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1.1 Background 

Does criminal behavior of fathers lead to criminal behavior of their children? Do the 

children of offenders commit more crimes in the years after their fathers were convicted 

of a criminal act? What happens to the criminality of children when fathers are 

imprisoned? This study investigates one of the most important plausible causes of 

criminal behavior: the criminal behavior of the father. 

Previous research has shown the importance of fathers in predicting the criminal 

behavior of children (e.g. Hirschi, 1969; Farrington, Barnes & Lambert, 1996; Warr, 1993). 

(Ï×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÆÁÔÈÅÒÓ ÏÎ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ ÔÅÎÄ ÔÏ ÆÏÃÕÓ 

on the parents as a preventative factor, mostly using the perspective of social control 

theory (Hirschi, 1969). This theory expects individuals to refrain from committing crimes 

ÓÏ ÁÓ ÎÏÔ ÔÏ ÊÅÏÐÁÒÄÉÚÅ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓȢ #ÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÓÔÒÏÎÇ ÁÔÔÁÃÈÍÅÎÔ 

with their parents combined with the supervision parents provide explains the lack of 

delinquent behavior among children (Aseltine, 1995; Warr, 1993). In some cases, 

ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ Á ÓÔÒÏÎÇ ÂÏÎÄ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÉÎ ÆÁÃÔ ÌÅÁÄ ÔÏ Á ÈÉÇÈÅÒ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ 

committing a criminal act. Research shows that the children of criminal fathers are much 

more likely to commit a crime themselves (Farrington, Lambert & West, 1998; Besjes & 

Van Gaalen, 2008).  

%ÍÐÉÒÉÃÁÌÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ Á ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ ÁÎÄ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ 

behavior of his children is well established. The larger part of this research, however, 

remains descriptive and focuses on cross-sectional relations between the criminal acts of 

fathers and those of their children. Rowe & Farrington (1997), for instance, reveal a 

correlation of 0.43 between the criminal convictions of children and their fathers. 

According to Thornberry et al. (2003), delinquent behavior of parents directly influences 

the delinquent behavior of children. Other studies show similar results. 

Nonetheless, the empirical studies done so far face substantial shortcomings. 

First, most studies use small samples and retrospective designs. Second, the studies do 

not analyze the influence of paternal criminal behavior after adolescence. Third, most 

studies focus on sons and neglect the influence of paternal criminality on daughters. 

Fourth, most studies lack a comparable control group. Finally, although explanations for 

the transmission of criminal behavior are suggested, the studies neglect to consistently 

test criminological theories. 

In this study, we investigate the intergenerational transmission of convictions. 

We improve on the drawbacks of previous studies in five ways. First, we use a large and 

prospective sample. Second, we investigate the influence of paternal offending on 

complete criminal life courses, from childhood until adulthood. This allows us to establish 

the intergenerational transmission of convictions well into maturity. Third, we investigate 



   Introduction 

 

15 

daughters as well as sons. Fourth, we analyze both criminal fathers and non-criminal 

fathers, as well as criminal children and non-criminal children. Finally, we explicitly 

deduce and test hypotheses from criminological theories. 

We first analyze the extent of the intergenerational transmission of criminal 

behavior by focusing on the relationship between the criminal convictions of fathers and 

the criminal convictions of their sons and daughters. Using a longitudinal, life-course 

perspective, we investigate development of the complete criminal careers of both 

parents and children. In doing so, we adopt a broad interpretation of intergenerational 

transmission, focusing on various aspects of paternal criminality. Specifically, we explore 

four aspects of intergenerational transmission: (1) the influence of the timing of criminal 

convictions of fathers, (2) the influence of parental divorce, (3) the influence of paternal 

imprisonment and (4) the influence of criminal convictions of mothers and siblings. Our 

data contains information on all recorded offences committed from age 12 onwards. We 

use only those cases that were followed by a conviction.  

Crime debates dominate public and political agendas, and societies are 

demanding better understanding of the causes and correlates of crime. Yet in order to 

make crime prevention programs more effective, knowledge is needed about the 

influences of paternal criminal behavior. The study presented in this thesis contributes to 

knowledge about the influences of the nuclear family on the development of criminal 

behavior. Our focus on the development of criminal careers over time provides insights 

into the causal order and the timing of influences of paternal criminal behavior. These 

insights could be helpful for policymakers in designing crime prevention programs.  

 

 

1.2 Previous research on intergenerational transmission 

Research on the topic of intergenerational transmission of criminal convictions is scarce. 

However, there are some studies (both in the Netherlands and abroad) that explicitly 

focus on the transmission of criminal behavior between generations. Table 1.1 presents 

an overview of these studies since 1980.1  

 

  

                                                           
1
 These studies were found by searching the Social Science Citation Index, Picarta and Criminal Justice Abstracts. 
Studies investigating the transmission of incest ( i.e. Dunlap, Golup, Johnson & Wesley, 2002) and the transmission 
of aggression ( e.g. Conger, Neppl, Kim and Scaramella, 2003) remain outside the scope of our research. 
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Research in the Netherlands 

Some older studies in the Netherlands link the influence of criminal behavior of family 

members to the behavior of related individuals. For example, Jens (1940) described 10 

families from various neighborhoods in Utrecht and found that the criminal behavior of 

sons is connected to the criminal behavior of their fathers (Jens, 1940). While this study 

provided valuable insights, it did not systematically analyze the extent of parental and 

offspring criminality. It was thus unable to show the extent to which criminal behavior is 

correlated over generations.  

After the Second World War, Dutch criminological research mostly focused on 

societal influences on criminal behavior; and empirical research into the causes of 

criminal behavior among individuals was scarce. Those studies that were available were 

mainly theoretical and philosophical (Junger-Tas & Junger, 2007). This corresponded with 

the spirit of the age. In the postwar period, the Dutch penal system developed into the 

most humane in Europe, and the Netherlands boasted the lowest level of (registered) 

crime worldwide in the 1970s (Downes & Van Swaaningen, 2007; Franke, 2007). 

Rehabilitation was the leading principle of prison sentencing (Boone, 2007). After 

approximately 1985, the trend reversed and the amount of crime as well as the number 

of prisoners in the Netherlands rapidly rose. In this period, empirical criminological 

research also gained momentum.  

The main cause of the scarcity of research on intergenerational continuities in 

criminal behavior in the Netherlands, however, has been the lack of appropriate data. 

Indeed, the data requirements are daunting for investigating the relationship between 

parental criminal behavior and that of their offspring. First, a longitudinal study is needed 

that provides information on the development of criminal behavior of parents as well as 

of their children. Second, a prospective design is needed, since one should preferably not 

select upon the dependent variable (in this case, criminal behavior of the children). Such 

selection could lead to an overestimation of the influence of the criminal behavior of 

ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓ ÏÎ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒȢ 4ÈÉÒÄȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÕÓÉÎÇ Á ÐÒÏÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÄÅÓÉÇÎȟ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÅÄ ÁÓ ×ÅÌÌ 

as non-convicted parents should be included in order to establish the extent to which 

crime is transmitted. Fourth, a very long period of observation is required in order to 

analyze both generations into their adulthood (a time span of at least 30 years). Such 

data have simply not been available in the past. However, at the beginning of the new 

millennium, several Dutch criminologists addressed the question of whether there is 

intergenerational transmission of criminal behavior in the Netherlands, each applying a 

different research focus and each using different datasets. 

Three recent Dutch studies in the field of intergenerational continuity of criminal 

behavior are important. Besjes and Van Gaalen (2008) analyzed an impressive amount of 
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data considering the entire Dutch population. Their results show that 1 in 12 young adults 

(18-22 years old) grow up in a family with at least one criminal parent. According to Besjes 

and Van Gaalen, there exists considerable intergenerational transmission of crime. If a 

parent commits several criminal acts, children are about 6 times more likely to commit 

crime, compared to children whose fathers did not commit a criminal act. The risk is 

increased even more if the delinquent parent is the mother, if the child lives in the same 

house as the delinquent parent, and if the delinquent acts of the parent are more 

serious. 

The second Dutch study focusing on intergenerational transmission of crime was 

executed by Bijleveld and Wijkman (2009). They analyzed conviction data on five 

generations spanning the years 1882-2007. The starting point was a historic, high-risk 

sample of 198 young men who were placed in a reform school in the Netherlands in the 

early 1900s. The parents of these 198 men as well as three subsequent generations were 

traced using Dutch genealogical and municipal records. The results show that parental 

convictions increased the risk of offspring convictions in all generations. In the last 

generation, there were still many more children with criminal records than one would 

expect in the general population. If parental convictions were more serious, the risk of 

the children committing crime increased more. Bijleveld and Wijkman argue that parental 

convictions committed before birth do not lead to higher chances for children to commit 

crime.  

The third recent Dutch study investigating intergenerational continuity in criminal 

behavior was executed by Nijhof, Engels, Wientjes and De Kemp (2007). They collected 

information on 577 juvenile offenders and their parents. Their results also show that the 

frequency of parental offending is related to the frequency of criminal behavior among 

children. Yet, because this study only looks at the behavior of very young children, the 

extent to which parental offending is related to the behavior of older children could not 

be established. 

Although these Dutch studies and others have produced valuable insights, none 

has been able to investigate the influence of paternal criminal behavior during childhood, 

adolescence and into adulthood. Also, the designs of the three studies mentioned above 

had several drawbacks, which we improve upon in the current research. 

 

International research 

Numerous international scholars (e.g. Farrington et al., 1996; Thornberry et al., 2005) 

have noted that research on the intergenerational transmission of crime is very limited. 

Hence, this situation is by no means specific to criminology in the Netherlands. 

Farrington et al. (1996) point to the training of American criminologists as a possible 
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ÃÁÕÓÅȢ !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ &ÁÒÒÉÎÇÔÏÎȟ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÏÌÏÇÙȭÓ ÃÌÏÓÅ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÉÃÁÌ ÔÉÅÓ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ discipline of 

sociology could have steered American criminologists away from research having 

anything to do with possible biological causes of human behavior. Beyond this, before 

the 1990s, large-scale high-quality datasets appropriate for investigating 

intergenerational continuity of criminal behavior were simply unavailable. 

As in the Netherlands, international research on the transmission of criminal 

behavior between generations has some historic predecessors. In 1874 Richard Dugdale 

found six members of the same family in a US county jail. He decided to trace back 

several generations of the family and found a history of poverty, disease and crime 

(Dugdale, 1884). Other, also classic studies found similar results (Glueck & Glueck, 1950; 

McCord, 1977). More recent studies using larger and nationally representative samples 

focus explicitly on continuities of criminal behavior from parents to children. 

Several international studies use different datasets and measurements, but all 

show similar results. In the Chicago Youth Development Study, Gorman-Smith et al. 

(1998) found that persistent delinquents are more likely to originate from families with 

deviant conduct. Results of the Pittsburgh Youth Study (Farrington et al., 2001) show a 

similar pattern. Sampson & Laub (1993) revealed a substantial association between the 

ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ ÏÆ ÆÁÔÈÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÏÆÆÓÐÒÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÁÎ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ 'ÌÕÅÃË Ǫ 'ÌÕÅÃËȭÓ 

(1950) data. Findings of the Oregon Youth Study show gender-specific pathways of 

transmission of externalizing behavior. Fathers have a larger influence on daughters than 

on sons (Kim et al., 2009). A recent study by Giordano (2010), focusing on paternal and 

maternal criminal behavior, also shows a larger chance of criminal behavior among 

children of criminal parents. In sum, international studies consistently find a strong 

association between criminal behavior of parents and that of their children. 

An important investigation of the intergenerational transmission of criminal 

behavior is the Rochester Youth Development Study (also known as the Rochester 

Intergenerational Study). This prospective, longitudinal study began in 1988 to follow 

1,000 adolescents, along with their parents and, over time, their children. The study, 

being executed by Terence P. Thornberry, has consistently shown that intergenerational 

ÔÒÁÎÓÍÉÓÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÁÎÔÉÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ ÉÓ ÍÏÄÅÓÔȟ ÂÕÔ ÅÖÉÄÅÎÔȢ 0ÁÒÅÎÔÓȭ ÁÎÔÉÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ 

leads to aggression in young children (Thornberry et al., 2003; 2009) and results in 

delinquent and criminal behavior as children grow older (Thornberry, 2005). 

Research on intergenerational continuities has also appeared outside of the 

United States. The most important and influential study appeared in London: the 

Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development (CSDD). This study, initially executed by 

Donald J. West and nowadays by David P. Farrington, follows a population of 411 London 

boys and their families through surveys and with the collection of official data.  
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Various scholars have used the CSDD data to investigate questions concerning 

intergenerational transmission. For instance, Rowe and Farrington (1997) show a direct 

ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÁÌ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÎ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÓÔÒÏÎÇ ÔÏÏȟ 

with the study reporting a correlation of 0.43 between convictions of sons and fathers 

(Rowe & Farrington, 1997). The CSDD data also show that the criminal careers of children 

resemble those of their fathers, but that careers of older generations seem to be longer 

than careers of younger generations (Farrington, Lambert & West, 1998). However, the 

delinquent acts of younger generations follow one another more quickly than those of 

older generations.  

Summarizing, research from the Netherlands as well as international findings 

show substantial (but varying) influences of parental criminal behavior on the behavior 

of offspring. Table 1.1 presents an overview of all of the studies since 1980.  

 

Limitations of previous research  

The results of the previous studies have greatly contributed to knowledge about the 

intergenerational transmission of criminal behavior. Especially valuable are the insights 

from the Rochester Intergenerational Study and the Cambridge Study in Delinquent 

Development. However, the designs of all of these studies have limitations. First, many 

of these studies use relatively small datasets, which precludes the use of advanced 

statistical tests. Second, most studies employ limited follow-up periods and neglect 

analysis of the effects of parental criminal behavior on the behavior of adult offspring. 

Most studies, therefore, focus on cross-sectional relations instead of developments and 

changes in criminal careers over time. Finally, several of the studies select respondents 

on the dependent variable (criminal behavior of the child), which results in an 

overestimation of intergenerational continuity. In other cases, a comparable control 

group is lacking. All previous studies exhibit at least one of these shortcomings. To 

improve on all of these drawbacks, we apply a unique, large, prospective dataset with 

3,500 fathers and 8,000 children over a period of 30 years.  



 

 

Table 1.1: Overview of studies of intergenerational transmission of criminal behavior since 1980 (retrospective studies) 

Authors Year Dataset N Measurement Selection 

Retrospective      
Hagan & Palloni 1990 Cambridge Study in Delinquent 

Development (London) 
218 research subjects and 
their fathers 

Self report & 
official reports 

Convicted and non 
convicted boys 

Sampson & Laub 1993 Unraveling juvenile delinquency 
(Gluecks) (Boston) 

480 research subjects and 
their fathers 

Self-report & 
official reports 

Convicted and non 
convicted boys 

Rowe & Farrington 1997 Cambridge Study in Delinquent 
Development (London) 

344 research subjects, 
parents and siblings 

Self-report & 
official reports 

Convicted and non 
convicted boys 

Gorman-Smith et al 1998 Chicago Youth Development Study 
(Chicago) 

288 research subjects and 
their parents 

Self report 5th and 7th grade students 

Farrington et al. 1998 Cambridge Study in Delinquent 
Development (London) 

411 respondents and 
their fathers 

Official reports Convicted and non 
convicted boys 

Farrington et al. 2001 Pittsburgh Youth Study 
(Pittsburgh) 

1395 research subjects, parents 
and siblings 

Self report Samples of 1e , 4e and 7e 
years students (boys) 

Jaffee et al. 2003 Environmental Risk Longitudinal Twin 
Study(England & Wales) 

1116 twins and their parents Self-report  Sample of twins, more high-
risk families 

Nijhof et al. 2007 Regional police data 
 (the Netherlands) 

577 research subjects (8-14 
years old) and their parents 

Official reports Selection of juvenile 
offenders 

  



 

 
 

Table 1.1 (continued): Overview of studies of intergenerational transmission of criminal behavior since 1980 (prospective studies) 

Authors Year Dataset N Measurement Selection 

Prospective      
Farrington et al 1996 Cambridge Study in Delinquent 

Development (London) 
397 research subjects, parents 
and siblings 

Official reports Convicted and non 
convicted boys 

Thornberry et al 2003 Rochester Youth Development Study 
(New York) 

109 fathers, 111 mothers, 296 
children (Max. 10 year old) 

Self-report  
Reports of 
partner 

Selection of students of 
public schools (7e and 8e 
grade) 

Smith & Farrington 2004 Cambridge Study in Delinquent 
Development (London) 

408 grandfathers, 178 fathers 
322 children (Max. 15 years old) 

Self-report & 
official reports 

Convicted and non 
convicted boys 

Thornberry 2005 Rochester Youth Development Study 
(New York) 

109 fathers, 111 mothers, 296 
children (Max.  15 years old) 

Self-report  
Report of 
partner 

Selection of students of 
public schools (7e and 8e 
grade) 

Kim et al. 2009 Oregon Youth Study 
(Pacific North-West) 

206 fathers, mothers, 
children& grandparents (3 
generations) 

Self-report & 
official reports 

Selection of 4th grade 
students from schools in 
high-crime areas 

Thornberry et al.  2009 Rochester Intergenerational Study 
(New York) 

276 fathers, 148 mothers and 
children (Max. 19 years old) 

Self-report  Selection of students of 
public schools (7e and 8e 
grade) 

Besjes & Van 
Gaalen 

2008 CBS data entire Dutch Population  
(the Netherlands) 

All Dutch persons between 18-
22 (94.000) 

Official reports Selection of small part life 
course (1999-2005) 

Bijleveld & 
Wijkman 

2009 5 generation study (the Netherlands) 198 children, their parents and 
3 generation off-spring  

Official reports Selection of adolescent 
males in reform school 

Giordano 2010 Ohio Life-Course Study Sample of 127 girls aged 16 in 
1982 and biological children 
(n=158) 

Self-report  Delinquent girls 
(population of the state 
institution of delinquent 
girls in Ohio) 

  



Chapter 1 

 

 
22 

1.3 General theoretical insights  

In order to test possible explanations for the intergenerational transmission of 

convictions, we use insights from various criminological theories. In this section, we first 

introduce six explanations of intergenerational transmission as distinguished by 

Farrington (Farrington, et al., 2001). We then discuss developmental criminological 

theories. These theories are generally used to explain the development of criminal 

careers, but we apply them to deduce predictions about the intergenerational 

transmission of convictions. With this application, we advance theory in two ways. First, 

we apply established theories to a new setting, resulting in a more stringent testing of 

the theoretical assumptions and predictions. Second, we formulate contradicting 

hypotheses, allowing theories to be tested against one another. 

 

Intergenerational continuity: six mechanisms 

Intuitively, one assumes a relation between criminal behavior of parents and children. 

Virtually all criminological theories too make this prediction. However, the explanations 

for the relationship vary. Farrington et al. (2001) distinguish six explanations for 

intergenerational resemblance. The first is that criminal behavior is only a small part of 

the transmitted behavior. A variety of undesirable behaviors, such as poverty, teenage 

pregnancy and living in deprived neighborhoods is transmitted from one generation to 

ÔÈÅ ÎÅØÔȢ &ÁÒÒÉÎÇÔÏÎ ÅÔ ÁÌȢ ÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ȬÃÙÃÌÅ ÏÆ ÄÅÐÒÉÖÁÔÉÏÎȭȢ !Î ÕÎÄÅÆÉÎÅÄ ÔÒÁÉÔ ÉÓ 

said to be responsible for these undesirable behaviors. This undefined trait is transmitted 

from parents to children. The second explanation emphasizes the mechanism of 

ȬÁÓÓÏÒÔÁÔÉÖÅ ÍÁÔÉÎÇȭȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÔÏ ÓÁÙȟ ÍÅÎ ×ÉÔÈ Á ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÈÉÓÔÏÒÙ ÁÒÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÌÉËÅÌÙ ÔÏ ÍÁÒÒÙ 

and procreate with women who also have a criminal history. These women are less fit to 

raise children, putting their children at risk and increasing the chance of their children 

themselves becoming involved in crime. The third explanation for intergenerational 

transmission is imitation. Quite simply, children learn criminal behavior by observing and 

modeling the behavior of their parents. The fourth explanation points to a genetic cause. 

Criminal parents may have some genetic predisposition for criminal behavior, a 

predisposition that is then transmitted from one generation to the next. The fifth 

mechanism is environmental: Criminal parents tend to live and raise their children in the 

ÌÅÁÓÔ ÆÁÖÏÒÁÂÌÅ ÓÏÃÉÁÌ ÅÎÖÉÒÏÎÍÅÎÔÓȟ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÃÈÁÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ 

behavior. The sixth and final mechanism suggests that some families are monitored more 

intensively by law enforcement because of an official bias towards known criminal 

ÆÁÍÉÌÉÅÓȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÉÓ ÓÏÍÅ×ÈÁÔ ÌÉËÅ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÏÆ ȬÌÁÂÅÌÉÎÇȭȟ ÂÙ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÂÏÒÎ ÔÏ 

criminal fathers have a higher chance of perceiving themselves as criminals, resulting in a 
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self-fulfilling prophecy in the commission of crimes (Rowe and Farrington, 1997). Of 

course, the mechanisms do not exclude one another.  

 

Developmental criminological theories 

While previous research has mostly focused on establishing cross-sectional associations 

between paternal and offspring criminality, in this study, we look explicitly at the 

influence of criminal convictions of fathers on the development of criminal careers 

among their children. This focus on the development of criminal careers allows new 

questions to be asked about the influences of paternal convictions on changes in 

individual life courses. As the research questions in this study are different from those 

previously posed about intergenerational transmission, our theoretical focus is different 

as well. Although the six mechanisms of Farrington et al. (2001) provide useful insights 

into the association between paternal and offspring criminality, the mechanisms do not 

lead to explicit expectations about the influences of paternal criminal behavior on the 

development of criminal careers of children. Theories centered on the development of 

criminal behavior over the life course would therefore be more appropriate. 

Hence, our theoretical framework consists mainly of insights from developmental 

criminological theories. These theories are commonly used to explain changes in criminal 

careers within one generation (intragenerational continuity). Here, we apply these 

developmental theories to explain changes in the criminal careers of two successive 

generations. Applying these established theories to a new setting will lead to theoretical 

predictions about the influences of paternal criminal behavior on the development of 

criminal careers of children. This application should advance theory, since we will be able 

to test whether the assumptions and predictions of the established developmental 

theories still count when stretched to the intergenerational setting. This does not imply 

that we will bypass the mechanisms proposed by Farrington. On the contrary, elements 

from these can be incorporated into the developmental theories.  

The tradition of intragenerational continuity views crime as one of many 

developmental trajectÏÒÉÅÓ ÏÎÅ ÃÏÍÍÅÎÃÅÓ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÏÆ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÌÉÆÅȢ )ÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ 

transitions in the life span, like getting married and entering the labor market, influence 

developments in other domains, like crime (e.g. Bushway, Brame & Paternoster, 2003; 

Laub & Sampson, 2003; Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2006). Here, two paradigms can be 

distinguished. Each is subscribed to by a group of developmental criminological theories 

making comparable assumptions about the origin and development of crime over the life 

course. We derive hypotheses from both positions and test their plausibility.  

The first paradigm consists of a group of criminological theories which assume 

that people differ in their propensity to commit crime. The literature often refers to this 
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ÐÏÓÉÔÉÏÎ ÁÓ ȬÐÏÐÕÌÁÔÉÏÎ ÈÅÔÅÒÏÇÅÎÅÉÔÙȭ ɉ.ÁÇÉÎ Ǫ 0ÁÔÅÒÎÏÓÔÅÒȟ ΣΫΫΣɊ ÏÒ ȬÐÅÒÓÉÓÔÅÎÔ 

ÈÅÔÅÒÏÇÅÎÅÉÔÙȭ ɉ0ÉÑÕÅÒÏȟ &ÁÒÒÉÎÇÔÏÎ Ǫ "ÌÕÍÓÔÅÉÎȟ ΤΡΡΥɊȢ !ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÖÉÅ×ȟ ÅÁÃÈ 

individual has a certain chance to commit crime, and differences between individuals in 

this chance are due to personality traits and biological causes (Wilson & Hernstein, 1985) 

or to differences in upbringing (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990). Theories in this tradition 

ÁÒÅ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ ȬÓÔÁÔÉÃ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓȭȢ )Î ÓÈÏÒÔȟ ÓÔÁÔÉÃ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÖÉÅ× ÓÏÍÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅ ÁÓ 

more prone to criminal behavior than others. Wilson and Herrnstein (1985), for example, 

propose that criminal behavior is caused by biological personality traits and 

cÏÎÓÔÉÔÕÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÆÁÃÔÏÒÓȢ 'ÏÔÔÆÒÅÄÓÏÎȭÓ ÁÎÄ (ÉÒÓÃÈÉȭÓ self-control theory (1990) states that 

people differ in self-control and that people with little self-control have a higher chance 

of committing crime. Hirschi and Gottfredson assume that self-control remains stable 

ÆÒÏÍ ÃÈÉÌÄÈÏÏÄ ÕÎÔÉÌ ÁÄÕÌÔÈÏÏÄȢ /Æ ÔÈÅ ÍÅÃÈÁÎÉÓÍÓ ÐÒÏÐÏÓÅÄ ÂÙ &ÁÒÒÉÎÇÔÏÎȟ ÔÈÅ ȬÃÙÃÌÅ ÏÆ 

ÄÅÐÒÉÖÁÔÉÏÎȭ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÇÅÎÅÔÉÃ ÃÁÕÓÅ ÁÒÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÃÏÍÐÁÔÉÂÌÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÁÓÓÕÍÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ 

population heterogeneity and thus can be seen as static explanations of crime. 

 The second paradigm consists of a group of developmental criminological 

theories which state that the tendency to commit crime changes during the life course. 

4ÈÉÓ ÐÅÒÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÉÓ ÏÆÔÅÎ ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ ȬÓÔÁÔÅ ÄÅÐÅÎÄÅÎÃÅȭ ɉ.ÁÇÉÎ Ǫ 0ÁÔÅÒÎÏÓÔÅÒȟ ΣΫΫΣɊȟ 

ÍÅÁÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÁÔ ÌÉÆÅ ÃÉÒÃÕÍÓÔÁÎÃÅÓ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÔÉÎÇ ÃÒÉÍÅ ÁÎÄ that 

there exists a causal relation between past and future criminal behavior. Conventional 

ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ ÌÉËÅ ÇÒÁÄÕÁÔÉÎÇ ÆÒÏÍ ÓÃÈÏÏÌ ÁÎÄ ÅÎÔÅÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÌÁÂÏÒ ÍÁÒËÅÔ ÄÉÍÉÎÉÓÈ ÏÎÅȭÓ 

ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÔÉÎÇ ÃÒÉÍÅȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÈÁÖÉÎÇ ÄÅÌÉÎÑÕÅÎÔ ÆÒÉÅÎÄÓ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÓ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ 

criminal activity (Sampson & Laub, 1990; 1993). Explanations within this tradition are 

ÒÅÆÅÒÒÅÄ ÔÏ ÁÓ ȬÄÙÎÁÍÉÃ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓȭȢ 4ÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔ ÄÙÎÁÍÉÃ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÉÓ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÅ-graded 

theory of informal social control of Sampson and Laub. According to this theory, changes 

in bonds with edÕÃÁÔÉÏÎȟ ÆÁÍÉÌÙ ÁÎÄ ×ÏÒË ÃÁÎ ÅÉÔÈÅÒ ÅÎÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÒ ÄÉÍÉÎÉÓÈ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ 

committing crime (Laub, Nagin & Sampson, 1998). For instance, losing a job increases 

ÏÎÅȭÓ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÔÉÎÇ ÃÒÉÍÅȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ÆÉÎÉÓÈÉÎÇ ÁÎ ÅÄÕÃÁÔÉÏÎ ÄÉÍÉÎÉÓÈÅÓ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÃÈÁÎÃÅȢ 

Recent studies with data from the Criminal Career and Life Course Study executed by 

Blokland & Nieuwbeerta (2005) confirm that life changes like getting married and having 

ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÃÁÒÅÅÒȢ !ÆÔÅÒ Á ÐÅÒÓÏÎ ÇÅÔÓ ÍÁÒÒÉÅÄ 

and has children, his or her chance of conviction is lower. Of the mechanisms mentioned 

by Farrington, imitation, social environment, labeling and official bias are all compatible 

with the assumption of state dependence. They thus can be seen as dynamic 

explanations of crime.  
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1.4 Theoretical predictions 

In order to make theoretical progress, we formulate competing hypotheses. To do so, 

we use the main assumptions of the static theories (population heterogeneity) and of 

dynamic theories (state dependence) to derive contrasting hypotheses about the extent 

to which criminal behavior is intergenerationally transmitted. In order to bring the two 

paradigms in opposition to one another, we interpret the theories very narrowly, staying 

rather close to their original formulations. This results in extreme formulations of the 

predictions of both paradigms and a strict testing of the key assumptions. 

 

Static theories: predictions 

Static theories assert that population heterogeneity is the only process that accounts for 

the ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÉÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÃÈÁÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÔÉÎÇ Á ÃÒÉÍÅȢ !ÐÐÌÉÅÄ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ 

intergenerational perspective, static theories thus state that the chance of a child 

committing a crime is not causally influenced by the number of criminal acts the father 

commits. Static theories would claim that the relation between criminal convictions of 

fathers and the convictions of children are spurious. Both the criminal behavior of 

parents and the criminal behavior of children is caused by some other mechanism (i.e., 

factors other than simply the criminal behavior of fathers). Wilson & Hernstein (1985) 

formulated a static mechanism in their book Crime and Human Nature, proposing that 

criminal behavior is caused by personality traits and constitutional factors and is 

transmitted in early childhood. 

  /ÎÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÔÅÓÔÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÕÓÅÄ ÓÔÁÔÉÃ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÉÓ 'ÏÔÔÆÒÅÄÓÏÎ ÁÎÄ (ÉÒÓÃÈÉȭÓ ÓÅÌÆ-

control theory, which holds that criminal behavior (of both parents and children) is 

entirely caused by a lack of self-control. According to the self-control theory, people who 

have little self-control display risk-taking behavior, are short-sighted and aim at 

immediate gratification (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990). These characteristics are part of a 

larger whole of unadjusted behavior. Inadequate parenting in early childhood is deemed 

responsible for such unadjusted behavior. Children whose parents do not consistently 

monitor, correct and punish their behavior are more likely to develop low levels of self-

control. According to the self-control theory, parents are unlikely to encourage their 

children to commit crimes, regardless of their own criminal history. However, criminal 

parents themselves have little self-control. Their own behavior is oriented towards 

immediate gain, and they are thus less likely to pass on the skills of self-discipline and 

delayed gratification to their children. These parents are therefore less successful in 

bringing up their children. They furthermore are less likely to recognize criminal behavior 

in their children, and tend to correct and punish less consistently. This results in children 
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with little self-control. Hence, parents with little self-control (and many convictions) have 

children with little self-control (and many convictions).  

According to Gottfredson and Hirschi, self-control remains stable after childhood, 

and persons with little self-control have a higher chance of committing crime under all 

conditions, in every phase in their lives. The window of development of self-control is 

rather short. Gottfredson & Hirschi (199ΡȠ ΣΡΫɊ ÓÔÁÔÅȟ ȬÔÈÅ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÓÅÌÆ ÃÏÎÔÒÏÌ 

distinguishes offenders from nonoffenders and the degree of its presence can be 

ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈÅÄ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÁÃÔÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÔÅÄȭȢ .Ï ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔ ÁÇÅ ÉÓ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ ÉÎ 

their work, although there are references to preadolescence, in the early years of life and 

ÅÁÒÌÙ ÁÄÏÌÅÓÃÅÎÃÅȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÁÓÓÕÍÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌȭÓ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ ÓÅÌÆ-control remains 

stable after the age of 12. 

!ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ 'ÏÔÔÆÒÅÄÓÏÎ Ǫ (ÉÒÓÃÈÉȟ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓȭ ÓÅÌÆ-control is the only cause of 

differences in ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÓÅÌÆ-control and thus of differences in criminal behavior among 

children. The association between the criminal behavior of fathers and their children is 

spurious and caused by similarities in self-control. Life circumstances, like parental 

divorÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÐÁÔÅÒÎÁÌ ÉÍÐÒÉÓÏÎÍÅÎÔȟ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÎÏÔ ÄÉÒÅÃÔÌÙ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ 

of criminal behavior. In figure 1.1, the dashed arrows represent the main predictions of 

the self-control theory concerning intergenerational transmission. According to the 

theory, all of the associations analyzed in this study are the result of differences in self-

control. There is no causal influence of the timing of paternal convictions, parental 

divorce, paternal imprisonment or maternal and sibling criminality. 

 

Dynamic theories: predictions 

$ÙÎÁÍÉÃ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÈÏÌÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓȭ ÐÒÏÐÅÎÓÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÃÏÍÍÉÔ ÃÒÉÍÅ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ 

life course. This does not mean there is no room for population heterogeneity. Rather, 

the dynamic perspective holds that beyond individual differences, life events too can 

affect criminal inclinations. Previous research showed that both heterogeneity effects 

and life changes are important (Nagin & Paternoster, 2000). Applied to the 

intergenerational transmission of crime, dynamic theories predict that the criminal 

behavior of parents causally influences the criminal behavior of their children. In this 

study, two dynamic theories are central: the differential association theory (Sutherland, 

Cressey & Luckenbill, 1992) and the age-graded theory of informal social control 

(Sampson & Laub, 1990; 1993).  
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Figure 1.1: Predictions from static and dynamic theories of crime 

 

Dashed arrows represent the predictions of static theories. Paternal self-control 
ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÓ ÁÎ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌȭÓ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ Á ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÃÁÒÅÅÒ ɉÖÉÁ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÓÅÌÆ-control). 
Paternal self-control also explains all of the indicators of intergenerational 
transmission: the number of parental criminal convictions, the timing of paternal 
criminal convictions, parental divorce, paternal imprisonment and maternal and 
sibling convictions. According to the self-control theory, these indicators do not 
influence the development of criminal careers of children. 

Solid arrows represent the predictions of the dynamic theories. According to 
dynamic theories, the number of parental criminal convictions, the timing of 
paternal criminal convictions, parental divorce, paternal imprisonment and 
maternal and sibling convictions do influence the development of a criminal career.  
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4ÈÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÉÏÎ ÔÈÅÏÒÙ ÏÒ ȬÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÏÒÙȭ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ 

behavior is taught in the same manner as normal (accepted) behavior is taught. Thus, the 

largest part of the learning of criminal behavior takes place in intimate personal groups, 

such as the family. Individuals can be taught not only the techniques they must master to 

commit crime, but motives, values and attitudes towards crime can also be learned. 

Association with delinquents then causally leads to a higher chance of learning and 

committing crime (e.g. Sutherland, Cressey & Luckenbill, 1992; Akers & Jensen, 2003). 

Association with criminal fathers, who are role models for their children, is an especially 

influential determinanÔ ÏÆ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒȢ  

!ÃÃÏÒÄÉÎÇ ÔÏ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÉÓ 

important too. In the years following a paternal criminal conviction, children will have a 

higher chance of committing a crime. Also, association with criminal mothers and siblings 

would influence criminal behavior of children. Also, according to dynamic theories as the 

age graded theory of informal social control (Sampson & Laub, 1990; 1993), parental 

divorce and paternal imprisonment lead to a breakdown of the parental bonds, which 

would likely enhance the chances for children to develop a criminal career. According to 

dynamic theories, there are causal influences of the number and the timing of paternal 

convictions, of parental divorce, of paternal imprisonment and of criminal convictions of 

mothers and siblings.  

 With the current research, we aim to confirm either the insights of the static 

theories (represented by the dashed arrows in Figure 1.1) or the insights of the dynamic 

theories (represented by the solid arrows in Figure 1.1). 

 

1.5 This thesis 

In this thesis, we aim to answer two central research questions. We first explore the 

association between criminal convictions of fathers and criminal convictions of their 

children. We do so by replicating the analyses executed in previous research using more 

appropriate data and techniques. Furthermore, we improve upon previous research by 

studying the intergenerational transmission of criminal behavior from a longitudinal 

perspective. The results thus provide insights into the transmission of convictions over 

ÔÈÅ ÌÉÆÅ ÓÐÁÎȢ 4ÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÃÅÎÔÒÁÌ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÉÓ Ȭto what extent do paternal criminal 

convictions affect the development of criminal convictions of children over the life courÓÅȭȢ  

4ÈÉÓ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÉÎÔÅÒÐÒÅÔÓ ȬÉÎÔÅÒÇÅÎÅÒÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÔÒÁÎÓÍÉÓÓÉÏÎȭ ÂÒÏÁÄÌÙȟ ÆÏÃÕÓÉÎÇ ÏÎ ÖÁÒÉÏÕÓ 

aspects of paternal criminality. The second step of this study therefore consists of an 

analysis of a variety of aspects of paternal criminality. This broad interpretation of 

intergenerational transmission has several advantages. First, it enables us to introduce 
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new research questions. Second, the investigation of multiple aspects of the 

intergenerational transmission of convictions should produce more nuanced and detailed 

insights. Third, focusing on different aspects of the intergenerational transmission of 

crime enables us to deduce and test more predictions from criminological theories. The 

broader view also allows us to test criminological theories against each other. We 

investigate the intergenerational transmission of convictions by analyzing the exact 

timing of paternal convictions, paternal imprisonment, parental divorce and the 

influences of maternal and sibling criminality. The second central question of this thesis 

ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÒÅÁÄÓ Ȭto what extent do (a) the timing of paternal criminal convictions, (b) 

parental divorce, (c) paternal imprisonment and (d) maternal and sibling criminality explain 

the development of criminal careers of individuals over the life coÕÒÓÅȭȢ 

By addressing these research questions, we hope to contribute to scientific 

progress in a number of respects. First, we introduce new research topics (e.g. the 

influence of the timing of paternal convictions) as we focus on the development of 

criminal careers of children. Second, we apply theories designed to explain 

developments of criminal behavior over the life course to a new setting: the 

intergenerational transmission of crime. This results in more stringent testing of the 

established theories. Third, we use a new rich dataset. We analyze data from the Dutch 

Criminal Career and Life Course Study (CCLS). This is an administrative, prospective, 

longitudinal sample of 3,500 fathers and 8,000 sons and daughters, containing both 

criminal and non-criminal fathers and children. These data allow us to establish the 

development of criminal careers of children from their 12th through their 40th birthday. 

Fourth, we make scientific progress by using advanced statistical techniques. We apply 

trajectory analysis, multilevel models and fixed effect panel models to answer our 

research questions accurately, while previous studies relied on less sophisticated and less 

reliable analytic strategies. 

 

Outline of the thesis 

This thesis discusses various aspects of the investigation of the intergenerational 

transmission of convictions. Chapter 2 focuses on the process of data collection of the 

Criminal Career and Life Course Study (CCLS). For the purpose of this research, the CCLS 

used by Nieuwbeerta & Blokland (2003) is extended. The chapter provides a detailed 

description of data collection, the research population and the analytic strategies.  

 In chapter 3 the extent of the association between paternal convictions and the 

convictions of children is estimated using both cross-sectional and longitudinal 

measurements. Our intention here is to answer the first central question of this thesis. In 

order to do so, we pose two sub-questions: To what extent does intergenerational 



Chapter 1 

 

 
30 

transmission of convictions exist? And, To what extent do criminal careers of children differ 

between those with non-criminal fathers and those with fathers belonging to a group of 

persistent recidivists? We investigate (1) differences between the criminal careers of 

children from the different groups of fathers and (2) differences within each group of 

children in the development of their individual criminal careers. In the following chapters, 

other aspects of the intergenerational association are discussed, which will provide an 

answer to the second central question of this thesis. 

 In chapter 4, a first attempt is made to explain differences between children in 

the development of criminal behavior. For this purpose, predictions of static and dynamic 

theories are tested against one another. The timing of convictions of the father relative 

to the development of criminal behavior of children is central in this chapter. We 

investigate whether children have a higher chance of committing crime in the years 

following a conviction of the father. The two sub-questions posed in chapter 4 are the 

following: To what extent is the intergenerational transmission of convictions dependent 

upon the timing of criminal acts of fathers? And, To what extent do static and dynamic 

theories explain the intergenerational transmission of convictions?  

 Chapter 5 investigates the influence of parental divorce on the development of 

individual criminal careers. We look explicitly at the causal influence of divorce and at the 

influence of divorce in criminal and non-criminal families. Previous studies show an 

enlarged chance of committing crime among children with divorced parents (e.g. Haas, 

Farrington & Sattar, 2004; Wells & Rankin, 1991). Also, research indicates that effects of 

parental divorce are different in criminal and non-criminal families (e.g. Jaffee, Caspi & 

Taylor, 2003). The questions posed in this chapter are as follows: To what extent does 

parental divorce affect the subsequent criminal convictions of individuals? And, To what 

extent does the impact of parental divorce depend on the criminal convictions of fathers? 

 In chapter 6, we investigate another aspect of the relation between the criminal 

behavior of fathers and children. Previous studies indicate that having a father in prison 

leads to higher a chance for children to commit crime (Murray & Farrington, 2005; 

Murray, Janson & Farrington, 2007). Little is known, however, about the influence of 

parental imprisonment on the development of criminal behavior into adulthood. The 

question is then posed: What is the long-term effect of paternal imprisonment on the 

development of criminal behavior of children? We focus on the timing and the duration of 

the paternal imprisonment. 

Chapter 7, the final empirical chapter, investigates the influence of convictions of 

other family members (mothers and siblings). In this chapter, we also study the extent to 

which the transmission of criminal convictions of fathers to their children can be 

explained by the criminal convictions of mothers and siblings. The following question is 

posed: To what extent do convictions of (a) mothers and (b) siblings explain the relation 
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between criminal convictions of fathers and the development of criminal careers of the 

children? 

The final chapter summarizes the findings from the empirical chapters and draws 

ÃÏÎÃÌÕÓÉÏÎÓ ÁÂÏÕÔ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÏÆ ÆÁÔÈÅÒÓ ÏÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ 

development of criminal behavior. We compare the support found for the static theories, 

on the one hand, with that found for the dynamic theories, on the other hand. Also, the 

limitations of this study are addressed and some suggestions are made for theoretical 

improvement, future research and policy.  
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2.1 Introduction 

In order to study the topic of intergenerational continuity in criminal behavior and to 

answer the central research questions of this thesis, we use data from the Dutch Criminal 

Career and Life Course Study (CCLS). Previous research with data of the CCLS focused on 

the development of criminal careers of a cohort of over 5,000 persons convicted in 1977 

in the Netherlands (Blokland, 2005; Nieuwbeerta & Blokland, 2003). Research analyzed 

the influence of life circumstances (like work and marriage) on the development of 

criminal behavior over time (Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2005; Bersani, Nieuwbeerta & 

Laub, 2009; Blokland, Nagin & Nieuwbeerta, 2005). Static and dynamic theories of crime 

were tested. Findings are in line with static as well as dynamic theories, with slightly 

more evidence for the latter. Marriage and prior offending appeared to be more 

important for the development of criminal careers than criminal propensities (Blokland, 

2005; Nieuwbeerta, Blokland & Nagin, 2009).  

In this thesis, we will use information from the same Criminal Career and Life 

Course Study. As this thesis focuses on the intergenerational transmission of convictions, 

additional data had to be collected. We collected information about all children of the 

CCLS research subjects. This has resulted in a longitudinal, prospective dataset covering 

3,500 fathers and about 8,000 children. The major emphasis in this thesis will be on the 

convictions of fathers rather than on the convictions of mothers. The reason for this is 

mostly pragmatic; fathers commit much more crime than mothers do. We will, however, 

pay explicit attention to the influence of maternal convictions and to the convictions of 

siblings in chapter 7. 

In this chapter, we will first describe the process of the data-collection of the 

original Criminal Career and Life Course Study. After that, we will explicitly focus on the 

data-collection of the complementary data, collected specifically for this thesis (CCLS 

children). After describing the process of data-collection, we will introduce the 

measurements we will use. Following, we will reflect on both the strengths and the 

limitations of the CCLS. Finally, we will give a description of the analytic strategies we will 

use in this thesis.  

 

2.2 The CCLS 

The information used in this thesis is coming from two sources. The first source contains 

information from the General Documentation (GDF) of the Dutch Criminal Records 

Office. These files provide the information about the criminal convictions. Our second 

course consists of information from Population Registration Data. These data contain 

information about life course circumstances and changes. 
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Phase I: The 1977 Recidivism Sample  

Starting point of the CCLS is the 1977 Recidivism sample. The Recidivism sample was 

collected by Block and Van der Werff (1986). The data contain information on a 

representative sample of 4 % of all cases of criminal offences that were tried in the 

.ÅÔÈÅÒÌÁÎÄȭÓ ÉÎ ΣΫΩΩȟ ÒÅÓÕÌÔÉÎÇ ÉÎ Á ÓÁÍÐÌÅ ÏÆ 5,656 individuals (Blokland, 2005; 

Nieuwbeerta and Blokland , 2003). The criminal acts of offenders committed up until 

1983 were collected using extracts from the General Documentation Files (GDF) of the 

Dutch Criminal Records Office. The GDF contain information on every criminal case 

ÒÅÇÉÓÔÅÒÅÄ ÂÙ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÌÉÃÅ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ 0ÕÂÌÉÃ 0ÒÏÓÅÃÕÔÏÒȭÓ /ÆÆÉÃÅ ÁÎÄ ÁÒÅ ÃÏÍÐÁÒÁÂÌÅ to the 

ȬÒÁÐ ÓÈÅÅÔÓȭ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÁÒÅ ÃÏÍÍÏÎ ÉÎ ÄÅ 5ÎÉÔÅÄ 3ÔÁÔÅÓȢ 2ÅÓÕÌÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ 2ÅÃÉÄÉÖÉÓÍ ÓÔÕÄÙ ÓÈÏ× 

that within 6 years after the year in which people were convicted (1977), 51 % of the 

sample had been reconvicted at least once (Van der Werff, 1986; Block & Van der Werff, 

1991). 

 

Phase II: Updating the 1977 Recidivism Sample: start of the CCLS 

In 2003, Blokland and Nieuwbeerta initiated a relaunch of the original 1977 Recidivism 

study. Blokland and Nieuwbeerta obtained additional information of all the offenders in 

the 1977 sample. They extended the entire criminal histories of the 5,565 individuals up 

until 2002. A group of 492 persons was not found in the General Documentation Files, 

resulting in information about 5,164 individuals. Individual offending rates were 

measured annually beginning when the offenders were 12 years of age (the minimum age 

of criminal responsibility in the Netherlands) up to the year 2002. The data therefore 

contain information on all recorded offences committed from age 12 onwards, 

encompassing the juvenile and adult criminal career. This information was supplemented 

with information that normally would not be mentioned due to periods of limitation 

(Nieuwbeerta & Blokland, 2003). 

  

Phase III: Adding a control group to the CCLS 

The CCLS data are unique and well suited to study the development of crime over the life 

course. Yet an important disadvantage is that, by construction, all of the men in the 

sample are convicted at least once, that is, in 1977. To overcome this limitation, data of a 

matched control group consisting of men who were not convicted was collected. While 

searching military records for purposes that lay outside the scope of this study (Bersani, 
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Nieuwbeerta and Laub 2009; Van Schellen and Nieuwbeerta, 2007) it was possible to 

retrieve a randomly selected group of 920 Dutch men born on exactly the same days as 

the men in the research group. All men in the Netherlands (born before 1978) were 

approved and tested for military services. The results of these tests were all stored in 

military archives. The military records of a random subsample of the men in the research 

group were looked up. Male convicts were matched to a control person by selecting the 

person with the first following military registration number. This means that convicts and 

control persons have a similar date of birth and are thus matched on the basis of age. 

After retrieving their names and births, the criminal histories of these 920 men were 

completed with the information of the GDF. The data of the GDF showed that 134 men 

were convicted of at least one criminal act. Within the control group, 134 men thus had a 

criminal record. The purpose of the control group in this thesis is to have a group of 

people who were not exposed to a certain stimulus (in this case having a criminal father). 

For the purpose of this thesis, we therefore decided to exclude the 134 men who had a 

conviction from the control group. In this way, we will be able to compare children from 

fathers with different criminal histories with children from a group of fathers who were 

never convicted. After omitting the 134 convicted men, the control-group consists of 786 

non-convicted men. 

 

Phase IV: Extending the CCLS with life course information 

Blokland and Nieuwbeerta extended the CCLS in 2003 by obtaining information about 

the life circumstances of the 5,164 research subjects and of the 786 control persons. 

Information was retrieved from the population registration data (Gemeentelijke Basis 

Administratie- GBA). Since 1938 all Dutch citizens are registered in the municipality they 

live in. The GBA contains information about marriage and getting children, as well as 

divorce and death. For people who died before 1994, the registration was not made 

digitally available. For those research objects, personal record cards were retrieved from 

the Centre of Genealogy and Heraldry (CBG), resulting in the same information as for the 

people who were found in the GBA. Blokland and Nieuwbeerta found information in the 

population registration data of 4,615 persons of the 5,146 research subjects. Of these 

4,651 persons, 4,271 were men. In this thesis, we will use the information about these 

4,271 men. For the control persons, in 96 instances (10.4%) no information persons could 

be found, reducing the size of the control group to from 786 to 690 men.  
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Phase V: Extending the CCLS with partner information 

The CCLS was also supplemented with data on the complete criminal careers of all of the 

marriage partners of the research subjects from age 12 to calendar year 2007. With this 

data ÔÈÅ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ ÓÐÏÕÓÅÓ ÏÎ ÅÁÃÈ ÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅ analyzed (e.g. Van 

Schellen, Nieuwbeerta & Poortman, 2008;). The population registration records revealed 

that 74.5 percent (N = 3,437) of the original 4,615 research subjects married on at least 

one occasion, to a total of 4,409 partners. The enlargement of the CCLS data allows for 

the determination of the exact timing of marriage and, for all research subjects and all 

the partners they were ever married to, the exact timing of criminal offenses, the type of 

offenses committed, and periods of prison confinement.  

 

Characteristics of the CCLS sample 

Table 2.1 shows some characteristics of the 4,271 CCLS men and the 690 control-persons. 

The results show that the men in the CCLS sample are slightly older (due to our selection 

of non-criminal control-persons and to differences in findings of population registration 

data). Also among CCLS men, fewer men have children than among control persons. 

However, both control persons as well as CCLS sample men have about 2,3 children per 

father. CCLS men get married less often, but appear to divorce more than control 

persons. Also, they are married to more spouses on average. CCLS men on average 

commit 12,5 criminal acts per person and among the CCLS men 46,3 % are imprisoned at 

least once.  

  

Table 2.1: Characteristics of the CCLS sample (men only) and the control  group 

 CCLS sample control  group 

Number of men 4271 690 
Mean age in 2003 55.5 53.6 
% Men with children 68.0 76.0 
 Mean # of children per father (of those with children) 2.33 2.37 
% Ever married up to 50 72.0 84.3 
 % Divorced (of those married) 53.5 21.3 
 Mean # of partners (of those married) 1.22 1.13 
Mean # of convictions 12.5 .0 
% Ever imprisoned 46.3 .0 
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2.3 The CCLS children 

For the purpose of this thesis, in which we study the intergenerational transmission of 

convictions we collected additional data, further  expanding the CCLS. This resulted in the 

collection of the data on the CCLS children. From January 2005 until June 2006, we 

worked at the data-collection of all children of the CCLS men and the children of the 

control persons. 

 

CCLS fathers 

For the study of the intergenerational transmission we were interested in the men in the 

CCLS sample and the men in the control group who had children above the age of 12. 

These research subjects will be the fathers in this study. The selection of the age of 12 is 

made as children in the Netherlands can only be convicted for their criminal behavior 

after they have reached the age of 12. The information of the GBA and CBG showed that 

3,015 of the 4,271 CCLS men had children above the age of 12. These 3,015 fathers will be 

ÔÈÅ ȬÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÆÁÔÈÅÒÓȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÓÔÕÄÙȢ Of the 690 control men, 485 had children above the 

age of 12. These 485 men will be the control fathers in our study. The total amount of 

fathers in this study thus adds up to 3,500 (3,015 criminal fathers and 485 non-criminal 

fathers). 

 

CCLS children 

Population registration data show that the 3,015 CCLS- men fathered 6,921 children that 

had at least reached the age of 12 by 2005 (the end of our observation period). From the 

control-group, the 485 men fathered a total of 1,066 children aged at least 12 in 2005. 

One should note that these children were all 1) born while fathers were married to the 

mother of the child or 2) acknowledged by the father.  

We retrieved the judicial information about the children of the research subjects 

and the children of the control persons from extracts of the GDF. This happened in the 

exact same manner as the extracts of the CCLS men and Control persons were obtained. 

Individual offending rates were measured annually beginning when the offenders were 

12 years of age (the minimum age of criminal responsibility in the Netherlands) up to the 

year 2005. The data therefore contain information on all recorded offences committed 

from age 12 onwards, encompassing the juvenile and adult criminal career. 

For children and control  children, we also gathered population registration data 

from the GBA and the CBG, which contains information about marriage and getting 

children, as well as divorce and death. 



Criminal Career and Life course Study  

 

39 

Selective child-bearing 

The characteristics of the CCLS sample and the control  group in Table 2.1 already show 

that the number of men within the CCLS sample who did not get children is higher than 

within the control  group. The number of children per father in both groups is about the 

same. This of course results in relatively more children born in the control  group than in 

the CCLS sample. In Table 2.2, we will look into the extent of selective child-bearing a bit 

further.  

Table 2.2: Child-bearing of CCLS sample and control  group 

 Criminal convictions CCLS sample/ control  group 
 0 1  2-5  5-15  15+  

% no children 24.0 24.0 27.4 29.2 39.3 
 Mean # of children per father 2.3 2.3 2.3 2.2 2.2 

 

The results from Table 2.2 show that as number of criminal convictions of the men in the 

CCLS sample rises, the percentage of men who do not have any children rises as well. 

Especially among the men committing more than 15 crimes, the amount of men who do 

not get any children is high. The number of children per father appears similar among all 

groups (about 2.3 children per father). As a result of these two processes, less children 

are born in the groups with the most criminal fathers (especially in the 15+ convictions-

group). Part of the intergenerational transmission (or better the lack of intergenerational 

transmission) already starts with differences in child-bearing. The fact that the most 

criminal men are more likely to have no children at all, implies that they have on average 

less chances to transmit their behavior (e.g. via genes, learning, education) to their 

children than men with no criminal acts. 

 

Characteristics of the CCLS fathers and children 

In Table 2.3, some characteristics of the children of the CCLS fathers and of the control  

fathers are summarized. Most striking result from Table 2.3 is of course the differences in 

the number of children who ever get convicted and the mean number of convictions 

between children from CCLS fathers and children from control  fathers. Control children 

have much fewer convictions than children from CCLS fathers. Also, parents of CCLS 

children get divorced much more often than parents from control children. 
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Table 2.3: Characteristics of CCLS fathers/ control  fathers and their children 

  CCLS fathers control  fathers 

Fathers   
Number of persons with children at least 12 3015 485 
Mean age in 2003 56.9 53.6 
Mean number of convictions  10.3 0 
   
Children   
Number of children at least12  6921 1066 
Number of boys 3480 562 
Number of girls 3441 504 
Mean age in 2005 30.9 28.6 
% of parents remain married 35 77 
Number of convicted children 1966 119 
Mean number of convictions 1.8 0.3 

 

2.4 Measurements  

Criminal convictions 

All information about criminal convictions in this thesis is coming from the General 

Documentation Files of the Criminal Records Office. The abstracts contain information 

about all juvenile and adult offences. The extracts from the GDF give information about 

only those crimes for which an individual has been convicted as well as cases which were 

terminated because of policy reasons (beleidssepots). Both convictions as terminations 

because of policy reasons are included in our data. The data in this thesis thus only 

provide information on offences that have been judicially proven. In order to keep this 

thesis readable, we will refer to those offences as convictions throughout this thesis. 

 We exclude non-criminal law offences (traffic and economic offences, for 

example). The convictions analyzed in this thesis are thus all criminal law offences, 

ranging from simple theft (e.g. shoplifting) to manslaughter and murder. Part of the 

information in the GDF (concerning offences committed and prescribed before 1980) 

was not made digitally available. Information about these offences for the CCLS men was 

already in the 1977 Recidivism Study. The information of the offences for CCLS children, 

Control persons and Control children was completed by digitalizing information from 

microfilm. 

Throughout this thesis, we will investigate the influence of different aspects of 

intergenerational transmission on the development of criminal careers of children. The 

dependent variable in this thesis is the criminal career of the child. The criminal careers 

are measured by the number of convictions children have. In some analyses, we will use 

the total amount of criminal convictions during the entire life of an individual. In most of 

the analyses, however, we focus on the criminal convictions in a certain year. Individuals 
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score a 0 in the years in which they do not have a conviction, while individuals score a 1 in 

the years in which they have 1 or more convictions. 

The criminal convictions of fathers are measured in the same way as the criminal 

convictions of the children. For all fathers a registration is made whether or not they 

committed a criminal act in a year. In most analyses, we will use a measurement 

indicating the total amount of criminal acts of a father. The total amount is measured by 

adding the number of offences a father was convicted for during a certain period of a 

ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÌÉÖÅȢ  

  

Life Course Information 

In this thesis, we will also use life course information of the family, mostly measured 

through population registration data of the father. These data contain information about 

birth and death, marriage and divorce and the birth of children. Measurements used in 

this thesis are the number of children within a family (measured by the total number of 

children of a father, also including children younger than 12) and the death of a father. 

Children score 0 in years that fathers are alive and a 1 if fathers have passed away. In 

chapter 5 we explicitly focus on the parental divorce. Children score 0 in years that 

parents are married and 1 in the years after a parental divorce. Some of the life course 

information is measured by population registration data of the children. Age is measured 

in years and male children score 0, while female children score a 1. 

 

2.5 Strengths and Limitations 

The Criminal Career and Life course Study is unique and very well suited to investigate 

the intergenerational transmission of crime. The design of the study is prospective and 

longitudinal, focusing on the entire criminal careers of both fathers and children. With 

the use of the CCLS we are able to study the criminal acts of a very large number of 

parents and children in great detail. As the exact timing of each criminal act is registered, 

the entire criminal life courses of both parents as well as children can be constructed. 

This allows for a unique longitudinal focus. 

Of course, the Criminal Career and Life course Study also faces some limitations. 

Most limitations are due to our use of administrative data. The first set of limitations has 

to do with the representativeness of the sample. The CCLS only provides administrative 

data and thus contains solely information about those individuals that were arrested and 

convicted of a crime. This results in a select group of criminals. A second limitation 

concerning the representativeness is due to the construction of the CCLS. All criminal 

fathers in this thesis are convicted for a criminal act in 1977. As a result of that, the group 
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of criminal fathers is by no means representative for the present population of criminals. 

In 1977, the composition of the Dutch population of criminals was different from the 

composition in 2010. Especially the number of ethnic minorities in the sample (which was 

relatively low in 1977) is very small compared to the number of ethnic minorities in the 

present population of criminals.  

A second set of limitations has to do with the measurements used in this thesis. 

The most important limitation concerns the measurement of criminal behavior. Only 

those criminal acts which are noticed by the police and for which a conviction followed in 

a courtroom are included in this study. This of course, leads to an underestimation of the 

total number of criminal acts. Another limitation is that criminal behavior of children is 

only assessed after the age of 12. Some children will commit criminal acts before the age 

of 12, but cannot be convicted for these crimes. As a consequence, these criminal acts do 

not appear in our data. A third limitation concerning the measurements in this study is 

that we will not have measurements for control variables. We will thus not be able to 

control for socio-economic status, parenting strategies, neighborhood characteristics. 

Despite these limitations, we presume that these data are the best data presently 

available to answer our research questions. The alternative for the use of official, 

administrative data would be the use of self-report data. It would be unfeasible to collect 

a comparable dataset using self-report data. Memory-problems and problems 

concerning social desirability as well as non-response problems would make such a 

design impossible. Also, the use of official data allows for the study of serious delinquent 

acts, which is usually not the case in self-report research. In chapter 8, we will shed some 

more light on the pros and cons of the Criminal Career and Life Course Study. 

 

2.6 Analytic Strategy 

Nested data structure 

The data we use in this thesis have a nested structure. The total sample consists of 7,987 

children nested within 3,500 fathers. This is slightly more than 2 children per father. 

These children share the same home, neighborhood and family environment. Of course, 

they also share the same father who will display the same criminal behavior. In Table 2.4, 

the nested structure of the data becomes clearer. In this Table, the total number of 

criminal acts committed by the children belonging to the same father is shown. A large 

part of the convictions are committed by siblings raised within the same families. The 

bottom two rows of  Table 2.4 show that a very small percentage of the families, is 

responsible for more than 40 % of all delinquent acts committed by the 7,987 children in 

our dataset. Table 2.4 thus shows a strong clustering of criminal activity among siblings. 
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Table 2.4: Convictions of children within fathers 

Fathers # children Mean number of 
convictions 

# convictions % of total # of 
convictions 

2,195 4,190 0 0 0 
419 1,278 <1 605 4.7 
341 864 1-2 1,072 8.4 
293 755 2-4 2,048 16.0 
125 309 4-6 1,443 11.3 
111 311 6-10 2,318 18.1 
53 142 10-15 1,696 13.2 
53 138 > 15 3,628 28.3 

3,590 7,987  12,810 100 

 

The nested structure of our data is not only characterized by children within fathers, but 

also by person-years within children. In this thesis, we focus on the development of 

criminal life courses. In order to investigate developments we have designed person-

period-files. In these person-period-files, each record represents a year of a live of an 

individual. The datasets we will analyze contain a record for every child for every year 

after the age of 12 up until the age of 40. Not all the children have reached the age of 40 

in 2005. As some children are only 15 in 2005 while others are already 40, for some 

children there are only a few lines in the person-period file, while for others there are 

lines for every year from their 12th until their 40th birthday. When a child died in a specific 

year, no records for subsequent years are included. For every year we recorded whether 

a child was convicted of one or more crimes.  

 

Methods 

In order to control for the nested structure of the data, we will apply multilevel models 

for nested or repeated data (Bryk & Raudenbusch, 1992). Multilevel models have become 

widely used in the analysis of criminal careers (Horney, et al., 2005; Blokland, 2005; Laub 

& Sampson, 2003). These models are especially suited for our analyses, because the 

interdependence of the observations within individuals and within families is adjusted by 

taking into account the correlation of the error components at the different levels. We 

estimate the development of criminal behavior over time on three levels2: a year-level 

(level 1), an individual level (level 2) and a family-level (level 3).  

The central outcome variable in this thesis will be the development of individual 

criminal careers. In several chapters, we will thus investigate the development of the 

criminal careers of children. These children are nested within fathers. Information about 

persons is registered for every year. Some information is time-constant, that means that 

                                                           
2 In some cases, the statistical software package we use does not allow for multilevel models with 3 levels, in 
those cases we only account for the clustering of years within persons (2 levels). 
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the information is identical in every year (e.g. the sex of the individual, the number of 

children within a family). Other information is time-varying, this information can change 

over time. The most important time-varying variable is the dependent variable: For each 

year within each individual is registered whether or not he was convicted of a crime. 

Other time-varying variables are whether or not a father committed a crime in a certain 

year and whether or not parents were divorced in a certain year. As the ages of the 

children greatly differ (some children have already reached the age of 40, while other are 

only 15 years old), the number of observations (years) also differs between individuals. 

Therefore, multilevel models are the most appropriate application. These models will 

evaluate the odds of committing a criminal acts in a given year where children are 

observed annually from ages 12 onwards (level 1), with clustering at the child level (level 

2) and the family level (level 3).  

 Next to the use of multilevel models with random slopes, we will also use some 

other techniques to analyze the developments of criminal careers. For instance, in 

chapter 3, we will apply trajectory analysis in order to describe differences between 

criminal trajectories of fathers and criminal trajectories of children. In order to do so, we 

ÕÓÅ .ÁÇÉÎ ÁÎÄ ,ÁÎÄȭÓ ɉΣΫΫΥɊ ÓÅÍÉ ÐÁÒÁÍÅÔÒÉÃ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÍÏÄÅÌÉÎÇ ÁÐÐÒÏÁÃÈ ɉÓÅÅ ÁÌÓÏ 

Nagin 1999, 2005) and estimate a zero-inflated Poisson form of a group-based trajectory 

model in which the naturaÌ ÌÏÇÁÒÉÔÈÍ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎÓ ʇ ÆÏÒ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÓ Ê ÁÔ ÁÇÅ 

Ôȟ ÌÎɉʇjt), is specified to follow a cubic function of age (age, age2 and age3). This analysis 

results in the identification of a number of different groups of individuals who display 

similar behavioral trajectories. Conceptually, this approach identifies groups of 

individuals who display similar behavioral trajectories (Nagin 2005). This analytic strategy 

is an advancement over traditional analyses in that rather than examining average 

trajectories, group based trajectory analysis allows for a within group examination of life 

course offending trajectories ɀ increasing our ability to differentiate a life-course-

persistent pathway. 

In chapter 5, we will apply fixed effect panel models in order to estimate an effect 

of parental divorce on the criminal careers of children. The most rigorous way to do so is 

through the use of a fixed-effects model. Fixed effect panel models adjust for so-called 

ȰÕÎÏÂÓÅÒÖÅÄ ÈÅÔÅÒÏÇÅÎÅÉÔÙȱ ÂÙ ÒÅÓÔÒÉÃÔÉÎÇ ÁÔÔÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÔÏ ×ithin-individual change. The 

model is prominently suitable to test causal relations. By using fixed effect panel models 

we thus take advantage of the strengths of the CCLS data (i.e., the unique longitudinal 

data on time-varying variables) and compensate as much as possible for the weaknesses 

(i.e., the lack of relevant time-stable confounding variables). 
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3.1 Introduction 

Previous studies already established an association between criminal convictions of 

fathers and the convictions of children. Although these studies ɀ the Cambridge Study in 

Delinquent Development in particular- have made headway in understanding to what 

extent criminal behavior is transmitted from one generation to the next, only a limited 

number of studies have a sufficient amount of statistical power to allow examination of 

the relationship between offending behavior of parents and their children (e.g. 

Farrington, et al., 1996; Thornberry, et al., 2003). It therefore remains important to 

establish the influence of criminal convictions of fathers on the criminal convictions of 

their offspring once again, while using the large-scale data of the CCLS. Establishing the 

extent of the association between criminal convictions of fathers and children will 

therefore be the principal aim of this chapter.  

In this chapter, we will also begin with a theoretical and methodological 

connection of the research tradition of the developmental and life course criminology to 

the tradition of the intergenerational transmission of convictions. Within the tradition of 

the developmental and life course criminology crime is viewed as one of many 

developmental trajectories one coÍÍÅÎÃÅÓ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÏÆ ÏÎÅȭÓ life. Important 

transitions in the life cycle like getting married or entering the labor market influence 

development in other domains like crime (e.g. Bushway, Brame & Paternoster, 2003; 

Laub & Sampson, 2003; Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2006). In this chapter, we will introduce 

theories and apply methods from the tradition of the developmental and life course 

criminology for the investigation of the intergenerational transmission. This will allow for 

insights into the extent to which paternal criminal convictions influence the development 

of the entire criminal careers of their children. The results of this chapter will give first 

insights into the intergenerational transmission of paternal convictions over the entire 

life span.  

 In order to examine the intergenerational transmission of convictions correctly, 

we will make use of state-of-the-art research methods. In this chapter, we will first 

examine whether criminal careers can be prospectively differentiated by the criminal 

history of the father. Subsequently, we will use group based trajectory analysis and 

retrospectively identify distinct developmental criminal trajectories of the children. This 

allows us to test whether the criminal trajectories of the children resemble those of the 

fathers. This is of relevance, since when analyzing the criminal behavior prospectively 

also within the groups most at risk (those with a father who frequently commits criminal 

acts) we always examine the average criminal career. Examining the intergenerational 

transmission of criminal behavior both prospectively and retrospectively will give the 

most complete analysis possible. In this chapter, the following research questions will be 
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addressed: To what extent does intergenerational transmission of convictions exist? And: 

To what extent do criminal careers of children differ between those with non-criminal 

fathers and those with fathers belonging to a group of persistent recidivists?  

 

3.2 Previous research 

Although previous empirical research on intergenerational transmission of convictions is 

still rather limited in scope, several studies did examine similarities in criminal behavior 

between parents and their children. Unfortunately, many of these studies have 

disadvantages. First, most studies use small samples and retrospective designs. Second, 

none of the studies (except the CSDD ɀ see below) analyses the influences of parental 

criminal behavior on the behavior of their children after the period of adolescence. Third, 

most studies concentrate on sons and neglect the influences of parental convictions on 

their daughters. Fourth, most studies lack a comparable control group. Finally, almost all 

earlier studies are descriptive in nature, developmental and criminological theories are 

hardly tested. 

 Despite these limitations, some studies did reveal important insights in the 

association between parental criminality and offspring criminality (see also Table 1.1 in 

chapter 1). In the Chicago Youth Development Study, Gorman-Smith et al. (1998) found 

that persistent delinquents are more likely to originate from families with deviant 

conducts. In the Pittsburgh Youth Study Farrington et. al. (2001) noted a similar pattern. 

These results show that the father is the most important relative in predicting the 

criminal behavior of an individual. Sampson and Laub (1993) also reveal a substantial 

association between the criminal behavior of fathers and their offspring in their analyses 

of the Glueck-data. This association is mediated via upbringing and supervision. A study 

by Thornberry (2005) investigates the influence of antisocial behavior of parents on the 

aggressive behavior of their young children. For fathers a direct effect of delinquency on 

the behavior of their young children exists. Also, a direct ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓȭ ÄÅÌÉÎÑÕÅÎÃÙ 

on the behavior of their children is revealed; for mothers this relation is mediated 

through parenting-strategy she uses (Thornberry, et al., 2003).  

A landmark study in the tradition of the intergenerational transmission of crime is 

of course the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development (CSDD). This study, which is 

executed by Farrington (originally by West), includes data of a population of 411 London 

boys (born in 1958) and their families. On basis of interviews the boys were tracked from 

the age of 8 until 40 and official data were collected as well. Most of these 411 boys have 

children of their own nowadays. These children ɀ now between 18 and 35 years old - are 

also interviewed (Smith & Farrington, 2004). In numerous articles the relations between 
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offending of father, brothers, sisters and individuals have been investigated. Findings of 

the CSDD are impressive. The CSDD identifies the relation between criminal behavior of 

the parents of the research subjects (G1) and the criminal behavior of research subjects 

themselves (G2), as well as between criminal behavior of the research subjects (G2) and 

that of their children (G3). Rowe and Farrington (1997) reveal a correlation of .43 

between the criminal convictions of the research subjects and those of their fathers. 

Furthermore, children of delinquent research subjects had behavioral problems in 39 % of 

the cases. Children of non-delinquent research subjects had behavioral problems in only 

20 % of the cases (Smith and Farrington, 2004). In sum, the results of the available 

empirical studies on the intergenerational transmission of convictions indicate a 

moderately strong association between the criminal behavior of parents and that of their 

children. 

 

3.3. Theories 

The tradition of the developmental and life course criminology focuses on the 

development of criminal behavior over individual life courses. Developmental and life 

course theories of crime are used to explain these individual life courses. We argue that 

we can apply these theories to the research on intergenerational transmission of criminal 

convictions as well. We distinguish two ways of intergenerational criminal development 

in which one will easily recognize developmental and life course theories (e.g. Blokland, 

2005). 

First, we distinguish a group of theories proposing a static transmission. Static 

theories of crime focus on a static, unchangeable transmission of all kinds of conduct 

problems. Second, we distinguish a dynamic transmission. Dynamic theories of crime 

assume that all kinds of problems are transmitted, but numerous factors can interact 

with and change this transmission. 

Theories proposing a static view state that the transmission of criminal behavior 

will take place very early in life and the tendency to commit crime will remain stable ever 

after. Biological theories, for example would predicted a general static transmission of 

criminal behavior. According to biological theories, the causes for displaying criminal 

behavior are saved in a specific combination of DNA. Research on twins shows that there 

exists more resemblance in criminal behavior between monozygotic twins than between 

dizygotic twins (e.g. Kaufman & Zigler, 1993). As genotypes are transmitted from one 

generation to another, tendencies to display anti-social (as well as socially desirable) 

behavior are transmitted as well. Several psychological theories assume that not (only) 

genetic factors but personality is responsible for the general static transmission from 
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father to their offspring. These personalities are formed in the childhood years and 

remain stable ever after. Some have a life-long stronger tendency to commit crime than 

others. An important example of such a psychological theory is the self control theory 

(Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990). According to Gotffredson and Hirschi, insufficient self 

control is caused by an unfortunate upbringing. Parents who do not consequently 

control, recognize and punish deviant behavior of their young children, cause a low level 

of self control of their children. After childhood, this level of self control and its 

expressions through delinquent and antisocial behavior remain stable.  

Theories proposing a dynamic view assume that changes in life circumstances can 

have large impacts on the transmission of criminal behavior from one generation to the 

other. Divorce of the parents for example could moderate the transmission of criminal 

behavior from fathers to their offspring (Juby & Farrington, 2001). An important example 

of a dynamic theory is the age graded theory of informal social control (Sampson & Laub, 

1990). According to this theory, changes in bonds with education, family and work can 

either enhance of diminish the chance of committing crime (Laub, Nagin & Sampson, 

1998). Another theory predicting a dynamic transmission is for example the differential 

association theory (Sutherland et al., 1992). A father who commits delinquent acts 

teaches the skills, norms and values needed to display such antisocial behavior. The more 

time a child spends with a criminal father, the larger the probability the child will commit 

delinquent acts as well. 

Testing the causal structures behind the resemblance in criminal behavior of 

fathers and their children will remain outside the scope of the analyses in this chapter. 

The two distinct theoretical concepts will however provide an excellent starting point for 

interpreting our findings and for the deduction of hypotheses in the following chapters 

of this thesis. 

 

3.4 Methodology 

&ÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÉÅÓ 

Before we examine intergenerational transmission, we will first describe the 

measurements we will use in this chapter. We will first focus on the characteristics of the 

ÆÁÔÈÅÒÓȭ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÃÁÒÅÅÒÓȢ 4ÈÅÎ ×Å ×ÉÌÌ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÒÁÃÔÅÒÉÓÔÉÃÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ 

criminal careers and finally we will present some descriptive statistics of both fathers as 

well as their children.  

There are substantial differences across fathers. The fathers in the control group 

have ɀby definition- no convictions. Of the convicted fathers 20.6 percent has 1 
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conviction, 31.3 percent 2-5 convictions, 26.2 percent between 6 and 15 convictions and 

21.9 percent over 15. The fathers can be differentiated based on the number of 

convictions, but also based on the shapes of their longitudinal conviction trajectories. In 

ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÄÏ ÓÏȟ ×Å ÕÓÅ .ÁÇÉÎ ÁÎÄ ,ÁÎÄȭÓ ɉΣΫΫΥɊ ÓÅÍÉ ÐÁÒametric group based modeling 

approach (see also Nagin 1999, 2005) and estimate a zero-inflated Poisson form of a 

group-based trajectory model in which the natural logarithm of the number of 

ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎÓ ʇ ÆÏÒ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÓ Ê ÁÔ ÁÇÅ Ôȟ ÌÎɉʇjt), is specified to follow a cubic function of age 

(age, age2 and age3). This analysis results in the identification of a number of different 

groups of individuals who display similar behavioral trajectories. Conceptually, this 

approach identifies groups of individuals who display similar behavioral trajectories 

(Nagin 2005). This analytic strategy is an advancement over previous analyses in that 

rather than examining average trajectories, group based trajectory analysis allows for a 

within group examination of life course offending trajectories ɀ increasing our ability to 

isolate a life-course-persistent pathway. 

 Analyses of the CCLS-data employing these semi parametric group based models 

show that four groups can be distinguished. We added a fifth group consisting of 

control-fathers. We will not discuss the model and the resulting groups in detail, because 

these have been discussed in depth in an article by Blokland, Nagin and Nieuwbeerta 

(2005).3 Note that these analyses are done with all the convicted men in the CCLS group. 

Among them are many who did not have children (see Table 3.2 as well). 

We suffice by giving a brief description of the characteristics of the five trajectory 

groups. The first group consists of the Control-Fathers (CF), these fathers did not commit 

offences. The second group (71%) is called the Sporadic Offenders (SO). These men have 

committed one or only very few delinquent acts. A third group of men (22%) consists of 

individuals who commit relatively few delinquent acts and who are especially active in 

adolescence. This group is called the Low-rate Desisters (LR-D). The fourth group of men 

(6%) we distinguish is called the Moderate-rate Desisters (MR-D). These persons commit 

relatively many delinquent acts, but tend to stop when they reach adulthood. The curves 

of the LR-D and the MR-D thus show a rise and decline in the number of convictions, 

resembling the familiar aggregated age-crime curve. Finally, we distinguish a fifth and 

last group of men (2% of the sample). These men have very many convictions and keep 

on committing offences long after they have reached adulthood. We call them the High-

Rate Persisters (HR-P). In figure 3.1 we show the results of the group based trajectory 

analysis, the criminal careers of the four trajectory-groups are shown (CF are not shown). 

 

                                                           
3 Note that these analyses included also 344 women, so the total N. of cases was 4615 persons 
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Figure 3.1: Trajectories of the convicted men  

 

 

#ÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÉÅÓ 

We will now focus on the characteristics of the criminal careers of the children. To 

analyze the convictions over the life course of the children, we created a person-period 

file. In this file, every line represents one year of each child from their 12th birthday until 

their 40th. The person period file for the entire sample consists of 140,114 years, of 7,987 

children within 3500 fathers (3,015 fathers in the CCLS group and 485 Control Fathers). 

Not all the children have reached the age of 40 in 2005. As some children are only 15 in 

2005 while others are already 40, for some children there are only a few lines in the 

person-period file, while for others there are lines for every year from their 12th until 

their 40th birthday (see Table 3.1). 

 

Table 3.1: Number of observed children on different ages 

Age All children Sons Daughters 

12 7987 4042 3945 
20 6242 3151 3091 
25 4951 2493 2458 
30 3932 1989 1943 
35 2912 1486 1426 
40 2034 1052 982 
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Table 3.1 displays the children by age crime counts from ages 12 (the youngest age at 

which persons in the Netherlands get convictions under Penal Law) to 40 (the end of our 

observation period).  

Figure 3.2 shows the actual mean probability of having a conviction for all crimes 

for boys and girls. There is a peaking in adolescence followed by a decline through middle 

adulthood, with eventually disappearance in the fifties. For the sons and daughters the 

shape of the mean trajectories is similar, with a peak in late adolescence and early 

adulthood. The number of convictions for sons is substantially higher than for daughters. 

Also, the trajectory of daughters seems to be a bit flatter than the trajectory for sons has 

a much sharper peak. It is to be noted that the graphs represent average children. There 

is substantial variation between children in age crime trajectories.  

 

Figure 3.2: Mean number of convictions children (sons and daughters) over their life course (N=7,987) 

 
 

  

0

0,05

0,1

0,15

0,2

0,25

12 17 22 27 32 37

M
e

a
n

 n
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

c
o

n
vi

c
tio

n
s

age

Sons Daughters Sons & Daughters



Conviction trajectories of fathers, sons and daughters 

 

53 

Table 3.2: Characteristics of CCLS men, control  persons and their childrena 

aVia F-tests (with means) and Chi2-tests (with percentages and counts)is tested whether differences were 
significant.  
b the number of partners is calculated over the control and convicted persons that married at least once (N = 
3126).  
c i.e. children older than 12 in 2003. 

 

Description fathers and children 

Table 3.2 presents descriptive statistics of the fathers and their children. Fathers are on 

average 54 years old in 2003 and had 11,4 convictions over their life course. As a father 

commits more criminal acts chances are higher he has never been married and never has 

had any children. But, as persistent delinquents get married, they get married more often 

(1.39 partners in the HR-P-group and 1.13 in the Control-group). Fathers with a more 

extensive criminal career (MR-D and HR-P) who do have children, have them at a younger 

age than fathers who obey the law and also more often have children born out of 

wedlock.  

The children of the CCLS fathers and the control fathers have a mean age of 29 

years old in 2005, with quite some variation. The youngest children are (through 

selection) 12, while the oldest are 67 years old (note that we follow people up until their 

40th birthday).  

 

  

 Control 
fathers 

Sporadic 
Offenders 
 

Low 
Rate-
Desisters 

Medium 
Rate-
Desisters 

High 
Rate-
Persisters 

Total 

Fathers       
Number of men 690 2235 1324 521 191 4271 
Mean # of convictions 0.0 1.4 9.7 32.9 127.6 11.4 
Mean age in 2003 53.6 55.7 53.3 53.1 50.7 53.9 
% Ever married up to 50 84.3 81.9 81.4 71.5 62.6 73.6 
 Mean # of partnersb 1.13 1.17 1.24 1.35 1.39 1.29 
       
Number of men with childrenc 485 1738 914 279 84 3500 
% of fathers with children 78.0 75.4 70.5 69.3 59.1 67.9 
Mean age when 1e child 30.2 28.2 28.1 27.6 25.4 27.4 
Mean # of Children per father 2.37 2.33 2.50 2.23 2.40 2.37 
% children out of wedlock 6.9 10.9 12.0 29.1 35.8 22.4 
       
Children       
Number of children 1066 4058 2089 629 145 7987 
Number of sons 562 2074 1012 323 71 4088 
Number of daughters 504 1984 1077 306 74 3997 
Mean age of the children in 
2005 

28.6 32.3 29.2 29.4 27.8 29.0 
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3.5 Results 

The analyses of this chapter are aimed to determine the degree of intergenerational 

transmission of convictions. We will first examine whether criminal careers of children 

are prospectively related to the conviction trajectory group of their fathers. We 

differentiate between the five distinct trajectories of the fathers and analyze the criminal 

life course patterns of the children. Subsequently, we will use group based trajectory 

analysis in order to retrospectively identify distinct developmental offending trajectories 

of the children. This will allow us to examine whether the offending trajectories of the 

children resemble those of the fathers. In this way we will be able to examine whether 

the most persistent criminal children have the most persistent criminal fathers (or not). 

So, by examining the intergenerational transmission of convictions both prospectively 

and retrospectively we aim to give the most complete description of the 

intergenerational transmission of convictions as possible. 

 

Prospectively defined groups 

We start our prospective analysis with conducting an analysis in which the number of 

convictions of the child is related to the trajectory group membership of the father (table 

3.3).  

   

Table 3.3: Relation between trajectory group of the fathers and the numbers of convictions of children 

 Control 
fathers 

Sporadic 
Offenders 

Low Rate-
Desisters 

Medium Rate-
Desisters 

High Rate-
Persisters 

Children      
0 convictions 88.8 76.0 67.4 59.1 61.4 
1 convictions 6.5 8.7 10.3 8.9 11.7 
2-5 convictions 3.8 9.7 11.8 15.7 13.1 
More than 5  0.8 5.5 10.5 16.2 13.8 
N of children 1066 4058 2089 629 145 
      
Sons      
0 convictions 82.7 64.2 52.1 47.4 47.9 
1 convictions 9.6 10.9 12.3 6.8 8.5 
2-5 convictions 6.2 15.1 17.3 18.6 18.3 
More than 5  1.4 9.8 18.4 27.2 25.4 
N of sons 562 2074 1012 323 71 
      
Daughters      
0 convictions 95.6 88.5 81.8 71.6 74.3 
1 convictions 3.0 6.4 8.5 11.1 14.9 
2-5 convictions 1.2 4.1 6.6 12.7 8.1 
More than 5  0.2 1.1 3.1 4.6 2.7 
N of daughters 504 1984 1077 306 74 
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Children of non-convicted fathers (Control Fathers) appear to have the least 

convictions (only in about 10 % of the cases). Children of fathers belonging to the 

Sporadic Offenders (SO) however appear to have convictions more often (ranging from 

14 % to 30%). Especially children from fathers with persistent conviction trajectory (HR-P) 

have a very high chance to commit a have many convictions themselves.4 Daughters have 

fewer convictions than sons, but the results of Table 3.3 indicate that the influence of 

their ÆÁÔÈÅÒÓȭ criminal behavior on the number of convictions seems to be alike for 

daughters and sons.  

Our study continues by further analyzing the predictability of long term patterns 

of convictions of children over the life course. Specifically, we examine whether 

trajectories of convictions of children can be prospectively differentiated by trajectories 

of their fathers. This allows us to investigate the second research question of this chapter 

in which we study to what extent the criminal careers of children differ between those 

with non-criminal fathers and those with fathers belonging to a group of persistent 

recidivists. 

4Ï ÅØÁÍÉÎÅ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÏÆÆÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÃÁÎ ÂÅ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔÉÁÔÅÄ ÂÙ 

ÆÁÔÈÅÒÓȭ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎ ÐÁÔÔÅÒÎÓ ×Å ÒÁÎ Á ÓÅÒÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÐÒÅÄÉÃÔÅÄ ÐÒÏÂÁÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓȢ 7Å ÅÓÔÉÍÁÔÅÄ 

multilevel Poisson regression models with three age terms (age, age-squared, and age-

cubic) and present the findings for total number of criminal convictions at each age from 

12 to the age 40. The results of the multilevel models are presented in figure 3.3. The 

predicted probabilities for total criminal convictions of the children (sons and daughters) 

by the trajectory groups of their fathers are shown.  

As the number of children from the HR-P-fathers is very small (see Table 3.4) and 

gets even smaller as children get older, we decided not to plot these patterns. The 

trajectories of the children of the four remaining groups are all shaped as typical age-

crime curves. There do, however, exist differences in the heights of the curves and more 

subtle differences in the shapes of the trajectories. Also, there exist numerous 

differences between the trajectories of sons and daughters. Note that chances for 

daughters to have convictions are much smaller than chances for sons. Children (both 

sons and daughters) of Control Fathers have the lowest likelihood of convictions in every 

phase of their lives. Sons of Control Fathers seem to have their sporadic convictions early 

in life, while daughters of control-fathers tend to have more convictions later in the life 

courses. Children of Sporadic Offenders (SO) have more convictions than children of 

Control Fathers, but their chances are still relatively low compared to the children from 

LR-D and MR-D fathers. 

                                                           
4 These conclusions are confirmed by the results of a Poisson regression analysis in which we control for (among 
others) the effects of the sex and the age of the children as well as the clustering of children within fathers (see 
appendix 1; Table 3.3b). 
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Figure 3.3: Predicted number of convictions of children (sons and daughters) by ÆÁÔÈÅÒÓȭ trajectory 

 

Especially for daughters, curves of children of SO resemble those of children of Control 

Fathers. Children from fathers belonging to the LR-D and MR-D groups, have more 

convictions in every phase of their lives. For sons, the peak in the criminal careers from 

children of LR-D and MR-D is much earlier than the peak of the children of Control 

Fathers and Sporadic Offenders. These sons thus not only have more convictions, but on 

average start at a relatively young age. Daughters from LR-D seem to peak late in life, 

while daughters from MR-D are more likely to peak early in life and remain relatively 

stable in their convictions at a moderately high level after the age of 30. 
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Retrospectively defined groups 

Having determined the level of intergenerational transmission of criminal convictions 

prospectively, we will also determine this retrospectively. To do so, we will employ a 

ÇÒÏÕÐ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÙ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÉÎ ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÄÅÆÉÎÅ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÏÆÆÅÎÄÉÎÇ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÉÅÓȢ 4ÈÅ 

ÐÒÏÃÅÄÕÒÅ ÉÓ ÓÉÍÉÌÁÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÏÎÅ ÕÓÅÄ ÅÁÒÌÉÅÒ ÁÎÁÌÙÚÉÎÇ ÆÁÔÈÅÒÓȭ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÔÒÁÊÅÃÔÏÒÉÅÓȢ 7Å 

decide to conduct a retrospective analysis in order to shed more light on those children 

who are very persistent in their criminal behavior. Group based trajectory analysis allows 

for a within group examination of life course convictions trajectories ɀ increasing our 

ability to isolate a life-course-persistent pathway.  

3Ïȟ ÁÇÁÉÎ ×Å ÕÓÅ .ÁÇÉÎ ÁÎÄ ,ÁÎÄȭÓ ɉΣΫΫΥɊ ÓÅÍÉ ÐÁÒÁÍÅÔÒÉÃ ÇÒÏÕÐ ÂÁÓÅÄ ÍÏÄÅÌÉÎÇ 

approach and estimate a zero-inflated Poisson form of a group-based trajectory model in 

which the natural logarithm of ÔÈÅ ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎÓ ʇ ÆÏÒ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ Ê ÁÔ ÁÇÅ Ôȟ ÌÎɉʇjt), 

is specified to follow a cubic function of age (age, age2 and age3). This analysis results in 

the identification of a number of different groups of children who display similar 

behavioral trajectories from 12 to 40 years of age. Our model selection analysis indicated 

that ɀ similar to analyses of the fathers - a four group model provided a good 

representation of the conviction histories when considering parsimony and 

comprehensibility.  

The mean trajectories of the four groups of children are shown in Figure 3.4. 

Group membership is determined based on the posterior probabilities. The first 

trajectory group non-delinquents (ND) is made up of nearly 80 % the sample and 

evidences a zero conviction rate throughout adolescence and adulthood. A second 

trajectory group (14 % of the sample), labeled here moderate desisters (MD) follows a 

conviction rate trajectory that rises steadily through early adulthood and begins a 

declining pattern in the mid to late thirties. The third group early desisters (ED) follows 

the typical age-crime curve, with conviction rates peaking in early adulthood and 

declining steadily thereafter, comprises 5% of the sample. Finally, a group which we label 

chronics (CR) demonstrates a high rate of convictions throughout the twenties and 

thirties (1% of the sample). This group begins a declining pattern in the late thirties. 
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Figure 3.4: Estimated trajectories of number of convictions per year of the children over the life course 
for four groups (N=7,987) 

 

 

 

Table 3.4 displays the means for selected characteristics of criminal behavior of the 

children. The table also displays the means for other important personal characteristics 

of the children. The results illustrate significant differences in the means across the four 

groups of children. Among the chronics and early desisters are a lot of boys and children 

who are born out of wedlock. Both measures of conviction patterns ɀ early onset and 

number of convictions ɀ evidence great differences. Specifically, the early desisters and 

chronics are more often characterized by early onset and chronic offending.  

 

Table 3.4: Characteristics of children by their trajectory groupa 

 Non 
Delinquents 

Moderate 
Desisters 

Early 
Desisters 

Chronics Total 

N. of children 6389 1110 412 76 7987 
% of total 80% 13.9% 5.2% 1.0% 100% 
      
% sons 43.8% 73.1% 88.3% 89.5% 50.6% 
% born out of wedlock 13.5% 20.4% 23.5% 26.3% 18.3% 
      
Mean number of 
convictions 

0,0 2.1 10.4 40.3 1.6 

Mean age of first conviction 
(for those convicted) 

- 20.5 16.4 15.1 20.5 

      
aVia F-tests (with means) and Chi2-tests (with percentages and counts)we established that differences were 
significant.  
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The final step in our analysis is a comparison between the trajectory group memberships 

of the children with that of their fathers. This will complete the answer to our second 

research question. The results are presented in Table 3.5.  

There is a clear relationship between the conviction patters of the fathers and 

their children. Children of fathers in the control group predominantly belong to non 

delinquent trajectory group (93.1 %), whereas children of fathers in the High-rate 

Persistent (HR-P) only in 69.0 % belong to this non-criminal group. These children have a 

relatively high chance of being classified into the Chronic offenders (4.1 %). Girls much 

more often belong to the non delinquent trajectory group, but as a father belongs to a 

more persistent trajectory group, girls have ɀas have boys- a much higher chance to 

belong to one of the other trajectory groups.  

 

Table 3.5: Relation trajectory group membership of fathers and that of their children 

  Control 
Fathers 

Sporadic 
Offenders 

Low Rate-
Desisters 

Medium 
Rate-

Desisters 

High Rate-
Persisters 

Total 

Children        
Non Delinquents 93.1 82.8 73.4 64.4 69.0 6389 
Moderate Desisters 5.6 13.2 17.6 19.1 18.6 1110 
Early Desisters 1.2 3.6 7.5 13.4 8.3 412 
Chronics .1 .4 1.5 3.4 4.1 76 
 N of children 1066 4058 2098 629 145 7987 
       
Sons       
Non Delinquents 89.3 72.1 59.2 51.1 52.1 2799 
Moderate Desisters 8.7 20.7 24.3 21.4 23.9 811 
Early Desisters 2.0 6.3 13.7 22.0 16.9 364 
Chronics .0 .8 2.8 5.6 7.0 68 
 N of sons 562 2074 1012 323 71 4042 
       
Daughters       
Non Delinquents 97.2 93.4 86.7 78.4 85.1 3590 
Moderate Desisters 2.2 5.3 11.3 16.7 13.5 299 
Early Desisters .4 .8 1.7 4.2 0 48 
Chronics .2 .1 .3 .7 1.4 8 
 N of daughters 504 1984 1077 306 74 3945 

 

 

3.6 Conclusions 

In this chapter we made a first step to investigate the extent of the intergenerational 

transmission of convictions. We analyzed the relationship between the convictions of 

fathers and the development of convictions of their offspring over the entire life span. In 

order to place this research in a theoretical context and to understand the mechanisms 
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behind the intergenerational transmission of crime ɀ although without claiming 

conclusive tests - we proposed a theoretical framework with two distinct patterns of 

intergenerational transmission of offending. First, we distinguished a static perspective. 

According to this view, criminal behavior is transmitted from parents on their children 

very early in life and is stable ever after. Second, we described a dynamic view, in which 

life course changes and circumstances are of vital importance to the transmission of 

criminal behavior. In this chapter, we could not yet provide a conclusive test for the 

theories presented. In the following chapters of this thesis, static and dynamic theories 

will be tested against each other.  

We performed trajectory modeling and multilevel models to establish differences 

between the criminal careers of children from different group of fathers. Also we 

investigated on differences within the groups of children in the development of their 

individual criminal careers. Our results show that the number of convictions of fathers 

relates substantially to the number of convictions of their children, as was already 

revealed by Farrington and others in the CSDD. The relation remains substantial, even 

after controlling for age and sex. The chance of a conviction is especially high among the 

children of fathers belonging to the Moderate-rate Desisters and the High Rate 

Persisters. Trajectories of children from Control Fathers and Sporadic Offenders are 

characterized by low offending chances throughout their life courses. Children from 

persistent criminals however, tend to commit more criminal acts in every phase of their 

life and start their criminal career in a much earlier stage in their lives. Our results further 

show that within our group of 7,987 children, four groups of children can be 

distinguished each with specific conviction trajectories. The first group consists of the 

fast majority of children (about 80 %) who do not have any convictions. The other groups 

are called moderate desisters, early desisters and chronic offenders and contain 

respectively, 14, 5 and 1 % of the children. These groups do commit criminal acts, ranging 

from 1 or 2 convictions among the moderate desisters and a high number of convictions 

(> 15) among the chronic offenders. A final analysis combined the trajectory analyses of 

fathers and children and shows that having a father belonging to a more persistent 

trajectory group results in a higher chance of belonging to such a trajectory group as 

well. 

Although the results of this chapter could not provide a conclusive test for the 

predictions of the static and the dynamic theories, the results of the trajectory analyses 

do however largely agree with the notions of the static theories. The results of the 

analyses clearly show that although the heights of the trajectories differ, the shapes of 

the trajectories appear rather similar. Also according to static theories, everybody 

follows the exact same age-crime curve, while the heights of the curves differ according 
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to criminal propensity. The analyses in our following chapters will provide for more 

conclusive tests of the static versus the dynamic theories. 

Comparing our results with results from the previous studies in general and 

studies from the CSDD in particular leads to much similarity. In line with the results of 

previous studies, we also find large correlations between the criminal acts of fathers and 

those of their children. Our relation is somewhat weaker then correlations reported by 

for instance Rowe and Farrington (1997). This could be explained by the differences in 

research design. We focus on fathers and their children (prospectively), while Rowe and 

Farrington report about criminal children and their fathers (retrospectively). As our 

research design is prospective and does not select upon the dependent variable (criminal 

behavior of children) we believe our results to be more accurate. The results of this 

chapter already greatly improve previous research, giving insights in the development of 

criminal careers of children from fathers with different criminal life courses. In the 

following chapters of this thesis, we will improve upon the previous research even more. 

We will focus on more aspects of the intergenerational transmission of convictions. This 

will allow for the testing of criminological theories and for investigating of new research 

topics. 
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4.1 Introduction  

Numerous studies ÓÈÏ× Á ÓÕÂÓÔÁÎÔÉÁÌ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓȭ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ 

criminal behavior of their children (e.g., Rowe and Farrington, 1997; Thornberry, et al., 

2003). Most of these studies are limited in the sense that they only focus on correlations 

between numbers of convictions of fathers and children, and as such, they do not deal 

×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÁÌ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÄÅÖÅÌÏÐÓ ÏÖÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÏÆ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÌÉÖÅÓȢ  

In the previous chapter of this thesis, we already showed the influence of 

paternal criminal convictions on the development of criminal careers of children. Results 

of chapter 3 show that children whose fathers had an extensive criminal record had 

different criminal life courses from children with noncriminal fathers. Nevertheless, both 

groups of children show the typical age-crime curve. That is, they have a relatively low 

number of convictions in childhood, a rapid rise during adolescence, a peak in the mid-

twenties and finally a slow decline thereafter. The differences between the groups of 

children are thus foremost differences in the height of the age-crime curves and not so 

much in the shapes of these curves.  

 In the current chapter, we will take the investigation of the intergenerational 

transmission of convictions a step further. We do so by posing the following research 

question: To what extent is the intergenerational transmission of convictions dependent 

upon the timing of criminal acts of fathers? "Ù ȬÔÉÍÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÁÃÔÓȭȟ ×Å ÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÅ ÁÇÅ 

of children when their father committed criminal acts. This line of inquiry enables us to 

ÁÎÓ×ÅÒ ÑÕÅÓÔÉÏÎÓ ÌÉËÅȡ Ȭ$ÏÅÓ Á ÃÈÉÌÄ ÏÎÌÙ ÈÁÖÅ Á ÇÒÅÁÔÅÒ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ Á ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÆ 

the father commits a crime before the child was born or is this chance also increased if 

the father commits a crime when ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄ ÉÓ ÁÎ ÁÄÏÌÅÓÃÅÎÔ ÏÒ ÅÖÅÎ ÁÎ ÁÄÕÌÔȩȭ 

In this chapter, we will also make a first start with the testing of developmental 

criminological theories. We will again differentiate between the two paradigms: the 

static theories and the dynamic theories (Nagin and Paternoster, 1991; 2000). The second 

research question of this chapter therefore reads: To what extent do static and dynamic 

theories explain the intergenerational transmission of convictions? We derive (partly) 

conflicting hypotheses from each paradigm about the influence of the timing of criminal 

convictions of fathers on the development of criminal convictions of their children. We 

will also be able to test the extent to which static and dynamic theories succeed in 

explaining the intergenerational transmission of convictions.  

 

4.2 Previous research 

Most previous studies investigating the intergenerational transmission of criminal 

behavior focus on correlations between numbers of convictions of fathers and sons (e.g., 
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Kaplan and Tolle, 2006; Farrington, et al., 2001; Thornberry et al., 2003). Relatively little is 

known about the mechanisms that cause the intergenerational transmission (but see: 

Bijleveld and Farrington, 2009). Also, only few studies pay attention to the development 

of criminal careers and even fewer to the exact point in time when fathers were (still) 

criminally active. 

 Nevertheless, several panel studies did reveal important insights into the 

association between parental criminal behavior and that of their offspring. Results from 

the Chicago Youth Development Study (Gorman-Smith, Tolan, Loeber and Henry, 1998) 

show that persistent delinquents are more likely to originate from families that display 

deviant conduct. In the Pittsburgh Youth Study, Farrington et al. (2001) note a similar 

pattern. The Rochester Youth Development Study (RYDS) executed by Thornberry 

(2005) investigates the influence of antisocial behavior of parents on the aggressive 

behavior of their young children. For fathers a direct effect of delinquency on the 

behavÉÏÒ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÙÏÕÎÇ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ÅØÉÓÔÓȢ !ÌÓÏȟ Á ÄÉÒÅÃÔ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓȭ ÄÅÌÉÎÑÕÅÎÃÙ ÏÎ 

the behavior of their children is revealed; for mothers, however, this relation is mediated 

through the parenting strategy she uses (Thornberry et al., 2003). In a more recent study, 

Thornberry et al. (2009) again show that parental antisocial behavior is related to that of 

their children as long as the parents have frequent contact with their children.  

One study is responsible for most of the findings on intergenerational 

transmission of criminal behavior: the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development 

(CSDD). Results of the CSDD show that the timing of convictions of parents barely 

influences the intergenerational transmission of criminal behavior. Parents who 

committed their final criminal act before the birth of their children, had about the same 

influence on the chance of their children committing crime as parents with a conviction 

ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÂÉÒÔÈ ɉ3ÍÉÔÈ ÁÎÄ &ÁÒÒÉÎÇÔÏÎȟ ΤΡΡΦȠ &ÁÒÒÉÎÇÔÏÎȟ ,ÁÍÂÅÒÔ ÁÎÄ 7ÅÓÔȟ ΣΫΫΪɊȢ  

Summarizing, the results of the panel studies on the intergenerational 

transmission of convictions indicate a moderately strong association between the 

criminal behavior of parents and the behavior of their children. However, the influence of 

the exact timing of criminal behavior of fathers on the development of criminal careers 

of children remains largely untested. Moreover, the designs of these earlier studies also 

show several limitations. First, these studies use relatively small datasets, which 

precludes the use of more advanced statistical testing. Second, most studies employ very 

limited follow-ÕÐ ÐÅÒÉÏÄÓ ÁÎÄ ÎÅÇÌÅÃÔ ÁÎÁÌÙÓÉÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓȭ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ 

on the behavior of adult offspring. Finally and most importantly, previous research lacks 

the testing of the predictions of criminological theories. In this chapter, we will 

investigate the exact timing of the criminal behavior of fathers and improve upon all of 

these drawbacks. 
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4.3 Theories 

This study on the effects of timing of parental criminal behavior tests explanations from 

two traditions within the life course and developmental criminology. Our first set of 

hypotheses about the influence of timing of the convictions of fathers is derived from 

static theories. Secondly, a set of parallel hypotheses about the influence of timing is 

then derived from dynamic theories. We stress that while we test the explicit hypotheses 

in this study, the underlying assumptions and mechanisms remain, due to data 

limitations, largely implicit. 

 

Static theories 

Strict versions of static theories assert that population heterogeneity is the only 

ÅØÐÌÁÎÁÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓ ÉÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÌÉËÅÌÉÈÏÏÄ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÔÉÎÇ ÃÒÉÍÅȢ 4ÈÅÓÅ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ 

assume that this likelihood (or propensity) to commit crime is not causally influenced by 

the level of delinquency of the father. The empirical relationship between criminal 

behavior of fathers and children is regarded as spurious. 

Several static theories exist. They have in common their stress of the impact of 

personal characteristics, but they differ in the type of characteristics that they focus on, 

e.g., biological or psychological factors. Wilson and Herrnstein (1985), for example, 

propose that criminal behavior is caused by biological personality traits and 

constitutional factors. They explicitly mention criminal behavior of parents as a risk factor 

for the development of crime-favorable personality traits and constitutions.5 Another 

example of a static theory, and probably the most tested in criminology, is Gottfredson 

ÁÎÄ (ÉÒÓÃÈÉȭÓ ɉΣΫΫΡɊ self control theory, which holds that criminal behavior is entirely 

caused by a lack of self control. Their theory assumes that people who have little self 

control display more (often) risk-taking behavior, are short-sighted, and aim at 

immediate gratification. 

'ÏÔÔÆÒÅÄÓÏÎ ÁÎÄ (ÉÒÓÃÈÉȭÓ self control theory assumes that inadequate parenting 

in early childhood is deemed responsible for a lack of self control and consequently for all 

sorts of unadjusted behavior, including crime. Children whose parents do not 

consistently monitor, correct and punish their behavior are more likely to have low levels 

of self control. According to Gottfredson and Hirschi, no parents encourage their children 

to commit crimes, irrespective of their own criminal history. However, as criminal parents 

themselves have little self control, their own behavior will be oriented towards 

                                                           
5 Population heterogeneity could also come about because of biological (genetic) factors. However, that does not 
necessarily mean that biological explanations are entirely static. The influence of a genetic predisposition could 
change over the life course.  
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immediate gain, and they are unlikely to pass on the skills of self-discipline and delayed 

gratification to their children. They will furthermore be less likely to recognize criminal 

behavior in their children and will correct and punish less consistently, resulting in 

children with little self control. Parents with little self control (and many convictions) 

thus will have children with little self control (and many convictions) due to their 

inadequate parenting. The window of development of self control is considered to be 

ÒÁÔÈÅÒ ÓÈÏÒÔȢ 'ÏÔÔÆÒÅÄÓÏÎ ÁÎÄ (ÉÒÓÃÈÉ ɉΣΫΫΡȠ ΣΡΫɊ ÓÔÁÔÅ ÔÈÁÔ ȬÔÈÅ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ self control 

distinguishes offenders from non-offenders and the degree of its presence can be 

established before crÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÁÃÔÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÂÅÅÎ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÔÅÄȭȢ !Î ÅØÐÌÉÃÉÔ ÁÇÅ ÉÓ ÎÏÔ ÍÅÎÔÉÏÎÅÄ 

in their work, although preadolescence, in the early years of life and early adolescence 

are mentioned. In this thesis, we assume that the level of self control remains stable 

from the age of 12. 6 

Summarizing, from static theories it can be derived that as a father commits more 

delinquent acts, the chance rises that his children will commit more delinquent acts as 

well. According to Gottfredson and Hirschi, self control remains stable after childhood, 

and persons with little self control have a higher chance of committing crime under all 

conditions, in every phase of their lives. According to the view of Wilson and Herrnstein 

(1985) the personality traits inherited and formed early in life will be transmitted from 

(criminal) parents to their children. So, according to these static theories, there will be 

heterogeneity between persons, but there can be no changes within persons. This leads 

to the following hypothesis: H1: As fathers commit more criminal acts over the course of 

their lives, their children will have a greater chance of committing crime, regardless the 

ÔÉÍÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÅÓ ɉÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÅ ÈÙÐÏÔÈÅÓÉÓɊȢ 

3ÉÎÃÅ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÌÁÔÉÏÎÓÈÉÐ ÂÅÔ×ÅÅÎ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÃÁÒÅÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ Ãhildren 

is assumed to be spurious, static theories also assume that the point in time when a 

father commits his crimes in no way influences the chance his child also commits crime. 

The number of criminal acts a father commits is due entirely to his personal 

characteristics that are transmitted to his children and that will subsequently lead to 

higher number of offences of his children. Whether a father commits his crimes before 

his children were born or when they were committed during their adolescence or even 

when they reach adulthood, it should make no difference. This suggests the following 

hypothesis: H2: 4ÈÅ ÔÉÍÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÅÓ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÆÆÅÃÔ ÔÈÅ ×ÁÙ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ 

careers develop (static hypothesis). 

 

                                                           
6 Nagin and Paternoster (2000) point to the fact that Gottfredson and Hirschi do not refute the possibility of 
socialization after early childhood altogether. They do however believe that self control is a time-stable trait and 
that the rate at which socialization takes place after early childhood will be about the same for everyone. 
Although we are aware of this controversy, we will assume self control to be a time-stable characteristic.  
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Dynamic (learning)-theories 

In direct cÏÎÔÒÁÓÔ ÔÏ ÓÔÁÔÉÃ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓȟ ÄÙÎÁÍÉÃ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÁÓÓÕÍÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌÓȭ ÐÒÏÐÅÎÓÉÔÙ 

to commit crimes can change during the life course. In dynamic theories, state 

dependence is very important, although it is important to stress that this does not mean 

that there is no room for population heterogeneity. Above and beyond persistent 

ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÃÅÓȟ ÌÉÆÅ ÅÖÅÎÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÁÓÓÕÍÅÄ ÔÏ ÈÁÖÅ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓ ÏÎ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÌÉÖÅÓȢ 0ÒÅÖÉÏÕÓ 

research shows that both population heterogeneity and life changes are important 

(Nagin and 0ÁÔÅÒÎÏÓÔÅÒȟ ΤΡΡΡɊȢ )Î ÍÏÓÔ ÓÔÕÄÉÅÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ȬÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅȭ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÂÏÎÄÓ 

with parents, institutions and spouses are investigated (Piquero, Farrington and 

"ÌÕÍÓÔÅÉÎȟ ΤΡΡΥɊȢ )Î ÔÈÉÓ ÃÈÁÐÔÅÒȟ ÈÏ×ÅÖÅÒȟ ×Å ×ÉÌÌ ÁÎÁÌÙÚÅ ×ÈÅÔÈÅÒ ȬÎÅÇÁÔÉÖÅȭ ɉÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌɊ 

behaviÏÒ ÏÆ ÆÁÔÈÅÒÓ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅÓ ÏÎÅȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÃÁÒÅÅÒȟ ÅÖÅÎ ÉÆ ÆÁÔÈÅÒÓ ÃÏÍÍÉÔ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÃÒÉÍÅÓ 

after early childhood. In this study we apply two dynamic theories: differential 

association theory (Sutherland, Cressey and Luckenbill, 1992) and the age-graded theory 

of informal social control (Sampson and Laub, 1990). Due to data limitations we will not 

be able to test the specific mechanisms of either theory. We present these mechanisms 

mainly for illustrative purposes; other mechanisms could well account for the same 

hypothesis. However, we will be able to test whether dynamic factors are able to explain 

the influence of paternal criminal behavior on the development of criminal careers of 

children. 

Differential association theory assumes that criminal behavior is taught in the 

same manner as normal (accepted) behavior. Learning criminal behavior would for a 

large part take place in intimate personal groups, such as the family. Not only the 

techniques individuals must master to commit crime can be taught, but also motives, 

values and attitudes towards crime can be learned. Association with delinquents then 

leads to a higher chance of learning and committing crime (e.g., Sutherland et al., 1992; 

Akers and Jensen, 2003). Association with criminal parents, who are role models for their 

ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȟ ÉÓ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÔÉÁÌ ÉÎ ÄÅÔÅÒÍÉÎÉÎÇ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒȢ  

In this chapter we test whether the criminal acts of fathers could induce learning 

effects in their children. Although we are not able to test the learning process itself, we 

can derive predictions about the outcomes of possible learning mechanisms. We 

illustrate our outcome-hypotheses with examples of how learning or imitation could take 

place. Children, when confronted with the criminal behavior of their father (e.g., because 

they witness the actual behavior or the father tells them about it), could store this 

information in their memory. In this way children acquire the techniques, knowledge and 

values needed to commit crime. Moreover, these children might come to view criminal 

behavior as normal and even desirable. From this follows that children would have a 

greater chance of committing crime after their father has committed a criminal act. This 
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so-ÃÁÌÌÅÄ ȬÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔȭ ÓÕÇÇÅÓÔÓ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÈÙÐÏÔÈÅÓÉÓȡ (Υȡ After a father commits a 

delinquent act, his children will then have a greater chance of committing crime as well 

(learning hypothesis). 

If a father commits several subsequent crimes, the learning effect can of course 

occur repeatedly. With every additional crime, the children could again be confronted 

with criminal behavior. Subsequent confrontations like the first could be direct, for 

instance when the children are also present at the crime scene, or indirect, if their father 

tells them about his criminal acts. Again, we would like to emphasize that these learning-

mechanisms remain speculative. Subsequent confrontations could remind the child of 

the previous delinquent acts. The (implicit) norms are reinforced. The knowledge and 

techniques learned from the ÐÒÅÖÉÏÕÓ ÄÅÌÉÎÑÕÅÎÔ ÁÃÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÒÅÐÅÁÔÅÄȢ !ÌÓÏȟ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÄÅÖÉÁÎÔ 

behavior could come to appear a bit more normal to the child. We expect that with every 

additional delinquent act of the father the learning effect increases. Sampson and Laub 

ɉΣΫΫΡɊ ÓÐÅÁË ÏÆ ȬÃÕÍÕÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÄÉÓÁÄÖÁÎÔÁÇÅÓȭ ÉÎ ÔÈÉÓ ÃÏÎÔÅØÔȢ 2ÅÐÅÁÔÅÄ ÅØÐÏÓÕÒÅ ÔÏ 

ÄÅÖÉÁÎÔ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ ÃÏÕÌÄ ÆÅÅÄ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÉÄÅÁ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ ÉÓ ÎÏÒÍÁÌȢ 7Å ÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ 

ÔÈÉÓ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ȬÃÕÍÕÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔȭ ÁÎÄ ÆÏÒÍÕÌÁÔÅ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÈÙÐÏÔÈÅÓÉÓȡ (Φȡ 

With every additional delinquent act of the father, his children will have an increasingly 

larger chance of committing delinquent acts thereafter (cumulative learning hypothesis). 

We assume that the learning effect diminishes over time, because when time 

passes without any new crimes committed by the father, the memory could become less 

vivid. Knowledge about how best to commit crime might fade. Norms and values 

ÁÃÃÏÍÐÁÎÙÉÎÇ Á ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÌÉÆÅÓÔÙÌÅ ÁÒÅ ÎÏ ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ÒÅÉÎÆÏÒÃÅÄȢ 'ÒÁÄÕÁÌÌÙȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ 

of committing crime is expected to diminish. Insights from psychology and biology show 

that experiences from the past subside if they are no longer reinforced (Wixted and 

Ebbesen, 1991; Ebbinghaus, 1913). We explicitly test whether such diminishment occurs. A 

plausible meÃÈÁÎÉÓÍ ÆÏÒ ÄÉÍÉÎÉÓÈÍÅÎÔ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÂÅ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÍÅÍÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ 

ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ ÂÅÃÏÍÅÓ ÌÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÌÅÓÓ ÖÉÖÉÄ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÉÍÅ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÌÁÓÔ ÃÒÉÍÅ ÐÁÓÓÅÓȢ 

!Ó ÔÈÅ ÐÅÒÉÏÄ ÏÆ ÔÉÍÅ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÌÁÓÔ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÁÃÔ ÌÅÎÇÔÈÅÎÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ 

the child committing a delinquent act (as predicted in H3) will gradually be reduced. We 

ÃÁÌÌ ÔÈÉÓ ÔÈÅ ȬÄÅÃÁÙ ÅÆÆÅÃÔȭ ÁÎÄ ÁÓÓÏÃÉÁÔÅ ÉÔ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ ÈÙÐÏÔÈÅÓÉÓȡ (Χȡ The more 

time that passes after a father has committed a crime, the more the initially increased 

chance of a child committing a crime (as predicted by the learning effect) diminishes (decay 

hypothesis). 

Psychological learning theories (e.g., Wixted and Ebbesen, 1991) show that 

memory fades less rapidly after repeated confrontation. Forgetting a confrontation with 

ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ ÔÈÅÎ ×ÏÕÌÄ ÔÁËÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÉÍÅ ÉÆ Á ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÓ ÍÏÒÅ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ 

ÁÃÔÓȢ #ÒÉÍÉÎÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ÒÅÆÅÒ ÔÏ ÔÈÉÓ ÁÓ Á ȬÒÅÉÎÆÏÒÃÅÍÅÎÔ ÅÆÆÅÃÔȭ ɉÅȢÇȢȟ !ËÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ 

Jensen, 2003), suggesting our next hypothesis: H6: With every additional delinquent act 
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of the father the over-ÔÉÍÅ ÄÉÍÉÎÉÓÈÍÅÎÔ ÏÆ ÈÉÓ ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÍÍÉÔÔÉÎÇ ÃÒÉÍÅ ÉÓ ÓÌÏ×ÅÒ 

(in other words, the decay effect will elapse more slowly) (reinforcement hypothesis). 

 

Additional hypotheses 

Insights from the age-graded theory of informal social control (Sampson and Laub, 1990) 

help us to predict in which period in life fathers have greatest influences on the (criminal) 

behavior of their children. We derive additional predictions that lead to extra tests of the 

developmental criminological theories presented above. The age-graded theory of 

informal social control ÓÔÁÔÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÃÈÁÎÇÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÌÉÆÅ ÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÍÏÄÉÆÙ ÏÎÅȭÓ 

probability of committing crime. That is, different bonds and circumstances play a role in 

different  ÐÅÒÉÏÄÓ ÏÆ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÌÉÖÅÓȢ $ÕÒÉÎÇ ÃÈÉÌÄÈÏÏÄ ÁÎÄ ÁÄÏÌÅÓÃÅÎÃÅȟ ÂÏÎÄÓ ×ÉÔÈ 

ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÕÃÃÅÓÓ ÉÎ ÓÃÈÏÏÌ ÁÒÅ ÍÏÓÔ ÉÍÐÏÒÔÁÎÔȢ !ÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÁÔȟ ÂÏÎÄÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÏÎÅȭÓ Ï×Î 

family (through marriage and having children) and success in the labor market become 

more important. 

 We assume, based on the age-graded theory of informal social control, that 

ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓ ÔÁËÅÓ ÐÌÁÃÅ ÅÓÐÅÃÉÁÌÌÙ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

periods in which the bond with their parents is strongest. This translates to a high parent-

child transmission of criminal behavior and criminal techniques in the period before 

adulthood, as we assume that the learning effect is larger in this period than in the 

period after adolescence. We also expect children in adolescence to forget 

confronÔÁÔÉÏÎÓ ×ÉÔÈ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓȭ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ ÌÅÓÓ ÒÁÐÉÄÌÙ ÔÈÁÎ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÁÄÕÌÔÈÏÏÄȢ "ÏÔÈ 

expectations lead us to propose the next hypothesis: H7: During adolescence the learning 

effect is especially large, while the decay effect is especially small (adolescence hypothesis). 

! ÐÒÅÃÏÎÄÉÔÉÏÎ ÆÏÒ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ ÆÒÏÍ ÆÁÔÈÅÒÓ ÉÓ ÏÆ ÃÏÕÒÓÅ ÆÁÔÈÅÒÓȭ 

presence in the lives of their children. Many children however experience a divorce of 

their parents (Fischer, 2004). After a divorce, most children live with their mother 

(Fischer, De Graaf and Kalmijn, 2005). The father might still play a role in the lives of the 

children, but he is usually no longer present in everyday life. Children of divorced parents 

would then (on average) be confronted less with the criminal activities of their father 

than children whose parents are still married. Thornberry et al. (2009) demonstrate that 

only fathers who are frequently in contact with their children transmit antisocial 

behavior. From this follows our expectation that the learning effect is probably smaller 

ÆÏÒ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎ ×ÈÏÓÅ ÐÁÒÅÎÔÓ ÁÒÅ ÄÉÖÏÒÃÅÄȢ 7Å ÁÌÓÏ ÅØÐÅÃÔ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÍÅÍÏÒÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅÉÒ 

ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ ÔÏ ÆÁÄÅ ÍÏÒÅ ÒÁÐÉÄÌÙ ×ÈÅÎ ÔÈÅÉÒ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÉÓ ÎÏ ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ÌÉÖÉÎÇ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 

same household. This leads to our final hypothesis: H8: The learning effect is smaller after 

a parental divorce, while the decay effect is larger (divorce hypothesis).  
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Previous research clearly shows that disruptions in families can cause problematic 

behavior among children. However, giving a bad example also leads to criminality among 

offspring. In fact, the salutary effects of being raised by two married parents depend on 

the behavior that parents display (e.g., Jaffee, Moffit, Caspi and Taylor, 2003; Blazei, 

Iacono andMcGue, 2008). The question remains whether children from criminal fathers 

are less prone to become criminal themselves if their fathers are out of the picture after 

a divorce.  

 

4.4 Methodology   

In this chapter, we will again use the data of the CCLS in order to test our hypotheses. 

Table 4.1 presents some descriptive statistics of the variables that are used in this 

chapter. It shows that about half of the children are male. The total number of criminal 

convictions of fathers over their entire life course varies from 1 to 186, clearly an 

indication of a large variety of criminal fathers. The average number of children within a 

family is 2.3 and these children are on average 22.63 years old. After the 12th birthday of 

the children the fathers were 3.86 times convicted on average. This shows that most of 

the criminal acts were committed before the children reached the age of 12.  

 

Table 4.1: Descriptive statistics (CCLS children) 

 Mean Range N 

Time-constant variables    
Sex (female=1) .49 0/1 6,921 
Total number of criminal convictions father over the entire life 
course 

10.24 1-186 6,921 

Number of children within the family 2.31 1-11 6,921 
    
Time-varying variables    
Age  22.63 12-40 123,630 
Number of criminal convictions father after child is age 12 3.86 0-163 123,630 
Parental divorce .65 0/1 123,630 
Deceased father .09 0/1 123,630 
    
Dependent variable    
Criminal conviction in a certain year .05 0/1 123,630 

 

 

About 65 % of the children in our data grew up while parents were separated (either due 

to parental divorce or because these children were born out of wedlock) and about 10 

percent were confronted with the death of their father. Divorce and death rates are 

much higher in this (criminal) group than among children without criminal fathers. On 
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average, the children get convicted in 5 percent of all years. As the focus in this chapter is 

on the timing of criminal behavior of fathers, the control group will be left out of the 

analyses in this chapter (as these fathers do not commit criminal acts at all).  

We test our hypotheses by means of multilevel logistic regression analysis. 

Dependent variable will be the likelihood of a conviction in a certain year. Our dataset 

contains a record for every child for every year after the age of 12. When a child died in a 

specific year, no records for subsequent years are included. The dataset contains 123,630 

person-years for 6,921 individuals (i.e. children). For every year we recorded whether a 

child was convicted of one or more crimes. Employing the NLMIXED procedure in SAS, 

we estimate logistic regression models for the chance of one or more convictions in a 

year.7 This procedure enables us to model a nonlinear decay function. In addition, it 

allows us to account for the fact that our observations are not independent, as we study 

numerous years for the same person. We account for this nested structure of the data 

(person-years within persons) by means of multilevel analysis. As we know of no 

software that allows for estimating nonlinear decay functions, while simultaneously 

accounting for more than 2 levels of nesting, we cannot correct for the fact that siblings 

are nested within fathers. Nevertheless, we do not expect this to interfere with our 

conclusions.8 

We estimate four multilevel logistic regression models. The first model includes 

the control variables and the static effect of the total number of convictions of the father 

(testing H1 and H2). Our second model adds the learning effect and the decay effect 

(testing H3 and H5). In the third model we add the cumulative learning effect and the 

reinforcement effect (testing H4 and H6). Finally, the fourth model includes the 

interaction effects of divorce and adolescence (testing H7 and H8). Next, we describe for 

each of the four models how we test our hypothesized effects. 

 

Model 1 

In Model 1 we start with a number of control variables. First, we estimate the effect of 

age. The chance of a conviction rapidly increases during adolescence, peaks in the early 

twenties and then gradually decreases (e.g., Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990; Moffit, 1993). 

Following Blossfeld and Huinink (1991), we therefore model the age effect with two log 

                                                           
7 We choose a logistic model instead of a Poisson or negative binomial model, because the numbers of years in 
which individuals are convicted more than once are negligible. 
8 We estimated Model 1 (in which no nonlinear decay function is included) using the lme4 package in R with 2 
levels (person-years nested within persons) as well as 3 levels (person-years nested within persons nested within 
fathers). The differences in estimated effects were minimal and did not lead to other conclusions (see also 
appendix 2; Table 4.2b).  
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variables. The first log variable indicates the gradual decrease after the peak, while the 

second captures the initial rise. We choose this way of modeling over the traditional 

method with a quadratic term for age because the age-crime curve is known not to be a 

ÓÙÍÍÅÔÒÉÃ ÐÁÒÁÂÏÌÁȢ "ÌÏÓÓÆÅÌÄ ÁÎÄ (ÕÉÎÉÎËȭÓ ÍÅÔÈÏÄ ÄÏÅÓ ÎÏÔ ÁÓÓÕÍÅ ÓÙÍÍÅÔÒÙ ÁÎÄ 

requires the same degrees of freedom. Second, we estimate the effect of a having a 

deceased father, for which 0 indicates that the father is still alive in a specific year and 1 

means the father has died. From the literature we know that children whose fathers died 

have a larger chance of committing crime (e.g., Harper and McLanahan, 2004). Of course, 

ÔÈÅ ÐÁÓÔ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ ÏÆ Á ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ×ÈÏ ÈÁÓ ÄÉÅÄ ÃÁÎ ÓÔÉÌÌ ÁÆÆÅÃÔ ÈÉÓ ÃÈÉÌÄÒÅÎȭÓ ÃÈÁÎÃÅÓ 

of committing crime. Third, we estimate the influence of parental divorce, for which 0 

indicates that the parents were still married in a specific year and 1 means the parents 

had separated (or were never married). We control for divorce because the literature 

shows that men with criminal tendencies have larger chances of divorce (see Table 3.3 in 

chapter 3) and because children of divorced parents are more likely to commit crime 

(McLanahan and Sandefur, 1994). Fourth, we take into account the number of children 

within a family, as it seems reasonable to expect that children within large families 

experience less parental control than children in smaller families (Gottfredson and 

Hirschi, 1990). Finally, we take into account sex, with 1 indicating the research subject is a 

woman. The literature shows large differences between men and women in the 

tendencies to commit criminal acts (see also chapter 3). 

The key parameter we estimate in Model 1 is the effect of the total number of 

criminal convictions of the father. Static theories suppose that individuals differ in their 

tendency to commit crime and that these differences are caused by differences in self 

control ÁÍÏÎÇ ÆÁÔÈÅÒÓȢ )Î ÏÒÄÅÒ ÔÏ ÁÃÃÏÕÎÔ ÁÓ ÍÕÃÈ ÁÓ ÐÏÓÓÉÂÌÅ ÆÏÒ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÌÅÖÅÌ ÏÆ self 

control ÁÎÄ ÔÏ ÔÅÓÔ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÅ ÈÙÐÏÔÈÅÓÉÓ ɉ(ΣɊȟ ×Å ÃÏÕÎÔ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÔÁÌ ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ 

convictions of fathers. This is our best (though indirect) measure of self control of the 

father. We assume that the difference between fathers who commit 2 or 3 crimes is more 

important than the difference between those committing 20 or 21 criminal acts. We 

ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÕÓÅ Á ÌÏÇ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÏÔÁÌ ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ criminal convictions. 

 

Model 2 

In Model 2 we estimate, in addition to the parameters of Model 1, the initial learning 

effect and the decay effect. We assume that the criminal learning process begins when a 
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father is convicted for the first crime after the child has reached the age of 12.9 Before 

ÔÈÁÔȟ ×Å ÍÏÄÅÌ ÎÏ ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓȢ /ÕÒ ȬÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÈÙÐÏÔÈÅÓÉÓȭ ɉ(ΥɊ 

ÉÍÐÌÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ Á ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎ ÒÉÓÅÓ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÙÅÁÒ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÉÓ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÅÄ ÆÏÒ ÈÉÓ 

crime(s). This learning effect is ÄÅÎÏÔÅÄ ÂÙ ɼ1 in equation (1).  

If a father does not commit any crimes in subsequent years, the decay hypothesis 

ɉ(ΧɊ ÉÍÐÌÉÅÓ ÔÈÁÔ ÔÈÅ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÃÏÎÆÒÏÎÔÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÔÈ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ 

declines. That is, with every additional year (T) that goes by, the influence decreases. 

!ÆÔÅÒ Á ÃÅÒÔÁÉÎ ÁÍÏÕÎÔ ÏÆ ÔÉÍÅ Á ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÓ ÉÎÄÉÓÔÉÎÇÕÉÓÈÁÂÌÅ ÆÒÏÍ ÔÈÅ 

original probability. Insights from psychology and biology show that forgetting 

information or skills usually follows an exponential decay process (Wixted and Ebbesen, 

ΣΫΫΣɊȢ 7Å ÔÈÅÒÅÆÏÒÅ ÍÏÄÅÌ ÏÕÒ ÄÅÃÁÙ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ɉɼ2) by way of an exponential function.10  

The equation with the learning effect and the decay effect reads as follows: 
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)Î ÅÑÕÁÔÉÏÎ ɉΣɊȟ ɼ1 denotÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔȟ ɼ2 captures the decay effect and T is the 

number of years since a father was last convicted. We use T +1, because we expect the 

ÉÎÆÌÕÅÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÂÅÈÁÖÉÏÒ ÔÏ ÂÅ ÒÅÁÌÉÚÅÄ ÒÉÇÈÔ Á×ÁÙ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÔ Á ÙÅÁÒ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ 

criminal conviction. B denotes the parameter vector belonging to X, the matrix of all 

other covariates including an intercept. 

!Ó ÈÙÐÏÔÈÅÓÉÚÅÄ ɉ(ΥɊȟ ×Å ÅØÐÅÃÔ Á ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ɉɼ1). A larger value for 

this learning parameter means that the chance of conviction in a certain year is larger. If 

(Χ ÈÏÌÄÓȟ ×Å ÁÌÓÏ ÅØÐÅÃÔ Á ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÄÅÃÁÙ ÐÁÒÁÍÅÔÅÒ ɉɼ2). That is, the chance of 

ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎ ÄÅÃÒÅÁÓÅÓ ÁÓ ÔÈÅ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÐÁÓÓ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÌÁÓÔ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎȢ ! ÌÁÒÇÅÒ ÄÅÃÁÙ 

parameter would imply a slower decay. That is, the chance of conviction remains higher 

for a longer period of time when the decay parameter is larger. 

 

  

                                                           
9 Of course this assumption is a simplification of the learning process. Learning could also take place before the 
age of 12, but we cannot correctly model that learning process due to the nature of our data. However, we 
assume that criminal learning requires a level of consciousness that is lacking among most children under the age 
of 12. 
10 Additional analyses (see appendix 2; Table 4.2d) show that the model with the exponential decay function fits 
the data better than a model with a linear decay function. Besides, compared to a linear function, the exponential 
decay function offers the advantage of asymptotically approaching the point of departure. 
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Model 3 

Model 3 adds parameters to test whether we find evidence for the cumulative learning 

effect (H4) and the reinforcement effect (H6). These effects come into play only when a 

father has been convicted multiple times. For his second conviction, we expect a 

ÃÕÍÕÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ɉɼ3Ɋ ÏÎ ÔÏÐ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÏÒÉÇÉÎÁÌ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ɉɼ1).  

The speed of the decay slows down, according to the theory of Ebbinghaus 

(1913), every time a person is exposed to the relevant stimulus (in this case, a criminal 

ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÔÈÅÒɊȢ 7Å ÔÈÕÓ ÅØÐÅÃÔ ÉÔ ÔÏ ÔÁËÅ ÌÏÎÇÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ Á ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ 

conviction to settle at its original value when a father has committed multiple criminal 

acts. Both the increase in the chance of criminal learning and the decrease of the speed 

of the decay thus depend upon the number of criminal convictions of the father. Because 

×Å ÁÇÁÉÎ ÁÓÓÕÍÅ ÄÉÍÉÎÉÓÈÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓ ɉÁÓ ÉÎ ÏÕÒ ÔÅÓÔ ÏÆ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÅ ÈÙÐÏÔÈÅsis (H1)), we 

ÉÎÃÌÕÄÅ ÔÈÅ ÌÏÇ ÔÒÁÎÓÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÉÌÄ 

reached age 12.11 Model 3, with learning effects, decay effect and reinforcement effect is 

shown in equation (2): 
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In equatiÏÎ ɉΤɊȟ ɼ1 ÁÇÁÉÎ ÄÅÎÏÔÅÓ ÔÈÅ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÁÎÄ ɼ2 ÔÈÅ ÄÅÃÁÙ ÅÆÆÅÃÔȢ ɼ3 denotes 

ÔÈÅ ÃÕÍÕÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ÁÎÄ ɼ4 the reinforcement effect. T again signifies the 

ÎÕÍÂÅÒ ÏÆ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÅÌÁÐÓÅÄ ÓÉÎÃÅ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÌÁÓÔ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎȢ N denotes the number of times a 

father was convicted after the child reached the age of 12. B again is the parameter 

vector belonging to X, the matrix of all other covariates including an intercept. A positive 

ÃÕÍÕÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ɉɼ3) would imply a stronger increase of the chance oÆ Á ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ 

conviction with every additional criminal conviction of the father. If fathers have a more 

ÅØÔÅÎÓÉÖÅ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÒÅÃÏÒÄȟ ÔÈÅ ÄÅÃÁÙ ÅÌÁÐÓÅÓ ÓÌÏ×ÅÒ ÁÎÄ ÔÈÅ ÒÅÉÎÆÏÒÃÅÍÅÎÔ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ɉɼ4) 

ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÓȢ 7Å ÔÈÕÓ ÅØÐÅÃÔ ɼ4 to have a positive value. 

 

Model 4 

In our additional predictions we formulated two hypotheses. First, we suggested that the 

initial learning effect is larger and the decay effect smaller in years in which parents are 

(still) together instead of divorced. We therefore estimate an additional learning effect 

                                                           
11 This log transformation again showed a better fit to the data than a linear function (see appendix 2; Table 4.2c). 



Chapter 4 

 

 

76 

for all years that parents are married. Furthermore, we test whether an accelerated 

decay takes place in the years parents are divorced. Second, we hypothesized that the 

learning effect is larger in the years children are in adolescence (ages 12 through 19). 

Decay would be slower in these years. We therefore take a second set of additional 

variables for the learning effect and the decay effect. Model 4 includes these additional 

effects and is shown in equation (3): 

 

  

 

)Î ÅÑÕÁÔÉÏÎ ɉΥɊȟ ɼ5 and ɼ6 denote the additional learning effects of divorce (D) and 

adolescence (AdɊ ÁÎÄ ɼ7 ÁÎÄ ɼ8 signify the additional decay effects of divorce and 

ÁÄÏÌÅÓÃÅÎÃÅȢ 7Å ÅØÐÅÃÔ Á ÎÅÇÁÔÉÖÅ ÖÁÌÕÅ ÆÏÒ ɼ5, as the effect of learning will be smaller 

ÁÆÔÅÒ Á ÄÉÖÏÒÃÅȢ &ÏÒ ɼ6, we expect a positive value, as the influence of the criminal acts of 

ÆÁÔÈÅÒÓ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÌÁÒÇÅÒ ÄÕÒÉÎÇ ÁÄÏÌÅÓÃÅÎÃÅȢ 7Å ÅØÐÅÃÔ Á ÎÅÇÁÔÉÖÅ ÖÁÌÕÅ ÆÏÒ ɼ7, as the decay 

×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÆÁÓÔÅÒ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÆÏÌÌÏ×ÉÎÇ Á ÄÉÖÏÒÃÅȟ ×ÈÉÌÅ ×Å ÅØÐÅÃÔ Á ÐÏÓÉÔÉÖÅ ÖÁÌÕÅ ÆÏÒ ɼ8, 

because the decay will be slower during adolescence. 

 

4.5 Results 

Model 1 in Table 4.2 presents the effects of age, sex, parental divorce, a deceased father, 

and the number of children within the family. It also tests whether the number of 

criminal convictions of a father (over his entire life course) predicts the chance of 

criminal convictions of a child. The results show that both measures used to estimate the 

age curve are significant. The estimated effects show that the age-conviction curve is 

asymmetrical. Strikingly, the peak is to the right of the middle (which is at 

(40 + 12)/2 = 26.0). The peak in the age-crime curve is usually is found in the early 

twenties, but our finding is likely caused by the official nature of the data used in our 

research. Many other studies are based on self-reported data or police statistics. Model 1 

also shows that women are far less likely than men to get convicted in a specific year. In 

the years after a parental divorce, children have a higher chance of conviction. A 

deceased father, however, does not lead to an increase in the likelihood of conviction. 

The number of children within a family is also unrelated to the chance of conviction. 
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Table 4.2: Multilevel logistic regression models of criminal conviction in a certain year (Nperson = 6,921; Nperson-years = 123,630) 

    Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 

    B  SE B  SE B  SE B  SE 

Intercept    -9.40 ***  .20 -9.30 ***  .30 -9.30 ***  .40 -9.37 ***  .20 

log (Age-11)   1.18 ***  .04 1.19 ***  .04 1.20 ***  .04 1.19 ***  .04 

log (40-Age)   .80 ***  .04 .75 ***  .04 .77 ***  .04 .76 ***  .04 

Sex (female=1)    -2.18 ***  .08 -2.20 ***  .08 -2.18 ***  .08 -2.18 ***  .08 

Parental divorce    .34 ***  .06 .32 ***  .06 .32 ***  .06 .48 ***  .07 

Deceased father   .05  .07 .13  .08 .11  .08 .11  .07 

Number of children within the family   .31  2.10 -.72  2.08 -.08  2.06 -.09  2.06 

               

Log (Total number of criminal convictions father)    .49 ***  .03 .40 ***  .04 .41 ***  .04 .40 ***  .04 

                

,ÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ɉɼΣɊ      .55 ***  .12 .98 ***  .20 1.16 ***  .21 

$ÅÃÁÙ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ɉɼΤɊ      6.87 **  1.93 1.58  .96 3.13 **  1.00 

#ÕÍÕÌÁÔÉÖÅ ,ÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ɉɼΥɊ         .09  .20 -.15  .08 

2ÅÉÎÆÏÒÃÅÍÅÎÔ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ɉɼΦɊ        4.57 *  1.93 4.68 *  2.02 

                

,ÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ɕ $ÉÖÏÒÃÅ ɉɼΧɊ           -.59 ***  .16 

,ÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ɕ !ÄÏÌÅÓÃÅÎÃÅ ɉɼΨɊ           .20 *  .10 

$ÅÃÁÙ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ɕ $ÉÖÏÒÃÅ ɉɼΩɊ           .05  .28 

$ÅÃÁÙ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ɕ !ÄÏÌÅÓÃÅÎÃÅ ɉɼΪɊ          -.63 *  .27 

                

Intercept variance level 2   4.09 ***  .17 4.16 **  .17 4.13 **  .17 4.10 ***  .17 

-2log-likelihood    37,735   37,684   37,685   37,668   

* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001
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The key finding from Model 1 is the large significant effect of the total number of criminal 

convictions of thÅ ÆÁÔÈÅÒ ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ Á ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ Á ÙÅÁÒȢ 4ÈÉÓ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔÓ 

ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÅ ÈÙÐÏÔÈÅÓÉÓ ÄÅÄÕÃÅÄ ÆÒÏÍ ÓÔÁÔÉÃ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÏÌÏÇÉÃÁÌ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓ ɉ(ΣɊȢ 3ÔÁÔÉÃ 

theories, however, predict not only the presence of an effect of the number of 

conviction of the father, they also predict the absence of all learning effects. In Models 2, 

3 and 4 we test whether these effects are indeed absent. 

Model 2 ads the learning and decay effects. The estimated parameter of the 

ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ɉɼ1) is ɀ as hypothesized ɀ positive and significant. In the year a father is 

convicted for committing crime (and in subsequent years), the chance his child is also 

convicted increases. The learning hypothesis (H3) is thus supported. The parameter of 

ÔÈÅ ÄÅÃÁÙ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ɉɼ2) is positive and significant as well. As the time since a father was last 

ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÅÄ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÓȟ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÎÃÅÓ ÏÆ Á ÃÈÉÌÄȭÓ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎ ÄÅÃÒÅÁÓÅ ɉÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÉÔÉÁÌ ÒÉÓÅ ÄÕÅ 

to the learning effect). The decay hypothesis (H5) is thus also supported by these 

findings.  

The decay paraÍÅÔÅÒ ɉɼ2) in Model 2 is 6.87. We can calculate the half-life 

applying the following equation: )2ln(2
2

1 Ö=bt . The half-life signifies the number of 

years that pass until the increased chance of conviction is halved. As such, the half-life 

gives us insight into the speed of decay. Based on the decay parameter from Model 2, we 

calculate the half-life to be 6.87 *  ln(2) = 4.76. This indicates that nearly five years are 

needed for the initial rise in the chance of conviction to decrease by half. Children whose 

fathers are convicted thus have an increased chance of getting convicted themselves for 

quite a long time. Whether this increased chance is indeed caused by learning or by some 

other mechanism remains unclear. We do, however, find evidence for an exponential 

decay effect, which is typical in learning/forgetting processes. 

In Model 3, the learning process is further specified. The decay parameter in this 

ÃÁÓÅ ÉÎÄÉÃÁÔÅÓ Á ÒÅÄÕÃÔÉÏÎ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎ ÁÆÔÅÒ ÔÈÅ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ 

conviction. The learning effect after the first criminal conviction expires rapidly, 

according to the small (insignificant) decay parameter. The associated half-life in this 

case is 1.58 *  ln(2) = 1.10. After about a year the increased chance of a criminal conviction 

is already half the original increase. The reinforcement effect, however, indicates that if a 

father is convicted more often, there is more reinforcement, meaning less rapid decay. 

When, for example, a father is convicted for the fifth time, the total decay parameter is 

estimated to be 1.58 + ln(5) *  4.57 = 8.94. The associated half-life is 8.94 *  ln(2) = 6.20. So, 

ÉÔ ÔÁËÅÓ ɉÁÆÔÅÒ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÆÉÆÔÈ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎɊ ÍÏÒÅ ÔÈÁÎ ÓÉØ ÙÅÁÒÓ ÂÅÆÏÒÅ ÔÈÅ ÉÎÃÒÅÁÓÅÄ 

chance of conviction returns halfway between the original chance level and the initial 

increase. 
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We are not able to test whether the reinforcement effect is in fact caused by a 

learning mechanism, but both the decay effect and the reinforcement effect display 

similarities to typical learning/forgetting processes.  

The initiÁÌ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ɉɼ1) in Model 3 remains significantly positive, while the 

ÐÁÒÁÍÅÔÅÒ ÆÏÒ ÔÈÅ ÃÕÍÕÌÁÔÉÖÅ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÅÆÆÅÃÔ ɉɼ3) is insignificant. The chance of a criminal 

conviction does not rise more as a father is convicted for his second or third time. Our 

findings therefore do not support the cumulative learning hypothesis (H4). 

Figure 4.1 presents the dynamic effects based on Model 3 (all control variables are 

set to their mean value). This figure shows (1) the expected criminal conviction career of 

a child whose father was never convicted after the child reached the age of 12, (2) the 

expected criminal conviction career of a child whose father was convicted for the first 

time when the child was 15 years old, (3) the expected criminal conviction career of a 

child whose father was convicted for the second time when the child was 16 years old, 

and (4) the expected criminal conviction career of a child whose father was convicted for 

the third time when the child was 17 years old. We present the complete life courses 

(4.1a) and the increased chances compared to the original age-conviction curve (4.1b).  

Note that the chance of a criminal conviction rises in the years after a father is 

convicted. In subsequent years, the chance slowly decreases to its original level. 

Strikingly, the decay from the first criminal conviction (when the child is 15) occurs much 

faster than the decay from the second and third criminal conviction (reinforcement 

effect). This is also supported when we calculate the half-lives. The increased chance 

ÁÆÔÅÒ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÆÉÒÓÔ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ ÃÏÎÖÉÃÔÉÏÎ ÈÁÓ Á ÈÁÌÆ-life of 1.58 + ln(2) = 1.09. The total decay 

parameter for children of fathers with three criminal convictions is 

1.58 + ln(3) *  4.57 = 6.06 and the associated half-life is 6.06 *  ln(2) = 4.20. 

All in all, the results contradict predictions from static theories and offer support 

ÆÏÒ ÄÙÎÁÍÉÃ ÌÅÁÒÎÉÎÇ ÔÈÅÏÒÉÅÓȢ 4ÈÅÒÅ ÁÒÅ ÉÎÄÅÅÄ ÅÆÆÅÃÔÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÔÉÍÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÆÁÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÃÒÉÍÉÎÁÌ 

convictions. Especially in the years after a father is convicted, the childrÅÎȭÓ ÃÈÁÎÃÅ ÏÆ 

conviction is increased. The static hypothesis (H2) is thus rejected. 

 

Additional hypotheses 

A test of our additional hypotheses follows in Model 4. This final model estimates the 

additional learning and decay effects for adolescents and for those whose parents are 

divorced. Our expectation was that the learning effect would be larger in adolescence 

and when the parents were (still) together, while the decay effects would be smaller (H7 

and H8). Results show that the learning effect after a dÉÖÏÒÃÅ ɉɼ5) is indeed significantly 

smaller for people whose parents are divorced than for those whose parents are 

married. This means that in the year a father is convicted, the chance of conviction for his 




