of 
delinquency conduct at the start of the delinquency 
period.  This was the case specifically with the Tracy 
and Kempf-Leonard (1996) analyses of the current 
dataset in which they fully explored a range of the 
usual criminal career parameters as predictors of adult 
crime status.  Likewise, Carkin and Tracy (2015) have 
recently investigated numerous models of the 
relationship between juvenile and adult pathways 
using summary measures of juvenile careers as 
predictors.  Therefore, we restrict the review of prior 
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research to the few studies that touch upon the specific 
delinquency measures we used in this study.  Although 
owing to data constraints, prior research has not 
examined these measures as fully as we do in this 
research. Thus, we examine below two major areas of 
prior research, juvenile court dispositions and age 
measures, which are directly relevant to this paper.   

Juvenile Court Dispositions  

The one aspect of juvenile justice that perhaps 
engenders the least amount of controversy concerns 
the original intents and purposes of a court system 
exclusively dedicated to the misbehavior of minors. 
Platt (1969), Rothman (1971), and Bernard (1992) 
have provided us with excellent commentaries on the 
emergence of the "child saving movement" and the 
discovery of the reformatory as a preferred method of 
social control.  There may be disagreement regarding 
whether the social reformers who created the juvenile 
court were well-intentioned or were even correct in 
their judgements about what would be the best way to 
handle delinquents.  But there seems to be little 
disagreement over what their creation looked like.  
Mears (2012) noted that fundamentally, juvenile 
courts are guided by the parens patriae doctrine in 
which the court acts as a surrogate parent for the 
welfare of the child.  This doctrine has resulted in a 
particular form and substance for juvenile justice: 1) 
informal and nonadversarial, 2) guided by a 
philosophy of limited intervention, 3) oriented towards 
community-based treatment rather than institutional 
custody, and 4) concerned with rehabilitation and 
prevention rather than retribution or deterrence. 

The basic rationale for such a vastly different 
court philosophy and procedure for juveniles was the 
belief that delinquency is dissimilar from adult crime, 
not only because the acts themselves are different, but 
also because the offenders are believed to be very 
different from adult criminals.  The typical delinquents 
are young and immature.  Their misbehavior is 
generally believed to be infrequent and non-serious.  
Most important, the "condition" of delinquency is 
assumed to be temporary, a condition that can be 
remediated through appropriate court actions.  This 
"usual" or "typical" delinquent is seen as requiring a 
justice model different from that of their adult 
counterparts. Despite benign intentions, the way 
juvenile justice handles delinquents may affect the 
delinquency career and even the trajectory delinquents 
might follow into adulthood.  That is, certain 
dispositions can be therapeutic and induce an offender 
to desist from criminality.  But, in fact, the opposite 
may be true, and early court dispositions may induce a 
delinquent to become persistent offenders (Seigle, 
Walsh, & Weber, 2014). Lambie and Randell (2013) 
concede that incarceration does not effectively reduce 

recidivism amongst juvenile offenders because of its 
inability to address the needs that are specific to these 
juveniles.  Similarly, Fabelo, Arrigona, Thompson, 
Clemens, and Marchbanks (2015) have provided 
evidence that severe punishment for juvenile offenders 
(especially institutional commitments) can have a 
criminogenic effect and can achieve the opposite of its 
original intent. If the goal of punishment is to deter or 
reduce likelihood of criminality, severe punishment 
for juvenile delinquents has failed drastically (Howell 
et al. 2013).   

Howell and colleagues (2013) have also noted 
that it is imperative for the juvenile justice system to 
determine evidence-based practices that offer a 
deterrent or rehabilitative effect for juveniles.  Thus, 
there is a strong need for consistent responses to 
juvenile delinquency and offending. These responses 
can affect the trajectory an individual will ultimately 
follow.  Thus, the importance of this research lies in 
determining the effect that juvenile court dispositions 
can have on the transition to desistance versus adult 
crime paths.  In this regard, the present research 
extends the Pathways to Desistance project (Mulvey et 
al., 2004).  The Pathways to Desistance study 
(Mulvey, 2011) is a longitudinal study of 1,354 
adjudicated, serious adolescent offenders as they 
transition from adolescence into early adulthood in 
Maricopa County, Arizona (N = 654) and Philadelphia 
County, Pennsylvania (N = 700).  Among the study’s 
findings were the relative inefficacy of longer juvenile 
incarcerations in decreasing recidivism and the 
effectiveness of community-based supervision as a 
component of aftercare for incarcerated youth 
(Mulvey, 2011).  It is important, therefore, to study the 
effect of police and court dispositions in a general 
cohort of delinquents rather than just cohorts of the 
most serious offenders. The 1958 Philadelphia birth 
cohort allows such an investigation. 

Age at Onset  

In addition to the dispositions themselves is the 
issue of the timing of the court dispositions.  Research 
has shown that there is a strong connection between 
age-at-onset and delinquent recidivism in the 1958 
birth cohort study.  Tracy, Wolfgang, and Figlio 
(1990) have shown that the younger a delinquent 
commits the first offense, the longer the juvenile 
career can be, and thus, the greater the chances of 
delinquent recidivism.  Tracy and Kempf-Leonard 
(1996) have also shown that the delinquency onset 
effect also pertains to the transition to adult crime as 
well.  It has also been shown that age-at-onset is 
associated with offense specialization and, in turn, the 
propensity for adult crime (Piquero, Paternoster, 
Brame, Mazerolle, & Dean, 1999). Thomas, Thomas, 
Burgason, and Wichinsky (2014) examined the 
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predictive role of early contact with the criminal 
justice system and intellectual functioning for violent 
and chronic adult criminality.  They found that the 
younger an individual is at the time he or she comes in 
to contact with the criminal justice system, the more 
likely he or she is to be arrested and charged with a 
violent crime as an adult.  Similarly, the Juvenile 
Offender Study (Council on Crime and Justice, 2006) 
found that juveniles who begin committing crime at 
earlier ages were, in fact, more likely to continue on 
into adult criminality. 

It has been well established that juvenile 
delinquency is strongly associated with adult 
criminality—that juveniles who begin their journey 
down a criminal pathway during their adolescence are 
more apt to persist into adult criminality upon reaching 
the age of 18 (Eggleston & Laub, 2002).   Moreover, 
Piquero, Hawkins, Kazemian, and Petechuk (2013) 
have reported that the prevalence of criminal activity 
peaks early in adolescence and declines later in 
adulthood.  Thus, delinquency exhibited early in the 
juvenile period marks a significant juncture for 
developing an understanding of how court dispositions 
for this delinquent conduct may lead to predictions of 
the likelihood of adult criminality.  

Throughout the life course, individuals endure a 
variety of experiences that affect the pathway they will 
follow.  These experiences and transitions have the 
ability to steer someone away from or toward 
criminality. Criminologists have long attempted to 
bring clarity to the onset, persistence, and desistance 
of criminal activity but have failed due to various 
shortcomings. For example, Thornberry and 
colleagues (2013) point out that years between late 
adolescence into adulthood can be considered 
“criminological crossroads” because this is when they 
begin to transition from a juvenile delinquent to an 
adult criminal, should they continue their offending 
pattern. Theories attempting to explain offense 
transition broach the topic at various life points and 
emphasize different aspects of life, as a means of 
affecting the trajectory an individual will subsequently 
follow.  We would argue that the period of early onset 
of delinquency, and the nature and extent of offense 
conduct, including the manner in which such conduct 
was handled by the authorities, is as important if not 
more important than later periods. 

Limitations of Prior Research   

Throughout the life course, there are many 
transitions that can affect the way individuals lead 
their lives.  The same is perhaps even more the case 
for those who engage in criminal behavior.  There are 
various life course events that can affect (1) if and 
when an individual begins a delinquent or criminal 
career and (2) whether or not someone continues to 

engage in criminal behavior or desists from further 
criminal activity.  When thinking about criminals, it 
may seem reasonable to assume that they are 
stagnant—“once a criminal always a criminal.” 
However, this is not an accurate depiction over the life 
course.  Delinquency and criminal careers are 
dynamic—they start, continue, and even escalate, or 
they just end.  Juvenile delinquents do not necessarily 
proceed to become adult criminals, and adult criminals 
do not necessarily begin their careers as juvenile 
delinquents. 

In a great deal of prior research, criminal careers 
are delineated by the number of crimes an individual 
commits over the life-course. While looking at these 
overall careers provides insight into the lifestyles of 
these offenders from birth to tomb, it neglects to 
differentiate the criminal behavior exhibited in distinct 
developmental life stages.  In fact, it neglects to 
differentiate offenders in a manner that allows us to 
see the way life transitions affect the lives they lead. 
Prior research has failed to investigate the nature of 
delinquency conduct, offense-by-offense, and its 
relationship to adult crime. They did not look at the 
specifics of these offenses, such as the timing, type, 
severity, and disposition for each offense at the start of 
the delinquency career.  The present study was 
conducted to examine offense-specific measures to 
predict which adult pathway a juvenile will ultimately 
follow. Essentially, this study investigates whether or 
not the manner in which a delinquent begins the 
delinquency career affects the propensity for adult 
crime and seeks to answer the following two 
questions: First, does the way a delinquent begins his 
or her criminal career determine which adult career 
path will be followed?  Second, what is it about the 
first few offenses that might drive these delinquents to 
continue committing crimes as juveniles and continue 
the pattern in to adulthood and accumulate a higher 
number of adult arrests? 

Previous studies have looked at juvenile and adult 
pathways by examining the career as a whole, or the 
types of offenses being committed across the career. 
The present study breaks down criminal careers down 
into two components—the delinquency period and the 
adult criminal career.  Specifically, this study adopts 
the unique approach of examining the delinquency 
career across the specifics of the first four offenses, 
one by one.  The choice of the first four offenses of the 
delinquency career was not arbitrary and was based on 
the following.  First, in both Philadelphia birth cohorts, 
desistance from further delinquency drops off and 
recidivism probabilities stabilize (see Tracy et al., 
1990, Table 8.3 and Wolfgang et al., 1972, Table 
10.3).  Second, upon commission of the fifth offense, 
the delinquent becomes a chronic offender, and these 
offenders are quite distinct in both juvenile recidivism 
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and the propensity for adult crime (Tracy & Kempf-
Leonard, 1996).  Third, investigation of the first 10 or 
15 offenses, for example, necessarily restricts the 
analyses to only the very chronic delinquents as 
opposed to all the delinquents in the 1958, which is a 
topic entirely different than the present study. 

Methodology 

Subjects 

This study utilized data from the 1958 
Philadelphia Birth Cohort study (see Tracy et al., 
1990; Tracy & Kempf-Leonard, 1996).  The use of the 
1958 Philadelphia Birth Cohort alleviates many of the 
 

limitations or shortcomings of prior research. The 
1958 Birth Cohort is large and contains 13,160 males, 
and the subjects are nearly evenly distributed by SES 
and race (Table 1).  The 1958 Philadelphia Birth 
Cohort is rich in criminal history and offense data for 
assessing the impact of offense variables and 
disposition on juvenile and criminal career offense 
trajectories. The 1958 birth cohort study, although 
large with longitudinal data on both the delinquency 
and adult criminal careers, is nonetheless only one 
birth cohort, from a particular year, in a specific city.  
The results may not be generalizable to other birth 
cohorts, even in Philadelphia.  Moreover, the present 
findings may not be replicated with cross-sectional 
data. 

 
 

Table 1: Variable Breakdown 
 

Item Number Percent 

Subjects 13,160   

Low SES 6,414 48.7 

High SES 6,746 51.3 

White 6,216 47.2 

Nonwhite 6,944 52.8 

Non-Delinquent 8,845 67.2 

Delinquent  4,315 32.8 

Adult Non-offender 10,083 76.6 

Adult Offender 3,077 23.4 

Item Number Mean 

Delinquent Events  15, 248 3.53 

Adult Crimes 8,149 2.65 

Item Number Percent 

Delinquents 4,315 

Adult Offender 1,805 32.3 

Adult Crimes 5,576 3.09 

 
 
Juvenile Delinquency Data 

Official police rap sheets and investigation reports 
were provided by the Juvenile Aid Division of the 
Philadelphia Police Department and were used to 
capture the police encounters experienced by the 
cohort prior to age 18. Along with the official reports, 
the data also encompass any “police contact” 
information, meaning any contacts with the police that 
resulted in “remedial” or informal handling of the 
youth by the officer. Remedial dispositions are those  
 

where the youth is remanded to the custody of his/her 
parents. Thus, the juvenile delinquency data contain 
both official arrests and informal contacts, thus 
representing a total record of official delinquency, and 
further, representing a much better record of 
delinquency than data that were based solely on arrest 
information. The police investigation reports were 
used to supplement information provided in the rap 
sheets with detailed descriptions of the criminal event 
in which the subject was involved.  
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Adult Crime Data 

The adult crime data come from the follow-up 
study, which collected crime data for adult crime from 
age 18 through age 26 (Tracy & Kempf-Leonard, 
1996).  The Municipal and Court of Common Pleas of 
Philadelphia served as data sources for offenses 
committed by the entire cohort after reaching age 18.  
The court files contained police reports, so data on 
adult crime are comparable to that for delinquency.   
Specifically, the present study covers the adult crimes 
at the crucial period from age 18 through age 26.  The 
onset of adult crime by age for the male delinquents in 
the 1958 cohort exhibited the familiar declining 
prevalence as follows: age 18 = 37,3%; age 19 = 
17.4%; age 20 = 10.8%; age 21 = 9.6%; age 22 = 7,6%; 
age 23 = 6.2%; age 24 = 4.8%; age 25 = 4.8%; and age 
26 = 1.7%. Thus, 93.7% of the adult criminals in the 
cohort began their adult careers through the prime at-
risk years of 18 through 24.  We expect, therefore, that 
a very minimal percentage will have started their adult 
crime careers after the age of 24.   

Offenders and Offenses   

The overall breakdown of juvenile offender status 
is depicted in Figure 1. There were 4,315 delinquent 
boys who committed 15,248 delinquencies with a 
mean of 3.53.  The breakdown of adult offender status 
is also depicted in Figure 1. Compared to delinquency 
prevalence, adult crime prevalence was lower.   The 
3,077 male criminals represented 23.4% of the total 
males in the cohort, and they were arrested 8,149 times 
with an average of 2.65 times.  Figure 1 also depicts 
the adult offender and offense data using the cohort 
delinquent subset rather than subjects.  Of the 4.315 
male delinquents, 1,805 (32.3%) became adult 
criminals, and they were responsible for 5,576 adult 
crimes for an average of 3.09 arrests per adult 
criminal. 

Predictor Variables    

Our primary interest concerning which juvenile 
delinquency variables were the most likely to be 
related to subsequent adult crime was police and court 
disposition for the first four delinquency offenses.  We 
used a four-level discrete variable with the following 
four categories: (1) police arrest only, (2) informal 
adjustment by the juvenile court, (3) probation, and (4) 
sentenced to a juvenile treatment facility.  Clearly, the 
way a juvenile was handled by the authorities may be 
related to making the transition from delinquency to 
adult crime status.  In addition to this disposition 
measure, we also wanted offense-specific measures 
that would possibly be related to adult crime.  We 
chose to use the following offense variables. 

First, we chose age-at-offense.  There is a strong 
connection between age and recidivism in the 1958 
birth cohort study.  Tracy and colleagues (1990) have 
shown that the younger a delinquent commits the first 
offense, the longer the juvenile career can be, and thus, 
the greater the chances of delinquent recidivism.  
Tracy and Kempf-Leonard (1996) have shown that the 
delinquency age effect also pertains to the transition to 
adult crime as well. 

Second, we also used a quantitative measure of 
the seriousness of a delinquent act (see Sellin & 
Wolfgang, 1964; Tracy et al. 1990; Tracy & Kempf-
Leonard, 1996).  Tracy and Kempf-Leonard (1996) 
have shown that the average severity of an offender’s 
delinquency career is a strong predictor of the 
transition to adult crime.  Hence, it is worth exploring 
whether the offense severity of the first, second, third, 
and fourth delinquent offenses may be even better 
predictors of adult crime.  The offense severity of any 
delinquent or criminal event in the 1958 birth cohort is 
measured as follows: (1) number of victims who, 
during the event, receive minor bodily injuries or are 
treated and discharged, hospitalized, or killed; (2) 
number of victims of acts of forcible sexual 
intercourse; (3) presence of physical or verbal 
intimidation or intimidation by a dangerous weapon; 
(4) number of premises forcibly entered; (5) number 
of motor vehicles stolen and whether the vehicle was 
or was not recovered; and (6) total dollar amount of 
property loss during an event through theft and 
damage (see Tracy et al., 1990, Table 4.3). 

Last, we used a variable concerning whether 
juvenile offenses were committed alone or with a co-
offender.  Our reasoning was that strong delinquency 
peer reinforcement might harden the delinquent 
tendencies and thus lead to adult crime.  There is a 
body of research that suggests that co-offenders are 
important in juvenile paths and the transition to adult 
paths (Bouchard & Nguyen, 2010; Piquero, 
Farrington, & Blumstein, 2007). 

Dependent Variables     

We have two dependent variables to capture 
alternate aspects of adult crime status.  First, we have 
a four-category measure of adult crime paths to inform 
the research that has examined career paths based on 
Moffit’s work (1993). The appropriate analysis 
technique is ordered logistic regression to model the 
chances of a delinquent moving from none to limited 
to frequent to chronic adult paths based on the juvenile 
offense predictors.  We used a second dependent 
variable, the count of adult arrests, because we wanted 
to capture the full quantitative dimension of adult 
crime.  The appropriate analysis for count data is 
negative binomial regression.  For both dependent 
variables, we analyzed the data across the first four 
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offenses separately because we were interested in the 
specifics of each offense for all offenders who 
committed a certain number of crimes.  If we had used 
one model and not four, we would have necessarily 

focused only on those offenders who accumulated at 
least four delinquent acts.  Descriptive data for the two 
dependent variables are shown in Table 2. 

 
Table 2: Descriptive Statistics: Dependent Variables 

 
Item Count Percent 

Adult Paths   

Non-offender 2,510 58.2 

1-2 Crimes 1,032 23.9 

3-4 Crimes 393 9.1 

5+ Crimes 380 8.8 

Total 4,315 100.0 

Item 

Adult Crimes  4,315 

N 1.29 

Mean 0 

Min 35 

Max 2.40 

Std. Dev. 0.03 

The adult career paths variable was measured as 
follows.  Prior research with the 1958 birth cohort has 
used the same offender typology that Wolfgang and 
associates used in the 1945 birth cohort (Wolfgang et 
al., 1972).  That is, Wolfgang utilized the following 
scheme to classify the delinquent careers: (1) Non-
offenders, (2) One-time Offenders, (3) Non-chronic 
Recidivists (2-4 juvenile contacts), and Chronic 
Recidivists (5 or more juvenile contacts).  In his work 
with the 1958 data, Tracy (1990, 1996) used the same 
classification scheme because he was trying to 
replicate the 1945 cohort study and compare the two 
birth cohorts.  It is clear that the original typology was 
arbitrary and was not guided by any particular theory 
or any qualitative dimension—and was based simply 
on the frequency of juvenile crimes.  Alternatively, we 
propose that the 1958 data can be used to develop and 
test a different set of adult offender categories as 
described below.  

The first category, is non-offenders.  This path 
captures subjects who were never arrested for an adult 
crime; it also represents a desistance path to which a 
juvenile offender can transition as an adult.  

The second category is limited.  This path 
characterizes offenders with only a very limited 
experience in criminal behavior—just one or two adult 
crimes.  This makes much more sense than the original 
Wolfgang scheme (1972), which treated the offenders 

with between two and four offenses the same.  Two 
criminal acts is merely one more than one-time 
offenders, while having four crimes is just one less 
than chronic, making them significantly different 
categories of offenders. The third category is frequent.  
Frequent offenders are those who have greater 
involvement in crime than the limited, yet they do not 
exhibit sufficient offenses to represent chronic or 
career-like involvement.  These offenders commit 
three or four offenses. Having limited and frequent 
paths seems to be a more sound approach than lumping 
together those with two-to-four crimes. The last 
category is chronic.   This category remains faithful to 
Wolfgang’s (1972) original path in that offenders 
commit five or more offenses, and all research with the 
1958 birth cohort data category has consistently shown 
that these offenders have extensive and serious careers 
in delinquency, adult crime, or both. This new 
offender pathway classification has been shown to be 
a better measure to capture delinquency paths and as a 
predictor of adult paths (Carkin & Tracy, 2015). 

We analyzed offense-related variables at the time 
of the first, second, third, and fourth offenses.  A wide 
range of offense variables were selected as candidates 
for predictive ability: (1) UCR classifications, (2) 
Sellin-Wolfgang classifications, (3) weapon used and 
type, and (4) status offenses. None of these measures 
proved to be significant predictors of any of the three 
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measures of adult crime status. The only offense-
specific measures that had significant effects were: (1) 
age at offense, (2) Sellin-Wolfgang offense severity 
score, (3) whether the offense was committed alone or 
with co-offenders, and (4) disposition of the offense 
by the police and juvenile court 

Results 

Predicting Adult Career Paths 

Tables 3 to 6 provide results from an ordered 
logistic regression model of the adult career paths: 
non-offender, limited, frequent, and chronic with the 
offense specific measures. In Table 3, we find that, in 
terms of demographic factors, the coefficients are 
significant which indicates that low SES and nonwhite 
offenders have increasing scores for the adult paths.  In 
addition, as the age of the first offense gets younger, 
the chances of higher scores on the adult path measure 
increase.  Table 5 also provides an important finding 
that all other dispositions provide significant chances 
of lower adult path scores as compared to the 

delinquent having received a juvenile facility 
disposition.  It appears that the use of juvenile facilities 
at the very first juvenile offense carries with it a 
criminogenic effect.  Clearly, the dispositions are 
significantly predictive of the adult paths—the less 
severe the disposition, the less adult crime.  

At the time of the second offense (Table 4), age is 
found significant in that the younger the individual is 
at the time of the second offense, the greater the 
chances are that the individual will receive a higher 
score in the adult path variable.  In regard to the 
disposition, those juveniles who are arrested only, 
receive informal sanctions, or probation have 
significantly lower chances of higher adult path scores 
compared to those who were sent to a juvenile facility. 
Juveniles who are sent to a facility are more likely to 
go on to become persistent or chronic adult offenders.  
Again, the facility disposition appears to have a 
criminogenic effect in that those who serve time in 
juvenile facilities do not desist from criminal behavior 
as they become an adult.  However, the strength of the 
dispositions is much stronger at the time of the first 
offense.

 
 

 
 

Table 3: Predicting Adult Paths from First Juvenile Offense for Males 
 

First Offense B S.E. Wald Sig. 

SES -0.184 0.069 7.084 0.008 

White -0.236 0.07 11.296 0.001 

Age -0.063 0.013 24.57 0.000 

Severity 0.01 0.006 2.365 0.124 

Co-Offenders No/Yes 0.089 0.064 1.904 0.168 

Court Disposition     

Arrest -1.457 0.495 8.670 0.003 

Informal -1.426 0.49 8.477 0.004 

Probation -1.044 0.493 4.486 0.034 

Facility     

Model Chi-Square 104.824; p=.0001 
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Table 4: Predicting Adult Paths from Second Juvenile Offense for Males 
 

First Offense B S.E. Wald Sig. 

SES -0.109 0.087 1.563 0.211 

White -0.11 0.089 1.551 0.213 

Age -0.068 0.02 11.926 0.001 

Severity 0.004 0.006 0.365 0.545 

Co-Offenders No/Yes -0.063 0.08 0.632 0.427 

Court Disposition     

Arrest -0.921 0.367 6.306 0.012 

Informal -0.756 0.361 4.375 0.036 

Probation -0.788 0.368 4.589 0.032 

Facility     

Model Chi-Square 32.091; p=.0001 

 
The younger the individual is at the time of the 

third offense, the more likely he is to score higher in 
the adult paths, as shown in Table 5.  It appears that by 
the time of the third offense, it is too late to intervene, 
as none of the dispositions are significant.  None of the 
other variables were significant at the time of the third 

 

 
offense.  At the time of the fourth offense, males who 
received an informal disposition had significantly 
lower chances of increasing adult path scores (Table 
6). Bringing the male offender to court is better than 
doing nothing even if he only receives a slap on the 
wrist.  
 

Table 5: Predicting Adult Paths from Third Juvenile Offense for Males 
 

First Offense B S.E. Wald Sig. 

SES -0.139 0.102 1.85 0.174 

White -0.007 0.104 0.004 0.95 

Age -0.073 0.025 8.401 0.004 

Severity 0.001 0.008 0.018 0.894 

Co-Offenders No/Yes -0.098 0.092 1.14 0.286 

Court Disposition     

Arrest -0.488 0.403 1.470 0.225 

Informal -0.292 0.394 0.550 0.458 

Probation -0.383 0.401 0.916 0.339 

Facility     

Model Chi-Square 17.370; p=.026 
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Table 6: Predicting Adult Paths from Fourth Juvenile Offense for Males 

 
First Offense B S.E. Wald Sig. 

SES -0.185 0.121 2.336 0.126 

White -0.123 0.124 0.983 0.321 

Age -0.017 0.031 0.291 0.590 

Severity 0.013 0.008 2.554 0.110 

Co-Offenders No/Yes -0.004 0.105 0.002 0.968 

Court Disposition     

Arrest -0.451 0.372 1.473 0.225 

Informal -0.731 0.364 4.032 0.045 

Probation -0.63 0.375 2.820 0.093 

Facility     

Model Chi-Square 12.160; p=.144 

 
 

Estimating the Number of Adult Arrests 

Tables 7 to 10 employ negative binomial 
regression models to explain male adult arrests by 
each offense. All of the variables at the time of the first 
offense for males are significant (Table 7).  Blacks are 
more likely than whites to have higher arrest counts, 
just as those with low SES are more likely than those 
with high SES. Individuals who offend with co-
offenders are more likely to have higher arrest counts, 
as are those who commit more severe offenses. 
Consistent with previous findings in this study, the 
younger the male is at the time he commits the offense, 

the higher the adult arrest count.  The most substantial 
finding concerned the disposition variables.  No matter 
what the system does with the juvenile, it should not 
send him to prison—arrest, informal adjustment, and 
probation are better options. Again, results show that 
males who were arrested, received informal 
disposition, or probation at the time of their second 
offense (Table 8) had much lower chances of higher 
adult arrest counts as compared to those sent to a 
juvenile facility. Sending a juvenile male to prison at 
the time of this offense has the opposite effect and will, 
in fact, lead to the juvenile committing offenses as an 
adult. 

 
Table 7: Explaining Adult Arrests from First Juvenile Offense for Males 

* 
First Offense B S.E. Wald D.F. P-value 

Intercept 2.346 0.343 46.783 1 0.000 

White -0.229 0.0485 22.312 1 0.000 

SES -0.17 0.0477 12.729 1 0.000 

Age at Offense -0.08 0.0085 89.245 1 0.000 

Co-Offenders: No/Yes 0.101 0.0445 5.118 1 0.024 

Offense Severity 0.012 0.0041 8.135 1 0.004 

Juvenile Court      

Arrested -0.990 0.3136 9.958 1 0.002 

Informal -0.936 0.3098 9.123 1 0.003 

Probation -0.673 0.312 4.654 1 0.031 

Facility      
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Table 8: Explaining Adult Arrests from Second Juvenile Offense for Males 

 
First Offense B S.E. Wald D.F. P-value 

Intercept 2.460 0.311 62.552 1 0.000 

White -0.131 0.060 4.794 1 0.029 

SES -0.069 0.059 1.377 1 0.241 

Age at Offense -0.082 0.013 39.811 1 0.000 

Co-Offenders: No/Yes -0.042 0.054 0.611 1 0.434 

Offense Severity 0.000 0.004 0.011 1 0.916 

Juvenile Court      

Arrested -0.649 0.236 7.602 1 0.006 

Informal -0.490 0.232 4.474 1 0.034 

Probation -0.598 0.237 6.385 1 0.012 

Facility      

 
At the time of the third offense (Table 9), we start 

to see that it is too late to deal with many of these 
offenders. Having the juvenile arrested is better than 
prison, but neither informal nor probation are 
significant.  Males need to be dealt with prior to the 
third offense to reduce the number of offenses 
committed as an adult. 

 

 
Interestingly, at the time of the fourth offense, 

informal and probation are almost significant, but 
nothing actually proved to be so (Table 10). It is 
evident that the disposition plays a major role in arrest 
count in that it can be reduced by the disposition not 
being prison and being dealt with at the time of the first 
or second offense. 

 
 

Table 9: Explaining Adult Arrests from Third Juvenile Offense for Males 
 

First Offense B S.E. Wald D.F. P-value 

Intercept 2.443 0.359 46.248 1 0.000 

White -0.025 0.069 0.128 1 0.721 

SES -0.074 0.068 1.188 1 0.276 

Age at Offense -0.084 0.017 26.148 1 0.000 

Co-Offenders: No/Yes -0.025 0.061 0.170 1 0.680 

Offense Severity 0.000 0.005 0.001 1 0.972 

Juvenile Court      

Arrested -0.463 0.258 3.212 1 0.073 

Informal -0.299 0.253 1.404 1 0.236 

Probation -0.331 0.257 1.661 1 0.197 

Facility      
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Table 10: Explaining Adult Arrests from Fourth Juvenile Offense for Males 
 

First Offense B S.E. Wald D.F. P-value 

Intercept 1.691 0.379 19.896 1 0.00 

White -0.041 0.081 0.257 1 0.612 

SES -0.085 0.0793 1.142 1 0.285 

Age at Offense -0.032 0.02 2.52 1 0.112 

Co-offenders: No/Yes 0.014 0.0686 0.04 1 0.841 

Offense Severity 0.008 0.0053 2.311 1 0.128 

Juvenile Court      

Arrested -0.281 0.2341 1.438 1 0.231 

Informal -0.409 0.2287 3.204 1 0.073 

Probation -0.416 0.2367 3.085 1 0.079 

Discussion 

This paper sought to expand the criminal career 
research by investigating the nature of early 
delinquency conduct, offense-by-offense, and its 
relationship to two different measures of adult crime.  
We believe that prior studies on delinquency careers 
have only looked at the transition to adult pathways by 
examining the delinquency career as a whole and by 
aggregating offense data across the career.  This 
research took a different approach and examined the 
specifics of the first four delinquent events: the timing, 
severity, presence of co-offenders, and police and 
court disposition for each delinquent act. We analyzed 
multivariate models that tried to predict which adult 
pathway a delinquent would follow and the number of 
adult crimes he would accumulate up to the age of 27.  
Simply, does the manner in which a delinquent begins 
his delinquency career, or does the way in which the 
authorities handle his delinquent event, affect the 
propensity for adult crime?  Our findings indicate that 
the answer to this question is yes. 

The specifics of the first four offenses were 
significant predictors of adult crime.  In particular, the 
way the juvenile justice system handles the juvenile 
offender seemed to play a major role in whether or not 
juvenile offenders will proceed to become an adult 
criminal.  In regard to the first offense, individuals of 
low socioeconomic status and nonwhite delinquents 
were significantly more likely to continue on to adult 
criminality; however, they also had increased 
likelihood to score higher on the adult path measures. 
There appears to be a consistent exposure effect in that 
the younger an individual is at the time of his/her 
offenses, the more offenses he/she will commit. 
Results showed that the offenders who committed 

their offenses at younger juvenile ages were more 
likely to be found higher in the adult pathway scores.  

The most interesting results stemmed from the 
way the juvenile justice system handles the juvenile 
offender.  Generally, juveniles who receive any 
official disposition except for juvenile prison were 
significantly less likely to have numerous adult 
crimes. These other disposition choices, as the juvenile 
is processed in the juvenile court system, seemed to 
have significant effects on desistance.  Apparently, if 
the court system used limited intervention at the time 
of the first offense, delinquents were less likely to go 
on to commit adult crimes.  The results indicated that 
the punitive sanction of sending juveniles to a juvenile 
facility at the time of the first offense does not provide 
the desired outcome.  In fact, juvenile facilities 
appeared to have the opposite effect—juveniles who 
were sent to a facility were more likely to score higher 
on the adult pathway than those who receive any other 
type of disposition.   

The prediction of pathways and the count of adult 
arrests are remediated when the juvenile court does 
something early in the delinquency career.  
Intervention at the start of their juvenile offending is 
necessary, particularly if they are starting at a young 
age.  However, the type of intervention significantly 
plays a role in the likelihood juveniles will become 
adult offenders. The results offer clear evidence that 
sending juvenile offenders to prison may bring about 
a criminogenic effect leading to adult criminality. 
When it comes to the timing of the disposition, 
delinquents apparently need to be dealt with at the time 
of the first or second offense to avoid adult criminal 
behavior.  

The fact that juveniles who committed crimes 
with co-offenders increased the likelihood that they 
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would engage in criminality as adults further confirms 
research on peer associations and social learning 
theory (Bouchard & Nguyen, 2010; Piquero et al., 
2007).  When a juvenile has a co-offender, he may 
learn to become a recidivist by reinforcing delinquent 
recidivism and he will go on to engage in adult 
criminality, as well. Committing crimes with peers 
appears to have encouraged the behavior and led 
toward the cycle of criminality and committing crimes 
together.  

Implications and Conclusion 

One of the most obvious implications of this 
research concerns the manner in which the juvenile 
justice system handles the juvenile delinquent. In 
historical context we know that prior to the late 1980s 
and early 1990s, juvenile courts were primarily 
focused on rehabilitating the juveniles in hopes of 
steering them away from adult criminality. However, 
the image of the prototypical delinquent and the 
appropriateness of the "benign hand" of juvenile 
justice was challenged by apparent contrary evidence 
that prompted many jurisdictions to reevaluate 
juvenile justice philosophy and procedures (see Forst 
& Blomquist, 1992).  There had been a growing 
perception that many juvenile offenders do not fit the 
stereotype described above, and in fact, these 
offenders are really indistinguishable from adult 
criminals except that they are younger. As crime rates 
increased, the nation completely turned over and 
began sending juvenile offenders to adult courts with 
sentences in adult prison (Ridgeway & Listenbee, 
2014).  

Despite the absence of empirical data to support 
changes in juvenile justice policy, Schwartz (1989) 
has commented on what he termed the "winds of 
change" that characterized juvenile justice policy 
developments beginning in the 1970s which saw an 
avalanche of "get tough" policies and practices that 
were implemented (p. 7).  Similarly, Ohlin (1983) 
noted that the shift in juvenile justice policy reflected 
a strong conservative reaction to the liberal policies 
that had been advocated by the President's 
Commission on Law Enforcement and Administration 
of Justice.  In Ohlin's (1983) view, the growing fear of 
crime and increasing demands for repressive action led 
to more punitive sentencing and to a rapid escalation 
of incarcerations and the length of sentence to be 
served.  Ohlin further argued that the "just deserts" 
approach began spreading to the juvenile system as 
well.  Zimring (1981) has specifically noted that these 
attempts to reform sentencing practices in juvenile 
courts were "efforts to lead sanctioning models away 
from the jurisprudence of treatment and towards 
concepts of making the punishment fit the crime" (p. 

884).  Indicating that the "get-tough" approach has 
persisted, Feld (1993) observed that "the influence of 
just deserts principles for sentencing adults has spilled 
over into the routine sentencing of juveniles as well" 
and that "despite persisting rehabilitative rhetoric, 
treating juveniles closely resembles punishing adult 
criminals" (p. 263). 

The consequences of the "get tough" approach 
have been well documented. Krisberg and Austin 
(1993) have contended that "the increase [in the 
proportion of young people processed through the 
juvenile court and juvenile corrections systems 
between 1980 and 1990] was due to more formal 
punitive juvenile justice policies that produced more 
court referrals and expanded use of detention and 
juvenile incarceration" (p. 171).  Schwartz (1989) has 
shown that between 1977 and 1985, the rates of 
juvenile detention increased by more than 50% and the 
rates of juvenile incarceration in training schools 
increased by more than 16%.  The present findings 
surely suggest that these get tough policies may have 
backfired. 

In previous analyses of the 1950 birth cohort 
follow-up data, Tracy and Kempf-Leonard (1996) 
have argued that court intervention at the earliest 
possible time is imperative for the most effective 
method of leading a juvenile towards desistance and 
away from a criminal career. Punishing a juvenile at 
the time of his or her first or second offense, third at 
the latest, demonstrates that there are consequences for 
his or her behavior.  Without being punished early on, 
juveniles may see this as an opening to continue 
engaging in criminal behavior, which appears to have 
some benefit in their eyes. Punishment offsets the 
benefits by creating a cost for such behavior. Thus, 
early implementation of punishment is much more 
effective than a slap on the wrist or ignoring the 
behavior. If the system intervenes earlier in offending, 
there would be fewer adult criminals. Thus, providing 
immediate punishment is much more effective than 
waiting until a later offense to punish, punishing too 
lightly too many times, or punishing too harshly.   

The present study with the same data showed to 
the contrary that punitive dispositions like juvenile 
incarceration may actually be ill advised.  It has been 
shown here that early dispositions that are too severe 
can backfire and thwart the parens patriae principle of 
juvenile justice.  The juvenile offenses analyzed here 
were committed between 1968 and 1975.  Despite this, 
the findings reported here resonate quite well, not only 
with the historical criticisms  of “get tough” 
approaches discussed above, but also with very recent 
work that raises the same concerns about the 
criminogenic effects of severe juvenile court 
sanctions. Two reports issued by the Council of State 
Governments Justice Center are in strong concordance 
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with our findings concerning court dispositions that 
date back from 40 years. 

Seigle and colleagues (2014) have offered a 
number of evidence-based recommendations.  Among 
them, two are highly relevant here.  First, they argue 
that juvenile justice system supervision and services 
for youth who are at a low risk of re-offending should 
be minimized (Seigle et al., 2014). They support this 
non-intervention recommendation by research that 
shows that juvenile justice systems can do more harm 
than good by actively intervening with youth who are 
at low risk of re-offending. One example was a study 
of the implementation of the Positive Achievement 
Change Tool (PACT) risk assessment in Florida that 
found that youth assessed as low risk who were placed 
in confinement were rearrested at a higher rate than 
low-risk youth who were placed on probation or 
received diversion services in lieu of supervision 
(Early et al., 2012).  Second, they also recommended 
that the system should maximize the impact and value 
of system resources by prioritizing services for youth 
most likely to re-offend and by minimizing the use of 
confinement (Seigle et al., 2014).  In support of this 
policy of highly selective confinement, they cite 
research that shows that well-implemented programs 
that intervene with moderate- or high-risk young 
people reduce recidivism and improve other outcomes 
more than programs targeting low-risk youth (Lipsey, 
Howell, Kelly, Chapman, & Carver, 2010).  They 
further argue that, since chronic delinquents are 
responsible for the majority of juvenile crime, juvenile 
justice systems need to use validated assessments to 
identify and target interventions for those youth who 
represent the most pronounced risk to public safety 
and the greatest potential for improvement (Seigle et 
al., 2014). 

In a second Council of State Governments Justice 
Center’s study, Fabelo and colleagues (2015) 
conducted a comprehensive analysis of juvenile 
justice reform in Texas.  They were especially 
interested in comparing the use of, and effectiveness 
of, institutional sanctions versus community-based 
programs.  In a multivariate analysis which controlled 
for background and offender characteristics, they 
found that “youth who were diverted from state-run 
correctional facilities and instead disposed to county 
probation supervision were significantly less likely to 
re-offend than youth committed to state-run 
correctional facilities” (Fabelo et al., 2015, p. 55).  
Perhaps more importantly, they also found that “youth 
who were committed to state-run secure facilities were 
three times more likely to commit a felony as their first 
re-offense than youth adjudicated to county probation 
supervision” (Fabelo et al., 2015, p. 60). 

These studies from the Council of State 
Government Justice Center are very recent and show 

definitively the comparative benefits of community-
based programs for juveniles as opposed to 
institutional punishment.  However, have we not 
known this for a very long time?  We surely have since 
at least the early 1990s. 

At the federal level, the Office of Juvenile Justice 
and Delinquency Prevention developed numerous 
programs as a comprehensive strategy for serious, 
violent, and chronic juvenile offenders (Wilson & 
Howell, 1993).  Similarly, the National Council on 
Crime and Delinquency has been at the forefront of the 
effort to implement community-based sanctions and 
also develop new initiatives that would expand the 
range of services available to delinquents in the 
community.  Krisberg, Austin, and Steele (1989) 
showed that Massachusetts was able to close its 
training schools and replace them with secure and non-
secure community-based residential and 
nonresidential programs.  Krisberg, Rodriguez, Bakke, 
Neuenfeldt, and Steele (1989) have further 
demonstrated the premise that the needs and problems 
of high-risk probationers could best be met in a non-
institutional setting if sufficient levels of control could 
be exercised over the behavior of these youths in the 
community.  In this regard, Krisberg, Neuenfeldt, 
Wiebush, and Rodriguez (1994) outlined an Intensive 
Supervision Program (ISP) which demonstrated that 
high-risk youth can be safely and effectively managed 
in the community after their behavior has been 
stabilized.  

In conclusion, we are reminded of the view of 
Krisberg and Austin (1993) and their work at the 
National Council of Crime and Delinquency. They 
devoted considerable effort to offer a reasonable basis 
on which to commence the next set of reforms for the 
juvenile justice system.    Krisberg and Austin (1993) 
offered the following general view: 
 

We believe a more promising direction for 
the future of U.S. juvenile justice is the 
rediscovery and updating of the juvenile 
court's historical vision.  Reforms that 
emphasize the best interests of children must 
pursue the true individualization of 
treatments and the expansion of the range of 
dispositional options available to the court.  
Incarceration, because of its expense and its 
lack of positive results, should remain a last 
resort.  Large training schools must be 
replaced with a continuum of placements and 
services.  These dispositional options should 
include small, service-intensive, secure 
programs for the few violent youths and 
community-based options for other 
offenders.  Correctional caseloads must be 
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low enough to ensure that individual needs 
are discovered and met. (p. 176) 

 
Although public officials may not have been 

ready to explore these options back in the 1990s, 
perhaps they are now.  
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