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Introduction

Criminal Trajectories and Life- Course Development

“Welcome to my Nightmare”: The words on the chalkboard greeted 
people as they entered the room. This was a prisoner’s first “treatment 
review” meeting, a part of the comprehensive rehabilitation program 
offered at a treatment- oriented prison for adult male offenders. An 
offender’s treatment review is held about every 5 months at this particu-
lar facility, and an offender is allowed to invite five or six of his peers to 
attend. The unit social worker, who also is present, invites another five 
or six inmates, and a correctional officer and unit correctional manager 
round out the list of those in attendance.

The purpose of the meeting is to give the offender an opportunity to 
openly discuss his offenses and any other relevant information he may 
wish to share. Those in attendance are permitted to ask questions and 
comment on what they have heard. Treatment reviews are often intense 
sessions because sensitive and personal information is shared in a sup-
portive environment led by the social worker. For this particular indi-
vidual, the message on the board was meant to convey how challenging, 
difficult, and even horrific his life had been. The social worker started 
off by asking, “What makes you think your life has been any more of a 
nightmare than anyone else here?” The room fell silent. Indeed, prisons 
are filled with individuals whose early lives had been far from a dream.

Crime is a major concern in our society. Prison populations are 
growing. The cost to maintain the justice system is escalating. Some 
of the putative factors that give rise to crime, such as economic insta-
bility, downward social mobility, and substance abuse, particularly of 
opioids, have become more prevalent. Especially concerning is when 
antisocial behavior begins at an early age, such as before adolescence. 
Child onset crime has a particularly pernicious, disruptive effect on de-
velopment. Not only that, but the effects are also cumulative such that 
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a consequence at one age (e.g., poor academic performance) continues 
to roll out its effects at other ages and in other life domains (e.g., peer 
relations), taking the person off a normative developmental trajectory. 
In other words, development generally unfolds in a manner that is co-
herent, predictable, organized, and hierarchical. Any perturbations to 
the normative developmental path arising from early risk factors for 
antisocial behavior are likely to substantially alter the course of devel-
opment for the individual, resulting in a trajectory that is far from nor-
mative. When criminal behavior begins early, there is a high likelihood 
that the course of the behavior will be long, the crimes will be varied 
and serious, and the social, personal, and financial burden on society 
will be substantial (M. Cohen, Piquero, & Jennings, 2010; A. Piquero, 
Farrington, & Blumstein, 2003). Therefore, it is important to study the 
course of development of criminal behavior, whenever it begins.

This book explores the topic of criminal trajectories from a develop-
mental perspective. For more than 25 years, the notions of developmen-
tal trajectories, in general, and criminal trajectories, in particular, have 
taken hold as important areas of investigation for researchers interested 
in the longitudinal study of behavioral phenomena, like crime. A search 
of PsycInfo indicates a dramatic increase in the number of published 
articles that refer to developmental trajectories in the 1990– 2018 period 
compared to the 1880– 1989 period, an increase from 49 articles to 6,320 
articles! Driven by a wave of seminal longitudinal studies and inspired 
by major technical advances in the statistical analysis of longitudinal 
data at the level of the individual, the study of criminal trajectories has 
led to new ways of investigating the past, present, and future of criminal 
offenders. Informed by rich developmental theories (Farrington, 2005a), 
the accumulated body of literature has generated a wealth of informa-
tion about criminal behavior, brought about new insights on crime, 
challenged old ideas, and fostered new research questions for future 
investigation.

Although this work has been of tremendous importance, to date, 
the study of criminal trajectories has been more descriptive to iden-
tify the patterns of growth trajectories across latent classes, with less 
emphasis on explanation, to account for differences in the shapes and 
patterns of the trajectories. We argue that, by placing criminal trajec-
tory research within the context of a broad developmental perspective, 
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key concepts and meta- theoretical propositions from developmental 
science, such as process models linking past events to future outcomes, 
relationships between normative and nonnormative development, 
adaptive functioning and developmental needs across the life span, 
and the interdependence between the individual and the environment, 
could be brought forward into the research to a greater extent than 
they currently are. Incorporating these concepts into investigations of 
criminal trajectories could aid in advancing knowledge about the dy-
namic and developmental processes underlying the onset, course, and 
desistance of criminal activity.

This book examines criminal trajectories as both a concept and a sta-
tistical method and makes the case for a developmental perspective to 
frame the topic. The overarching argument of the book is that crime is a 
product of developmental processes and that different types of offenders, 
characterized by distinctive developmental trajectories of criminal be-
havior, are the result of unique etiological pathways and processes. These 
pathways and processes are set out in developmentally informed theo-
ries of crime that are tested through research. A developmental perspec-
tive is important from a practical standpoint because it can inform the 
design of theoretically and empirically sound prevention and early in-
tervention programs and policies to prevent or forestall the onset of an-
tisocial and criminal activity, particularly when it begins in childhood. It 
is known that an early onset of antisocial activity portends a lengthy and 
protracted criminal career. Moreover, the results of trajectory research 
and the identification of unique predictors of distinct trajectory groups 
(e.g., late starters, early onset, high- rate persisters, low- rate persisters) 
may contribute to the development of effective targeted interventions 
aimed at reducing malleable risk factors and strengthening protective 
factors for different types of offenders.

The Notion of a Developmental Trajectory: A Brief Introduction

The thrill of a roller coaster comes from the undulating track, abrupt 
changes in direction and speed, and banking through sharp curves and 
corners. Although life rarely takes us on a virtual roller coaster ride, 
the trajectory of the roller coaster, that is, the path it follows through 
space, provides a useful metaphor with which to describe the course 
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of development of psychological phenomena as they unfold over age 
or time. Across the life span, aspects of our lives wax and wane, pitch 
upward, crest and fall, and reach a plateau. A trajectory represents the 
course, evolution, or progression on some dimension of those aspects 
of our lives over age or time. Once launched, individuals follow differ-
ent trajectories over the course of their lives, some with steep curves, 
some with shallow curves, some of long duration, and some of short 
duration. That is, within a population, individual variation (i.e., het-
erogeneity) in the trajectories that we follow for a given phenomenon 
is to be expected. Trajectory research aims to capture the heterogeneity 
of those “time paths” (Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2010, p. 66). More-
over, the unfolding of a trajectory is a dynamic process that is subject 
to environmental and individual influences and their interaction. 
This dynamic process is in keeping with a key tenet of developmental 
psychology, that the individual and environment are interdependent 
(Lerner, Hershberg, Hilliard, & Johnson, 2015; Mash & Wolfe, 2019; 
Overton, 2015).

Continuity and change are defining features of development (Sroufe, 
1979), and developmental researchers interested in capturing the un-
folding undulations in the manifestation of psychological traits, be-
haviors, characteristics, and experiences have embraced trajectories 
as both a concept and a statistical technique. The notion of a devel-
opmental trajectory maps well onto the conceptualization of growth 
and maturation put forth by researchers about a broad array of be-
havioral phenomena (Curran & Willoughby, 2003; Nagin & Odgers, 
2010a). The study of trajectories also cuts across many disciplines, 
including psychology, sociology, and criminology, and subdisciplines 
and subspecialties, such as developmental psychology, developmental 
psychopathology, developmental criminology, life- course criminology, 
the risk and resilience literature, developmental pathways, and devel-
opmental systems theory. Over the course of one’s life, we may speak 
of trajectories of brain volume growth (P. Shaw et al., 2008), handed-
ness in infancy (Michel, Babik, Sheu, & Campbell, 2014), language skill 
development (Farkas & Beron, 2004), bullying experiences (Reijntjes 
et al., 2013), physical aggression (B. Brame, Nagin, & Tremblay, 2001), 
substance use (Zucker, Fitzgerald, & Moses, 1995), social and emotional 
development (Miers, Blöte, deRooij, Bokhorst, & Westenberg, 2013), 
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self- esteem (Hirsch & DuBois, 1991), social competence (Monahan & 
Steinberg, 2011), and symptoms of mental illness such as depression 
(Costello, Swendsen, Rose, & Dierker, 2008) and anxiety (Feng, Shaw, & 
Silk, 2008), among others.

A study by Costello et al. (2008) provides a good illustration of tra-
jectory research. Costello and his colleagues examined the longitudi-
nal course of depressed mood from age 12 to 25 years in a nationally 
representative sample of nearly 12,000 male and female youth. Using 
a cohort- sequential design— a design that involved three waves of data 
with multiple overlapping age groups (e.g., 12– 16 years, 14– 17 years)— 
they found from their trajectory analysis that the sample clustered into 
four distinct trajectory groups, each following a different progression 
of symptoms over the course of the follow- up period. The four groups, 
with the percentage of youth in each group in parentheses (see Fig-
ure I.1), were descriptively labeled: no depressed mood (28.7%), which 
showed a minimal level of depressed mood over time with a slight rise 
in mid- adolescence; stable low depressed mood (59.4%), which showed 
a slightly higher level of depressed mood that remained constant over 
time; early- high declining depressed mood (9.5%), which showed a rela-
tively high level of depressed mood from early to mid- adolescence, fol-
lowed by a sharp decline into adulthood; and late- escalating depressed 
mood (2.4%), which showed a sharp increase from about age 14.5 years 
to a high level of depressed mood that continued into adulthood. The 
important point drawn from these results is that the youth composed a 
heterogeneous population with respect to their experience of depressed 
mood over time and that trajectory analysis was able to capture this 
underlying heterogeneity. A next question to examine is whether the 
groups differed on any pertinent characteristics that might suggest dis-
tinct developmental pathways.

Costello et al. (2008) compared the groups and found that, relative 
to youth in the no- depressed- mood group, youth in the late- escalating 
group were more likely to be female and to have higher levels of self- 
reported delinquent behavior. Also, youth from two- parent households 
who also reported a greater connection to their parents, peers, or school 
and who had higher self- esteem were less likely to be classified in the 
stable- low- depressed- mood group, compared to the no- depressed- 
mood group. Taken together, the study is illustrative in showing the 
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Figure I.1. Predicted depressed mood score for each trajectory group in a sample of 
American adolescents and young adults (N = 11,559)
Source: Costello, D. M., Swendsen, J., Rose, J. S., & Dierker, I. C. (2008). Risk and 
protective factors associated with trajectories of depressed mood from adolescence to 
early adulthood. Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 76, pp. 173– 183. 
American Psychological Association. Reprinted with permission.
Note: DM = depressed mood.

kinds of heuristic clusters that might be generated through the statistical 
method of trajectory analysis and the variability that exists in the course 
of development of psychological phenomena, such as depressed mood, 
that may be observed in a study sample. This study also illustrates that 
the resulting trajectory groups may be distinguished based on individual 
and family characteristics. Finally, if the data were available, the study 
might also have assessed whether early childhood factors could distin-
guish the trajectory groups. The identification of such developmental 
variables might suggest differences in the etiologies of the trajectory 
groups that might inform the development of unique preventative strat-
egies to forestall a more serious course of depressive symptomatology in 
young people.
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The Nature and Time Course of Crime

Moving to the realm of criminality, researchers have examined trajectories 
on a wide range of variables, including police contacts (Bushway, Paternos-
ter, & Brame, 2003), arrests (Marshall, 2006; Natsuaki, Ge, & Wenk, 2008; 
Wiesner, Capaldi, & Kim, 2007), court appearances (Livingston, Stew-
art, Allard, & Griffith, 2008; A. Ward et al., 2010), self- reported offenses 
(Fergusson, Horwood, & Nagin, 2000; MacDonald, Haviland, & Mor-
ral, 2009; Monahan, Steinberg, Cauffman, & Mulvey, 2009; Tzoumakis, 
Lussier, Le Blanc, & Davies, 2013; Wiesner & Capaldi, 2003), convictions 
generally (Blokland, Nagin, & Nieuwbeerta, 2005; McCuish, Corrado, 
Lussier, & Hart, 2014; A. Piquero, Farrington, et al., 2007; Piquero, Far-
rington, Nagin, & Moffitt, 2010; Yessine & Bonta, 2009), and convictions 
for specific offense types, including violent (Bersani, Nieuwbeerta, & 
Laub, 2009), nonviolent (i.e., property and drug; Sampson & Laub, 2003; 
van der Geest, Blokland, & Bijleveld, 2009), and sex (Freiburger, Marcum, 
Iannacchione, & Higgins, 2012) offenses.

Over the course of their criminal “careers” offenders may display 
changes and continuities in criminal activity on various dimensions, 
including the rate, type, timing, frequency, versatility, and severity of of-
fending (Blumstein, Cohen, Roth, & Visher, 1986). Moreover, offenders 
differ in their patterns of offending on these various dimensions (Mof-
fitt, 1993; A. Piquero, Sullivan, & Farrington, 2010). For example, some 
offenders commit only a few offenses of mild severity and over a short 
period, perhaps limited to the adolescent period. Other offenders com-
mit a larger number of offenses and of greater variety and increasing se-
verity over a long period, perhaps starting in childhood and continuing 
well into adulthood. Other variations in offending patterns include ev-
erything between. As noted earlier, a primary aim of trajectory research 
is to capture this underlying heterogeneity in the population of criminal 
offenders and to tease apart patterns among those following different 
offense trajectories.

In broad terms, a criminal trajectory represents the course, progres-
sion, or evolution of criminal activity at the level of the individual over 
age or time. Offenders compose a diverse and varied population (Wolf-
gang, Figlio, & Sellin, 1972), but the statistical analysis of trajectories 
allows for variation in the topography of crime and, as a statistical tool, 
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seeks to aggregate individuals into homogeneous latent (i.e., unobserved 
or unmeasured) classes who follow similar trajectories that are hetero-
geneous across trajectory groups (B. Muthén & Muthén, 2000). With its 
focus on within- individual or person- centered analyses of behavior and 
an emphasis on continuity and change over time, the study of criminal 
trajectories is well suited to advance the goal of developmental science 
to uncover factors associated with the onset and course of a given out-
come. It has thus become an important tool for “charting and under-
standing” (Nagin, 2011, p. 53) the progression of criminal activity over 
the life course.

A Developmental Perspective

This book makes the case for a developmental perspective as essential to 
advancing knowledge about criminal trajectories and gaining a deeper, 
more nuanced understanding of criminal behavior across the life span. 
A developmental perspective begins with the assumption that crimi-
nal behavior is developmentally embedded throughout the life course 
(Brown et al., 2008). The goal of a developmental approach to the study 
of crime, then, is to fully explore the meaning and implications of this 
position. How and why is criminal behavior embedded in the devel-
opment of the individual? What does this mean in terms of acting to 
prevent or forestall the onset of delinquency? Can a developmental per-
spective provide insights into salient questions about criminal behavior, 
for example, about the intergenerational transmission of crime?

To aid in this endeavor, this book highlights five points to capture 
what is meant by a developmental perspective, each of which links 
back to the study of criminal trajectories: (a) There is a focus on de-
velopmental processes and an understanding of the causal mechanisms 
or causal chains that link past events to future outcomes; (b) there is a 
focus on change and continuity at the level of the individual rather than 
of groups, with an emphasis on person- centered or within- individual 
data analysis; (c) there is a focus on developmental tasks and their role 
in typical and atypical development over the life course; (d) there is a 
focus on dynamic transactions between salient age- graded individual 
and contextual developmental systems over the life course; and (e) there 
is a focus on longitudinal research to allow for assessments of change at 
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the level of the individual, whereby repeated measures are gathered on 
the same individuals over time.

First, a developmental perspective places an emphasis on the study of 
developmental processes that shape the nature and pattern of change. The 
focus is on uncovering the likely pathways that lead to a given outcome, 
such as criminal behavior, and the causal mechanisms through which 
the risk of crime is transmitted, that is, the determinants of developmen-
tal change and continuity. A developmental perspective is thus process- 
oriented. A developmental perspective aims to move beyond a simple 
descriptive analysis of development toward an understanding of the rea-
sons underlying the observed changes in behavioral phenomena; its goal 
is to explain, not just to describe. Research questions may be framed in 
terms of identifying the developmental pathways and causal mechanisms 
that link past events to future outcomes. For example, how might a child-
hood history of physical maltreatment lead to the onset of violent crime 
in adolescence, and what are the mediating variables that compose a pur-
ported causal chain linking these variables? Theory plays an important 
role in the formulation and specification of a purported causal chain, 
providing a theoretical road map of those developmental pathways. In 
other words, theory provides an outline of and a rationale for the relevant 
variables composing the pathway and the expected direction of effects 
among the variables, in a sense, ordering the expected trail of events from 
risk factors to outcomes (Cullen, Benson, & Makarios, 2012).

Second, a developmental perspective emphasizes an examination of 
the patterns of change and continuity at the level of the individual; that 
is, the unit of analysis is the person. Research questions may be framed 
in terms of understanding how behavior in one stage of development 
carries forward (or not) for individuals into a subsequent stage of de-
velopment. For example, do those individuals who engage in aggressive 
behavior in middle childhood become violent offenders in late adoles-
cence? To properly answer this question, a statistical approach referred 
to as within- individual or person- centered (Bergman, 1998; Magnus-
son, 1998), as opposed to variable- centered methods, such as analysis 
of variance or linear regression analysis, is required. Person- centered 
approaches advocate for the person, viewed holistically, as the unit of 
analysis and use cluster analysis, latent class analysis, latent transition 
analysis, (growth) mixture modeling, and similar statistical techniques 
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to identify configurations, patterns, or clusters of variables (Bauer & 
Shanahan, 2007). This person- centered approach is the essential basis 
for the empirical derivation of criminal trajectories. Moreover, under-
standing the causal mechanisms by which this (dis)continuity would 
occur also is important. With a focus on the individual as the unit of 
analysis, a developmental perspective is sensitive to individual differ-
ences and variations in developmental pathways, processes, and out-
comes. In other words, across individuals, variability is to be expected 
because not all individuals develop at the same speed, rate, or time. As 
we will see, this notion lends itself well to the concept and methodology 
of developmental trajectories, which also hold that individuals follow 
distinct courses of development toward a common outcome. Indeed, 
an essential objective of the criminal trajectory methodology is to cap-
ture the heterogeneity among a set of individuals in their patterning of 
criminal behavior over time, to identify a set of trajectories within a 
population.

Third, understanding the individual from a developmental perspec-
tive takes into consideration age- salient developmental tasks and how 
the achievement of these tasks (or lack thereof) enables (or under-
mines) the individual to move competently into the next stage of de-
velopment (Masten, Burt, & Coatsworth, 2006; Sroufe & Rutter, 1984). 
Examples of developmental tasks from birth to adolescence include 
attachment and language development (from infancy to preschool), 
academic achievement and rule- based conduct (in middle childhood), 
and the formation of close peer relations within and across gender 
and development of a cohesive sense of self (in adolescence; Masten & 
Coatsworth, 1998). Moving beyond adolescence, developmental tasks 
involve those that prepare the individual to successfully negotiate the 
transition to adult relationships and occupational roles (Roisman, Agu-
ilar, & Egeland, 2004) and, thereafter, to adjust to age- related changes, 
such as in physical health (Baltes, Reese, & Lipsitt, 1980; Brown et al., 
2008; McCormick, Kuo, & Masten, 2011; Sroufe, 2013).

Achieving these psychological milestones is associated with devel-
opmental competence across the life span, which is associated with 
attainment of positive developmental outcomes (e.g., social compe-
tence, good coping skills) within and across major developmental pe-
riods (e.g., childhood, adolescence, adulthood; Cicchetti & Rogosch, 
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2002). Failing to navigate these developmental tasks, referred to as ad-
aptational failure, undermines healthy psychological and psychosocial 
growth and takes an individual off a normative developmental track 
relative to his or her peers, creating challenges for the person as he or 
she struggles to continue to attain normative societal expectations. The 
consequences of adaptational failure are cumulative and can be par-
ticularly devastating when they begin early in life, such as in infancy 
(Sroufe, 2013). Adaptation is thus conceptualized as hierarchical in na-
ture in that successful adaptation at one developmental stage increases 
the likelihood (but not the certainty) of successful resolution of subse-
quent stage- salient tasks (Cicchetti & Rogosch, 2002).

When considering the developmental course of a given individual, 
salient issues for the person may be contextualized in terms of her or his 
successful management of salient age- appropriate developmental tasks. 
For example, a 6- year- old child struggling with schoolyard bullying may 
experience challenges in forming positive peer relations, a psychosocial 
task of this developmental period. Such challenges may further impede 
normative developmental processes in this particular domain; create or 
exacerbate the conditions that give rise to experiences of acute stress, 
school refusal, and the onset of social anxiety; and result in a cascade 
of secondary problems that lead to negative consequences across other 
domains, such as family relations and academic performance, that carry 
forward over time.

To remedy the situation, the child might engage in therapy with a 
mental health practitioner to achieve the dual goals of alleviating the 
symptoms of social anxiety and providing opportunities that enable 
the young person to build age- appropriate adaptation skills to regain a 
normative course of development, leading to more successful adaption 
moving forward. These opportunities might include strengthening the 
child’s social skills through modeling and role- playing and arranging 
playdates with a positive peer group. A developmental perspective thus 
integrates an understanding of typical developmental processes, that is, 
universal and adaptive principles of growth and maturation, with an un-
derstanding of processes associated with atypical development. Research 
questions may be framed, for example, in terms of asking how continued 
failure of developing skills necessary for normative academic achieve-
ment and positive peer relations in middle childhood might contribute 
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to circumstances that lead to increased social isolation, feelings of low 
self- esteem and hopelessness, and perhaps later involvement in street- 
gang activity in adolescence.

In the context of criminal offending, questions might be posed about 
how early involvement in the criminal justice system (e.g., before age 15), 
an example of a nonnormative transition, could potentially undermine 
achieving normative developmental tasks and result in a cumulative 
risk for maladaptive functioning later in life. Questions about treat-
ment and rehabilitation for individuals involved in the criminal justice 
system might be formulated in terms of normative and nonnormative 
developmental paths and how best to provide opportunities that enable 
the individual to reenter a normative developmental track. Psycholo-
gists Elizabeth Cauffman (Cauffman, 2012; Cauffman & Steinberg, 2012; 
Dmitrieva, Monahan, Cauffman, & Steinberg, 2012) and David Far-
rington (Farrington, Loeber, & Howell, 2012) have argued that, in its 
current form, the criminal justice system serves to undermine the posi-
tive growth and development of system- involved individuals, leading to 
an increased risk of poor psychosocial outcomes and criminal recidi-
vism, particularly for juvenile offenders. Unfortunately, all too often, the 
justice system fails to provide opportunities and experiences that enable 
youth to normalize their lives and catch up with their nondelinquent 
peers (National Research Council, 2013). From a stage- environment fit 
perspective (Eccles et al., 1993), there is a mismatch between the devel-
opmental needs of the individual and the opportunities available in the 
criminal justice system (Cauffman, Cavanagh, Donley, & Thomas, 2016).

Fourth, a developmental perspective emphasizes the dynamic trans-
actions between an individual’s prior developmental history and current 
social environments (or contexts) over the life course within a frame-
work that is sensitive to the individual’s developmental stage or salient 
age- graded developmental systems (e.g., Cairns & Cairns, 1995; Capaldi & 
Wiesner, 2009; Caspi & Elder, 1988). Developmental systems theory may 
be viewed as a metamodel that subsumes leading frameworks of human 
development (Lerner et al., 2015; Overton, 2015). A central tenet of this 
metamodel is that a developmental system comprises multilayered, 
age- graded individual and contextual systems (e.g., biological, psycho-
logical, social, cultural- historical) that interact with each other across 
the life span and are integrated into a synthetic coactional system. Put 
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differently, the process of development, including the development of 
criminal behavior, is “conceptualized as the functioning of, and transac-
tions across and within, biological, psychological, and social systems, 
with constant feedback and interaction over time” (Capaldi & Wiesner, 
2009, p. 376).

The incorporation of such thinking into criminology requires more 
integrated and focused theories about how individual factors and con-
text interact at different developmental periods (Mulvey, 2014). More 
refined, developmentally informed theory also holds promise to enrich 
practice regarding system- involved offenders. In fact, contemporary de-
velopmental systems theory is heavily invested in not only describing 
and explaining but also optimizing within- person development across 
the life span (e.g., Lerner, Lerner, von Eye, Bowers, & Lewin- Bizan, 2011; 
Lerner et al., 2015).

Along these lines, as noted earlier, what is needed is a criminal justice 
system that is sensitive to age- graded developmental processes across 
the life span, particularly processes pertaining to criminal behavior 
and its desistance (Cesaroni, 2015). In other words, to assist a person 
to change or modify his or her behavior, it is important to understand 
the function served by certain behaviors (e.g., crime) for a given per-
son at that particular point in his or her development. This functional 
analysis of the behavior may translate into asking, from the person’s 
perspective, what it means to commit a crime (e.g., Brown et al., 2008; 
Cicchetti & Rogosch, 2002; Selman & Adalbjarnardottir, 2000). It also 
means being sensitive to age- graded levels of functioning and psycho-
social maturity as individuals mature to adulthood, based on social, 
emotional, behavioral, and biological (e.g., neurological) growth and 
development, including reasoning, judgment, decision- making capacity, 
brain development of the prefrontal cortex, and the role that antisocial 
behavior plays in different developmental periods (Capaldi & Wiesner, 
2009; Cauffman et al., 2016; Cauffman & Steinberg, 2012; Farrington 
et al., 2012; Steinberg, Chung, & Little, 2004). From a developmental 
perspective, the goal of the criminal justice system is to alter the crimi-
nal trajectory of individuals by providing developmentally appropriate 
programming and treatment or alternative sentencing options to enable 
offenders to achieve the developmental tasks of acquiring social skills, 
basic educational and vocational skills, and temperance skills to behave 
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in a socially mature and responsible manner and to facilitate their posi-
tive growth and development, putting them back on a normative devel-
opmental track (Cauffman, 2012; National Research Council, 2013). This 
rehabilitative goal of fostering positive growth and adaptation extends 
across the life course.

Fifth and finally, as might be expected from the preceding discus-
sion, a developmental perspective places a premium on longitudinal 
data. In a longitudinal study, the same sample of individuals is followed 
over time with repeated assessments or observations taken at different 
periods. Such data allow for within- individual analyses such that pat-
terns of change and continuity on variables of interest may be examined. 
Longitudinal data also allow for an unambiguous temporal sequence 
of life events to be established, enabling the researcher to draw conclu-
sions about time- ordered relations between developmental precursors 
and outcomes (Farrington, 2013; Wohlwill, 1973). These developmental 
chains or pathways are essential for drawing conclusions about putative 
causality, testing for both direct and indirect effects. For example, a re-
searcher interested in the study of risk factors of school dropout, when 
viewed as “the outcome of a long process of disengagement from school” 
(Christenson & Thurlow, 2010, p. 149), might conduct a prospective 
longitudinal study whereby data are gathered on family experiences in 
early childhood (e.g., home environment, parental monitoring and in-
volvement in school), academic and behavioral problems and attitudes 
toward school in middle childhood, and poor attendance and school 
truancy in late childhood and early adolescence (e.g., Jimerson, Egeland, 
Sroufe, & Carlson, 2000; Lowe & Dotterer, 2013). The statistical associa-
tion among each of these developmentally sequenced experiences would 
be tested in support of the putative causal pathway. Relations could be 
examined between each variable and the next for direct effects, and the 
relation between earlier experiences and later outcomes could be exam-
ined via the mediating variables for indirect effects.

In essence, a developmental perspective is quite important to the 
study of criminal trajectories. The notion of criminal trajectories 
maps well onto the conceptualization of growth and maturation held 
by researchers about a wide range of behavioral phenomena (Nagin & 
Odgers, 2010a). Applying a developmental perspective to the study of 
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criminal trajectories provides a framework for posing meaningful re-
search questions about change and continuity in criminal behavior from 
a life- course perspective, developing and testing theories about the de-
velopmental course of antisocial and criminal behavior across the life 
span, and investigating different etiologies of criminality for individuals 
who follow distinct criminal trajectories.

In addition, applying a developmental perspective has implications 
for the development of strategic early intervention and prevention pro-
grams and policies to prevent or forestall the development of antisocial 
and delinquent behavior in children and youth (B. Welsh & Farrington, 
2012). There is now a growing appreciation for the theoretical and practi-
cal utility of developmentally based perspectives of crime to understand 
the mechanisms underlying the onset and maintenance of criminal be-
havior (Farrington et al., 2012; Grisso & Schwartz, 2000; Skeem, Scott, & 
Mulvey, 2014). Developmental and life- course models of crime (Cullen 
et al., 2012; Farrington, 2005a) have led the way in embracing the prin-
ciples and knowledge drawn from the developmental sciences. The re-
search questions that emanate from a developmental perspective include 
those concerned with charting and describing the nature and course of 
criminal behavior across the life span and uncovering the factors associ-
ated with the onset of crime and with the multiple trajectories of offend-
ing, as well as patterns of desistance from crime. These considerations 
have been the primary interests of criminal trajectory research for the 
past few decades, but there is still a great deal more to learn.

Three Premises of This Book

This book is based on three premises: (a) Crime is a product of develop-
mental processes, (b) criminals compose a heterogeneous population, 
and (c) process models are essential for understanding criminal behav-
ior in a developmental context, that is, advancing the notion that “crime 
happens over time, not at a time,” given its distal and proximal (in time) 
influences. Each of these premises is described in the following.

Crime is a product of developmental processes. The 
first premise states that crime is embedded in developmental processes 
and pathways (DeLisi, 2005). Like the onset of psychopathology or 
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mental illness (Sroufe, 1997, 2009), the processes and pathways associ-
ated with the onset and maintenance of criminal behavior are seen as 
deviations from what may be considered typical or normative devel-
opment. Therefore, research and theory on both normative and non-
normative development and adaptive and maladaptive functioning are 
mutually informative (Farrington & Loeber, 2013). In this context, the 
term pathway is used to refer to an orderly and interconnected set of 
behaviors, events, and experiences that are probabilistically associated 
with a given outcome. Pathways are distinguished from trajectories in 
that, whereas a pathway comprises a set of linked antecedents that are 
associated with a given consequence or outcome, such as mental illness 
or criminal behavior, a trajectory represents the unfolding course or 
progression of the outcome once initiated. An example of a trajectory 
would be the course or progression of symptoms of a mental disorder 
that wax and wane over time with changing personal circumstances, life 
transitions, exposure to stress, and so forth. In the context of criminal 
behavior, a trajectory refers to the course or progression of some dimen-
sion of criminal offending, such as the number of convictions a person 
has at different ages, sampled over time.

Although written in the context of developmental psychopathology, 
Sroufe’s (2009) remarks about understanding a given outcome within a 
developmental context are equally applicable to the field of developmen-
tal criminology and the developmental study of crime:

To fully understand the origins and course of psychopathology, we need 
to understand the developmental history of the person. This is not always 
obvious because development linkages are often complex. Not only is 
there heterotypic continuity, in which the same characteristic or tendency 
may be manifest in different ways over time, there is also developmental 
coherence of patterns of adaption. Thus, for example, conduct problems 
in childhood may predict adult depression better than does childhood 
depression (Robins & Price, 1991). Such complexities are what made the 
discipline of developmental psychopathology necessary. (p. 180)

According to developmental theories of crime, criminal behavior is 
thought not to arise within the person de novo, without prior indica-
tions (Farrington, 1986). Stated more bluntly by Loeber (1990, p. 31), 
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“delinquents do not ‘spring out of the cabbage patch’ when they com-
mit their first delinquent act; instead chronic problematic behavior often 
precedes the delinquent act by many years.” Indeed, based on analyses 
of the Pittsburgh Youth Study, a longitudinal study of 1,500 inner- city 
boys, a first contact with the criminal justice system was preceded by 
serious conduct problem behaviors seven years earlier (Loeber, Far-
rington, Stouthamer- Loeber, Moffitt, & Caspi, 1998). Therefore, a first 
contact with the criminal justice system by a 15- year- old youth may 
have been predicted 7 years prior, at age 8, by the onset of early conduct 
problem behavior. This finding has implications for the development of 
early intervention and prevention programs to prevent or forestall early 
involvement in the criminal justice system that targets “the pathogenic 
processes that contribute to onset or to maintenance” (Shirk, Talemi, & 
Olds, 2000, p. 846) of the criminal behavior.

Also, key to a developmental perspective is the notion that early expe-
riences shape and influence later outcomes (Sroufe & Rutter, 1984). The 
onset and maintenance of antisocial and delinquent behaviors are seen 
as the result of a complex interplay of multiple developmental processes 
across various life domains (i.e., individual, family, peer, school, commu-
nity) that unfold over time. These developmental processes may either 
be proximal (i.e., in the recent past) or distal (i.e., in the distant past) to 
the event and can have either direct or indirect (or both) effects on the 
outcome. For example, a history of early childhood maltreatment (a dis-
tal risk factor) may place a young person on a developmental pathway 
toward externalizing problems later in life. Early trauma exposure dis-
rupts normative developmental processes and neurochemical function-
ing that sets into motion a cascade of negative events leading to mental 
health problems, involvement in antisocial behavior, and possibly incar-
ceration (Coleman & Stewart, 2010). In adolescence, association with a 
deviant peer group (a proximal risk factor), whose activities and values 
are reinforced through the process of deviancy training (Dishion, 2000; 
Dishion & Piehler, 2007), may lead to involvement in property offenses, 
such as shoplifting or break and enters; in drug offenses, such as posses-
sion or trafficking; or in weapons use, violence, gang activity, and other 
delinquent acts. Proximal risk factors also may involve developmental 
transitions and turning points, such as the transition from grade school 
to middle school. Transitions create opportunities or vulnerabilities for 
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individuals. Either way, transitions may upend an individual’s sense of 
self, self- esteem, and self- confidence and lead to heightened feelings of 
incompetence and vulnerability (Stewart, 1982). Such negative feelings 
could persist until the person is able to consolidate the new roles and 
expectations and demonstrate a renewed sense of resilience. Moreover, 
until the person is able to regain a stable sense of self, he or she may ex-
hibit poor coping behaviors and be particularly susceptible to negative 
social influences. At the same time, the discussion of antecedents and 
outcomes must be tempered by the probabilistic nature of the empirical 
findings. Risk factors are meant to be understood as probabilistic rather 
than deterministic (Dumas & Nilsen, 2003). For example, Robins (1966) 
demonstrated that not all children identified as antisocial develop into 
antisocial adults. This observation leads to the search for moderator 
variables that influence the direction (positive or negative) of the rela-
tion between the risk factor and the outcome and for protective factors, 
defined as “an antecedent condition that is associated with a decrease 
in the likelihood of a maladaptive outcome” (Day, Wanklyn, & Yessine, 
2014, p. 100).

Criminals compose a heterogeneous population. The 
second premise highlights the notion that offenders do not comprise one 
singular, monolithic, homogeneous class of individuals. Offenders, after 
all, are a collective of individuals classified together by a single common 
characteristic— that they have, on one or more occasion, engaged in an 
act that is in violation of a law for which they may (in the case of official 
criminal records) or may not (in the case of self- report data) have been 
criminally prosecuted. Indeed, the offender population is quite hetero-
geneous. In this context, the issue is not how offenders differ from non-
offenders (Rutter, Giller, & Hagell, 1998) but how offenders differ among 
themselves (A. Piquero et al., 2010). Variability among offender popula-
tions should not be a surprise given that the range of offenses that con-
stitute criminal acts is, in itself, heterogeneous. Indeed, an impressive 
amount of research has accumulated to show the myriad ways in which 
offenders differ from one another, both in terms of their patterns of of-
fending (e.g., frequency, severity, type, and duration) and in the develop-
mental pathways (i.e., the successive ordering of risk factors) leading to 
offending. Therefore, gaining a better understanding of and appreciation 
for this variability can potentially lead to a more focused understanding 
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of how early interventions may be tailored to benefit the lives of children 
and youth and their families who come from diverse backgrounds and 
with a diverse range of experiences and characteristics.

So, the question becomes, How best to “slice up the pie”? Offenders 
may be partitioned into various subgroups, for example, by age of onset 
(i.e., in childhood, adolescence, or adulthood; Moffitt, 1993; Patterson & 
Yoerger, 1993; Zara & Farrington, 2009), by offender type (i.e., sex, 
property, violent, or drug; Chaiken & Chaiken, 1984), or by the range 
of offense types they commit (i.e., specialists versus versatiles; Loeber, 
1990). Three lines of research provide supporting evidence for the het-
erogeneity of offenders: (a) studies on chronic offenders, (b) efforts at 
classifying offenders, and (c) research on developmental pathways to 
offending.

Our discussion of the first line of research begins with the Philadel-
phia Birth Cohort Study. In an important contribution to the field of 
criminology, Wolfgang et al. (1972) followed 9,945 youth born in Phila-
delphia in 1945 from ages 10 to 18. In their detailed account of the results, 
they reported that 6.3% of their sample (18% of the cohort offenders) 
were responsible for 52% of the delinquent acts committed by the co-
hort. These “chronic” offenders, as they were labeled, were identified 
as such because they had five or more arrests. Indeed, this remarkable 
finding was replicated in a subsequent study of a second Philadelphia 
cohort (Tracy, Wolfgang, & Figlio, 1990). In this investigation, Tracy and 
colleagues (1990) followed 27,160 male and female participants born in 
Philadelphia in 1958. Once again, the results indicated that 7.5% of the 
cohort (23% of the cohort offenders) accounted for 61% of all police con-
tacts. That a small percentage of offenders, commonly referred to as ha-
bitual, persistent, or chronic offenders, accounts for a large proportion 
of crimes is a robust finding (see Martinez, Lee, Eck, & O, 2017) that has 
been replicated with samples in the United States (A. Piquero & Buka, 
2002; Shannon, 1982), Canada (Day, Bevc, Theodor, Rosenthal, & Duch-
esne, 2008), Sweden (Stattin & Magnusson, 1991), New Zealand (Mof-
fitt, Caspi, Rutter, & Silva, 2001), Germany (Block, Brettfeld, & Wetzels, 
2009), and the United Kingdom (Farrington, 2002). Studies also have 
found that high- rate offenders tend to have an early onset for misbe-
havior; commit serious offenses, including violence; and have a lengthy 
criminal career (A. Piquero et al., 2003).
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A number of problems exist with this research, however, including 
the arbitrary distinction between chronic and nonchronic offenders (i.e., 
the 5+ cutoff for police contacts to define chronicity). As a result of the 
use of such subjective and ad hoc categorizations to slice up the pie, 
different cutoffs have been applied in different studies (P. Jones, Har-
ris, Fader, & Grubstein, 2001), particularly those involving samples of 
female offenders where cutoff levels need to be set lower than the cutoff 
used by Wolfgang et al. (1972; e.g., A. Piquero, 2000; A. Piquero & Buka, 
2002) because of the smaller number of crimes committed by women, 
in general. Moreover, these cutoffs fail to consider either the seriousness 
of the offenses or the time frame over which the offending took place 
(Hoge, 2001). Nonetheless, identification of persistent offenders has 
highlighted the individual differences in offending and has shined a light 
on the importance of making distinctions between high- rate and non- 
high- rate (e.g., low-  and moderate- rate) offenders. This work also led to 
efforts toward the strategic allocation of resources in the criminal justice 
system and of matching the intensity of programs to offenders based on 
criminogenic risk needs (Bonta & Andrews, 2017; P. Jones et al., 2001) as 
well as the early identification of chronic offenders and the development 
of intervention and prevention programs targeted at children who may 
be on a track toward a chronic offense trajectory (MacLeod, Grove, & 
Farrington, 2012).

A second line of research that supports the heterogeneity of offenders 
comes from efforts to classify criminals into homogeneous subgroups 
and the search for offender typologies and taxonomies (Gibbons, 1975). 
According to Ferdinand (1966), “a typology consists essentially of a col-
lection of types that are clearly distinguishable from one another but 
that are sufficiently similar to form a set” and are “generally concerned 
with patterns that are revealed in the empirical world” (p. 43). According 
to Moffitt (1993, p. 674),

a classification becomes a taxonomy if it engenders assertions about ori-
gins and outcomes by weaving a nomological net of relationships between 
the taxa and their correlates (Meehl & Golden, 1982). A taxon carries a 
network of meaning over and above a behavioral description; it includes 
implications for etiology, course, prognosis, treatment, and relations with 
other taxa.
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Both Ferdinand and Moffitt maintain that classification systems are not 
theories per se but can be developed into theories and tested against 
reality through empirical investigation. Ferdinand (1966, p. 45) noted 
that

typologies . . . are based on types that describe complex, empirical associ-
ations. The orientation of typologies is to the complexity of the empirical 
world, whereas the orientation of theory is to the analytical simplicity of 
the conceptual world. A major difference between theories and typolo-
gies, therefore, is the object of their concern; for typologies it is the uni-
formities in nature, but for theories it is the logical relationships that exist 
between concepts. Typologies strive to clear up and explain the patterns 
that exist in nature, whereas theories attempt to clarify the implications 
that inhere in certain basic concepts.

The development of classification systems to sort offenders into cat-
egories has a long and rich tradition in criminology, beginning with the 
work of the 19th- century Italian psychiatrist and criminologist, Cesare 
Lombroso (1876; Gibson, 2002). With an aim toward understanding 
the causes of crime, and drawing on the theories of the time, including 
Charles Darwin’s biological theory and Franz Joseph Gall’s phrenology 
theory (based on the shape of the skull), Lombroso distinguished five 
types of offenders: the born criminal, the epileptic criminal, the criminal 
by passion, the insane and feebleminded criminal, and the occasional 
criminal (Roebuck, 1967). However, a lack of solid evidence to support 
these “types” has led Lombroso’s work to be largely discredited today, al-
though he is credited for ushering in a modern era of scientifically based 
criminal typologies. Since then, offender typologies have been based on 
physical- constitutional factors, such as the body shape (i.e., William 
Sheldon’s ectomorph, endomorph, mesomorph types); psychological- 
psychiatric characteristics, including the work of Sigmund Freud and his 
constructs of the id, ego, and superego; personality characteristics, such 
as neuroticism, impulsivity, and psychopathic traits; and sociological ap-
proaches, based on, for example, socioeconomic status and socialization 
patterns (for early reviews of criminal typologies see Ferdinand, 1966, 
and Roebuck, 1967). Since these early works, over the years, numerous 
classification systems have been proffered, particularly since the 1950s 
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(Gibbons, 1975), although none has gained much traction (Moffitt, 1993). 
This is, in part, due to the often speculative nature of the typologies, 
the fuzzy boundaries between types, the complexity of the phenomenon 
under investigation, and the lack of empirical evidence to substantiate 
the taxonomic conjecture (Lenzenweger, 2004).

Contemporary efforts toward the development of typologies and taxo-
nomic systems have improved upon the limitations of the earlier work 
(T. Brennan & Beitenbach, 2008; T. Brennan, Beitenbach, & Dieterich, 
2008). The most frequently cited is Terrie Moffitt’s (1993) dual taxonomy 
model. Moffitt proposed two groups, a dual taxonomy, that could be dis-
tinguished by etiological factors, types of offenses in which each engages, 
and the length of the criminal career. Moffitt proposed that young people 
follow one of two trajectories of antisocial behavior, life- course persistent 
(LCP) or adolescence limited (AL). On one hand, the small number of 
youth (about 5%– 10%) who follow the LCP trajectory usually initiate their 
conduct problem behavior in childhood. The theory proposes that their 
high offending rates are a result of a confluence of biopsychosocial fac-
tors, including neurological problems, experiences of abuse and neglect, 
poor parental monitoring and supervision, community disadvantage, and, 
in later childhood and adolescence, school truancy, school failure, and 
delinquent peer association. Moreover, with the passage of time, these 
risk factors carry their own momentum through a cascade of cumula-
tive risk, affecting multiple domains of the person’s life (e.g., family, social, 
academic, employment), leading the individual to become ensnared in a 
criminal lifestyle and a lifelong, persistent pattern of criminality.

On the other hand, the larger number of youth who follow the AL 
trajectory experience relatively normal development until about age 15, 
at which time a striving for personal independence and association with 
like- minded individuals lead them to mimic the antisocial lifestyle of 
their delinquent peers. As a group, they experience few developmen-
tal risk factors and live a normal childhood. As adolescents, no longer 
children but not yet entitled to the rights and freedoms of adulthood, 
they experience a maturity gap that fuels some, usually minor, forms of 
antisocial behavior. The criminal acts of the AL group are often mild in 
nature, and their “criminal careers” are of short duration, usually ter-
minating within several years of onset when opportunities for postsec-
ondary education and job prospects become available. These taxonomic 
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distinctions are useful because they suggest different etiological fac-
tors and different outcomes for those following each of the two distinct 
trajectories.

Support for Moffitt’s (1993) theory has been provided by a number 
of trajectory studies (Moffitt, 2006a, 2018; Nagin, Farrington, & Moffitt, 
1995; A. Piquero & Brezina, 2001; van Domburgh, Vermeiren, Blokland, & 
Doreleijers, 2009), including research with female- specific samples 
(Odgers et al., 2008). Chung, Hill, Hawkins, Gilchrist, and Nagin (2002), 
for example, found that their chronic trajectory group (of five trajec-
tory groups generated by their analyses), composing 7% of their com-
munity sample, was characterized by a childhood onset of aggressive 
behavior and a persistence of offending into adulthood, similar to Mof-
fitt’s LCP group. Their late- onset group, composing about 14% of their 
community sample, showed an adolescence onset of antisocial behavior. 
Contrary to Moffitt’s model, however, this group persisted in their of-
fending into adulthood (see also Moffitt, Caspi, Harrington, & Milne, 
2002). Similarly, Fergusson et al. (2000) identified a chronic group, com-
posing 6.3% of their community sample. As predicted by Moffitt, this 
group was characterized by a high degree of childhood personal and 
environmental adversity and risk factors. An adolescent- onset group of 
offenders also was extracted from their sample. The support for Mof-
fitt’s theory notwithstanding, both studies generated more than the two 
trajectory groups predicted by the model. These findings highlight the 
“work- in- progress” nature of the dual taxonomy model, which, although 
elegant and parsimonious, is incomplete. Further work is needed to ex-
tend  taxonomic models to match the accumulating empirical evidence 
(DeLisi & Piquero, 2011). Put another way, Moffitt’s early work was theo-
retical. Once researchers began working out the mathematical means 
of generating trajectory groups, more than two groups were generated 
from samples, including the low- level- chronic (Nagin et al., 1995), and 
adult- onset (Zara & Farrington, 2009) groups. But these were empirical 
results and new theories followed after more trajectories than predicted 
by the original version of Moffitt’s dual taxonomy were identified.

A third line of research that supports the heterogeneity of offend-
ers comes from work on understanding the causes of crime from a 
developmental perspective. Bear in mind, however, that crime is a com-
plex human behavior and so accounting for its causes must take into 
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consideration this complexity. The complexity lies in the multiplicity of 
factors that may influence the onset, course, maintenance, and desistance 
of the behavior at the level of the individual. This position is consistent 
with the developmental principle of equifinality (Cicchetti & Rogosch, 
1996), whereby different risk factors (e.g., child maltreatment, expo-
sure to punitive parenting, low impulse control) may lead to the same 
outcome (e.g., criminal activity). However, as Albert Einstein famously 
stated, “everything should be made as simple as possible, but not simpler.”

In recent years, a number of developmentally minded researchers 
have advanced the notion of multiple pathways leading to antisocial 
behavior (Frick, 2004; Loeber & Hay, 1997; Pickles & Hill, 2006). As 
noted earlier, a pathway represents a successive ordering or develop-
mental sequence of events that lead to a given outcome (Farrington & 
Loeber, 2013; Loeber & Hay, 1997). According to Kazdin (Kazdin, Krae-
mer, Kessler, Kupfer, & Offord, 1997, p. 398, emphasis in original), “the 
term path refers to a sequence of characteristics, events, experiences 
and behaviors, that define successive steps or stages by which the out-
come becomes manifest. The research task is to identify how one moves 
through those steps resulting in some outcome, such as delinquency 
in adolescence.” Given the developmental nature of multiple pathways 
models, this work is most relevant for accounting for the onset of early 
conduct problem behaviors, which is seen as one step in the larger se-
quence of events that leads to more serious forms of antisocial behavior 
(Loeber & Hay, 1997). As a result, developmental pathways also have 
implications for criminal offending later in life. Note that the notion 
of multiple pathways to delinquency stands in contrast to single path-
way models, such as Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) general theory 
of crime. Gottfredson and Hirschi stated that offenders only differ in 
degree and not kind (A. Piquero et al., 2003). The propensity to commit 
crimes, then, is rooted in early childhood experiences and in the trait of 
self- control, which varies across individuals but remains invariant over 
time (see Loeber & Stouthamer- Loeber, 1996).

An example of a multiple pathways model was proffered by develop-
mental psychologist Rolf Loeber. Loeber and his colleagues used data 
from the Pittsburgh Youth Study (Loeber et al., 1993) to postulate that 
children with antisocial tendencies follow one of three pathways of behav-
ioral development toward different forms of delinquency (see Figure I.2). 
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The pathways represent ordered sequences in which increasingly serious 
levels of behavior become manifest over time. The first pathway, called 
the Overt Pathway, describes a developmental sequence that begins with 
minor aggression as a first step, physical fighting as a second step, and 
serious violent behavior, such as rape, as a third step. The second path-
way, called the Covert Pathway, describes the developmental sequence 
from minor antisocial acts, such as lying and stealing, to property damage 
and vandalism and finally to more serious delinquent acts, such as car 
theft, burglary, and fraud. The third pathway, called the Authority Conflict 
Pathway, describes the developmental sequence that begins with obsti-
nate behavior and moves to defiant and oppositional behavior and finally 
to authority avoidance, including truancy and running away, as a third 
step. As a further refinement to the model, Loeber distinguished between 

Figure I.2. Three developmental pathways
Source: Loeber, R., & Hay, D. (1997). Key issues in the development of aggression 
and violence from childhood to early adulthood. Annual Review of Psychology, 48, 
pp. 371– 410. Reprinted with permission.
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youngsters whose antisocial behavior was temporary, labeled experiment-
ers, and youngsters who continued in their antisocial behavior, labeled 
persisters (Loeber & Stouthamer- Loeber, 1996).

Loeber also reported that development along one pathway may be a 
precursor to development along another pathway (Loeber et al., 1993). 
In other words, young people may begin to develop along one path and 
then continue their development along a dual path. In the Pittsburgh 
Youth Study, this was particularly the case for boys on the Overt Path-
way, who seemed to be as likely to also slide into the Covert Pathway, 
becoming what Loeber referred to as versatile offenders, that is, offend-
ers who engaged in both overt and covert types of behaviors. This was 
not the case, however, for boys on the Covert Pathway, who did not seem 
likely to also slide into the Overt Pathway. Finally, it was determined that 
boys on the Authority Conflict Pathway were also likely to develop along 
either of the other two paths. Although these developmental pathways 
have been replicated with various samples (Loeber, Wei, Stouthamer- 
Loeber, Huizanga, & Thornberry, 1999; Tolan, Gorman- Smith, & Loeber 
2000), to date, the models have only been tested with boys. It remains to be 
seen whether the same pathways are exhibited in girls, although some evi-
dence suggests that this might be the case (Gorman- Smith & Loeber, 2005).

Another developmental pathways model was advanced by Canadian 
researchers Ray Corrado and Lauren Freedman (2011). These research-
ers posited that early exposure to developmental risk factors, including 
prenatal risk factors, affects the likelihood of exposure to subsequent 
risk factors. Similar to Loeber’s model, Corrado and Freedman contend 
that “changes in antisocial behaviour are predictable, hierarchical, and 
orderly” (2011, p. 199). In the Corrado and Freedman model, which was 
developed in keeping with the large body of research on risk factors, 
youth who end up engaging in antisocial and delinquent behavior may 
be seen as having followed one of five developmental pathways leading 
to the onset of their delinquency. Each of the five pathways is initiated 
by exposure to a distinct set of risk factors. Exposure to or experience 
with the following risk factors may set an individual onto one of the five 
pathways: (a) prenatal risk; (b) extreme child maltreatment; (c) child-
hood personality disorder, including oppositional defiant disorder, con-
duct disorder, and early psychopathic traits; (d) extreme temperament, 
including high emotional reactivity; and (e) adolescent- onset antisocial 



Introduction | 27

behavior. Moreover, Corrado and Freeman argue that, in keeping with 
the multiple pathways, different intervention strategies are needed to 
address the distinct needs of youth following each of the pathways. To 
illustrate their model, we describe one of the pathways in the following.

According to the extreme temperament pathway, Corrado and Freed-
man (2011) propose that some youth are born with a difficult tempera-
ment. This risk factor predisposes the individual toward experiencing 
extreme (heightened or dampened) behavioral and emotional responses 
to internal and external stimuli, such as fussiness or fearfulness, com-
pared to a moderate response of an optimal temperament. This trait is 
referred to as high/low emotional reactivity and is associated with an 
increased risk for antisocial behavior. Temperament is considered a stable 
characteristic that manifests early in a person’s life, by 4 months of age 
(Kagan & Snidman, 2004). It is also considered a developmental precur-
sor to an individual’s personality that is shaped over time by reciprocal 
interactions with the environment (Stright, Gallagher, & Kelley, 2008).

Children with a difficult temperament can pose challenges for par-
ents in managing their child’s emotional and behavior states. This situ-
ation may hinder the emotional bonding between parent and child and 
result in the use of harsh and punitive responses by parents. High/low 
emotional reactivity also may impede normative socialization processes 
by interfering with parents’ ability to inculcate prosocial behaviors in 
their child. Chronic irritability in the child, for example, may be (mis)
perceived by parents as willful defiance and oppositionality that create 
an acute and heightened sense of frustration and anger. This negative 
perception and the ensuing negative feelings are perpetuated through 
the continual repetition of such damaging parent– child interactions. 
This transactional, dynamic process leads parents to use punitive and 
physical discipline, such as yelling and hitting, resulting in mutually co-
ercive and negative experiences that maintain both the child’s aggressive 
behavior, through positive reinforcements, and the parents’ ineffective 
behavior management techniques, through negative reinforcements 
(Patterson, 1986). All this serves to undermine children’s ability to 
achieve emotional and behavioral self- regulation, a critical psychosocial 
task of childhood.

In the presence of additional risk factors, such as single parenthood, 
low socioeconomic status, or limited social support and social isolation, 
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Corrado and Freedman (2011) contend that these processes are fur-
ther compounded, creating an environment that substantially disrupts 
effective parenting behavior as well as the child’s achievement of nor-
mative developmental tasks that begins in infancy and carries forward 
into childhood and adolescence. Children following this developmental 
pathway are at heightened risk of poor peer relations and peer rejec-
tion, marginalizing them from prosocial peer groups and opportunities 
to develop prosocial skills. Relations with teachers and other authority 
figures also are compromised, as the child may react to routine school 
activities with aggressive outbursts that parallel the hostile interactions 
with parents. This dynamic leads to heightened risk for school truancy, 
suspension, and expulsion and further marginalization from normative 
social institutions. In late childhood and early adolescence, boredom 
and low self- control may lead the young person to substance abuse 
problems and other forms of risky, reckless, or self- destructive behavior, 
including severe violence, out of a lack of fear or a drive toward novelty 
and sensation- seeking. Proposed interventions for youth on this devel-
opmental pathway include efforts aimed at teaching the child to develop 
effective emotional and behavioral self- regulation and coping skills. 
Parents and teachers may be taught nonpunitive responses to difficult 
behavior and creating positive, as opposed to overly critical, learning 
environments that are based on success.

At present, Corrado and Freedman’s (2011) model remains at the 
theoretical stage and, although based on the extant literature, is yet to 
be tested against reality. Further work is needed to determine whether 
the proposed model is consistent with the “lived experiences” of youth, 
whether five pathways are sufficient for accounting for the onset of an-
tisocial behavior in young people and whether the proposed interven-
tions associated with each pathway are able to divert youth on a given 
pathway onto a more normative pathways of development.

In summary, multiple pathways models share conceptual similarities 
with the typology models described earlier but focus more directly on 
articulating the etiological factors and developmental sequences that 
give rise to the different forms of antisocial and delinquent behavior. 
However, further work is needed on multiple pathways models. For ex-
ample, pathways models fall short in a number of areas, including ar-
ticulating the timing of the progression through the pathways, whether 
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a step on the pathway could be skipped but still result in the same out-
come, and what form the process takes as an individual moves from 
one pathway to another. The advantage of multiple pathways models 
is that each pathway has its own unique set of causal mechanisms. As 
delinquency is multiply determined, the same intervention may not be 
effective for all children with conduct problem behavior (Frick, 2004). 
As a result, to move beyond the multiple pathways models, there is a 
need for an understanding of the causal processes and mechanisms that 
connect past events to future outcomes that can be targeted by an inter-
vention rather than targeting the risk factor, which might be immutable. 
This aspect of developmental pathways leads to the next section, which 
emphasizes the need to identify and articulate the specific processes that 
link past events with future outcomes (Pickles & Hill, 2006).

Pro cess  models  are essential for understanding 
criminal behavior in a developmental context. As the 
developmental psychologist Dante Cicchetti stated, “all pathology is, 
strictly speaking, a process” (1984, p. 2). Consistent with this position, 
the third premise of this book states that process models are needed to 
explain the mechanisms of effects of risk and protective factors on the 
onset, maintenance, and desistance of antisocial, delinquent, and crimi-
nal behavior. As discussed earlier, there is a growing body of research 
that suggests that the onset of criminal behavior follows age- related pat-
terns of behavior, suggesting that its etiology is developmentally deter-
mined (Loeber & Hay, 1997; Moffitt, 2006a); that is, prior experiences 
(e.g., in infancy or childhood) influence later outcomes (e.g., in adoles-
cence or adulthood). Again, we remind the reader that these associa-
tions are to be understood as probabilistic, not deterministic (Dumas & 
Nilsen, 2003). The question that arises, then, is, By what mechanisms 
or processes does this occur? The identification of developmental risk 
factors is critical to understanding the causes and course of crime, and 
an abundance of research exists, yielding veritable laundry lists of risk 
variables (Allard, Chrzanowski, & Stewart, 2012) that aid in this en-
deavor. However, studies are needed to uncover the underlying causal 
mechanisms that link these risk factors to outcomes, to identify not just 
the what but also the why (Farrington, 2003; Farrington & Loeber, 2013; 
Frick, 2004; Kazdin et al., 1997). Although knowing that punitive dis-
cipline is statistically associated with antisocial behavior is one thing, 
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understanding the causal mechanisms that link them, what the mediat-
ing variables are between harsh parenting and delinquency, is another. 
Once again, this work has implications for the development of effective 
early interventions. For example, a program may target not the specific 
risk factor, which may be unchangeable, but the particular mechanisms 
and mediators that are disrupted when developmental processes go awry 
(Kazdin & Nock, 2003; Rutter et al., 1998; Shirk et al., 2000).

Within psychology, an understanding of process models has been 
greatly advanced by the field of developmental psychopathology. De-
velopmental psychopathology is largely concerned with the factors that 
give rise to the onset, course, and termination of psychiatric disorders in 
children and youth (Rutter & Sroufe, 2000; Sroufe & Rutter, 1984). In this 
regard, obvious parallels exist between developmental psychopathology 
and the field of developmental criminology, which is concerned with 
the onset and course of crime and desistance from crime (Le Blanc & 
Loeber, 1998; Loeber & Le Blanc, 1990; Nagin & Tremblay, 2005a). As 
McMillan Hastings, Salter, and Skuse (2008, p. 883) noted, “risk factors 
early in life can be linked to a temporally distant outcome through a 
developmental chain that results from maladaptation at an early stage.” 
According to Kazdin et al. (1997, p. 378, emphasis in original),

a risk factor is a process concept insofar as it refers to a characteristic, 
event, or experience that in some way influences, initiates, or alters criti-
cal processes within a person’s life or the systems within which he or she 
functions. These processes or intervening steps explain why or how the 
risk factors presage the outcome.

As stated previously, theory plays an important role in the develop-
ment and evaluation of process models. Theory provides a road map 
for the steps that compose the process model. Theory also provides an 
outline of the relevant variables of the model and the purported direc-
tion of effects, in a sense, ordering the expected trail from risk factors 
to outcomes. Last, theory provides an explanation for the underlying 
causal mechanisms of the risk factors. In other words, theory explains 
the relationship between risk factors and outcomes.

The developmental theory of antisocial behavior by Gerald Patterson 
(Patterson, DeBaryshe, & Ramsey, 1989) provides a good illustration 
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(see Figure I.3). Patterson et al. (1989) posited that, from early child-
hood to adolescence, antisocial behavior unfolds in an orderly and pre-
dictable sequence of experiences. The process begins with exposure to 
harsh and punitive discipline, which undermines the child’s opportuni-
ties to achieve positive outcomes in school and peer relations in middle 
childhood. These experiences of failure lead the young person to as-
sociate with deviant peer groups in adolescence. The model draws on 
behavioral principles of conditioned learning, modeling, and contingent 
reinforcements to explain the mechanisms linking past events to future 
outcomes. The aim is to understand the origins and the course of crimi-
nal behavior and to trace the developmental processes and pathways 
that link past events with future outcomes.

Complex causal models, such as Patterson and colleagues’, that in-
volve multiple intervening variables may be empirically tested through 
the use of a serial (versus parallel) multiple mediation statistical tech-
nique, proposed by Andrew Hayes (2013). In this analytical approach, 
a series of mediating variables is strung together in a theoretical causal 
chain. Each mediator is posited as having an influence on the next me-
diator, which influences the next, and so on. Such models are useful as 
they are likely to be consistent with real- world complexities in that many 
causal effects likely involve multiple mechanisms operating through se-
rial causal chains. Also, competing (or compatible) theories postulat-
ing different mechanisms of influence may be tested simultaneously as a 

Figure I.3. Developmental model of antisocial behavior
Source: Patterson, G. R., DeBaryshe, B. D., & Ramsey, E. (1989). A developmental 
perspective on antisocial behavior. American Psychologist, 44, pp. 329– 335. American 
Psychological Association. Reprinted with permission.
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formal statistical comparison of the different theoretical paths of influ-
ence (Hayes, 2013). Two examples are helpful for illustrating the value 
of this approach.

In a prospective longitudinal study, Chassin, Curran, Hussong, and 
Colder (1996) tested three distinct pathways leading from parental al-
cohol use to self- reported alcohol and illicit drug use in a sample of 316 
male and female adolescents. The sample included children of alcoholics 
(COAs) and matched controls, that is, children of nonalcoholic parents 
of similar ethnicity, family composition, age, and socioeconomic status. 
Each of the three pathways involved a series of mediators that repre-
sented specific causal chains. The first pathway, labeled the socialization 
pathway, tested the effects of maternal and paternal alcohol use on pa-
rental monitoring of the youth’s behavior, the association with substance 
using peers, and the youth’s own substance use. The second pathway, 
labeled the stress and negative affect regulation pathway, tested the ef-
fects of maternal and paternal alcohol use on adolescents’ stress experi-
ences, negative affect, the association with substance using peers, and 
the youth’s own substance use. The third pathway, labeled the tempera-
ment pathway, tested the effects of maternal and paternal alcohol use 
on youth’s emotionality (i.e., inadequate emotional coping, emotionally 
labile), negative affect (i.e., anxious, sadness, feelings of derogation), so-
ciability, the association with substance using peers, and the youth’s own 
substance use. These three pathways were tested as mediated effects in 
purported causal chains in relation to the adolescents’ substance use as-
sessed over a 3- year period. The longitudinal pattern of substance use 
was represented as a single, average change trajectory called a growth 
curve. The growth curve yielded an upward slope, indicating a linear 
increase in substance use over time.

Results of the study indicated that, first, paternal (but not maternal) 
alcohol use had a different effect on the youth’s substance use between 
the two subsamples; not only were COA youth with alcoholic fathers 
more likely to use substances; paternal alcohol use also increased the 
use of substances more quickly in the COA youth than in the non- COA 
peers. Second, analyses of the three pathways yielded mixed support. 
Although both the socialization and the stress and negative affect regu-
lation pathways were supported by the data, the pathways did not fully 
account for the youth’s substance use growth. Paternal alcohol use still 
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exerted an influence on the outcome variable after controlling for the 
mediators. Last, no support was found for the relation between paternal 
alcohol use and sociability and emotionality. This study nicely illustrates 
the empirical investigation of multiple mediators that are tested in serial 
(vs. parallel) fashion and the ways in which different theoretical models 
that reflect distinct processes accounting for relations between explana-
tory variables and outcomes may be examined simultaneously.

A second illustration of a process model comes from the work of 
criminologist Marvin Krohn (Krohn, Ward, Thornberry, Lizotte, & Chu, 
2011). In this study, the authors tested a model of the relation between 
youth gang involvement at age 14 and involvement in street crime and 
experiences of arrests at age 31 via a serial mediator model that included 
precocious transitions into early adulthood, economic hardship, and 
poor family relations. Using data from the Rochester Youth Develop-
ment Study (Thornberry, Lizotte, Krohn, Smith, & Porter, 2003), Krohn 
et al. (2011) found support for the model. Greater youth gang involve-
ment undermined the successful transition from adolescence to adult-
hood, which resulted in greater economic hardship and family problems 
in adulthood, which had the subsequent effect of increasing the likeli-
hood the individual will continue to be involved in criminal activity and 
experience arrests as an adult. Like Chassin et al. (1996), in investigat-
ing a theoretically derived causal chain, this study illustrates the use of 
mediational analyses to test complex process models that describe pur-
ported causal mechanisms underlying the linkages between past events 
and future outcomes. Such models help shed light on the critical steps 
involved in the unfolding nature of developmental processes (Bushway, 
2013a; Farrington, 2003; Rutter & Sroufe 2000).

Overview of This Book

Over the last few years, a number of excellent reviews of criminal tra-
jectory research have appeared either as journal articles (Jennings & 
Reingle, 2012; Nagin & Odgers, 2010a, 2010b; Nagin & Piquero, 2010) or 
book chapters (Nagin, 2011; A. Piquero, 2008). To date, however, there 
has not been a fuller discussion of criminal trajectories. With the broad 
and rich body of research that has now accumulated over the last 25 years 
and the wide range of well- refined and well- articulated developmentally 
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informed theoretical models (Farrington, 2005a), the time is right to 
review the state- of- the- art trajectory research in its own volume. In 
addition, our aim with this book is to place the notion of a criminal 
trajectory within the broader context of a developmental framework.

This book offers an overview of what we know about criminal tra-
jectories. It draws on theory and research from a number of fields, in-
cluding developmental psychology, developmental criminology, and 
crime prevention, to explore the intersection between developmental 
psychology and criminal trajectories. The book also illustrates and ex-
plicates the theoretical, empirical, and practical utility of considering the 
heterogeneity underlying offender populations (in the form of multiple 
criminal trajectories) over the life course in the conceptualization, re-
sponse to, and prevention of crime. The volume draws on the first au-
thor’s (D. M. D.) 30 years of experience as a researcher in developmental 
criminology and criminal trajectories and his personal experience as a 
staff psychologist at a medium- security prison for adult male offenders 
in Ontario, Canada, and on the second author’s (M. W.) research expe-
rience in life- span developmental psychology, dynamic developmental 
systems theory, developmental criminology, longitudinal data analy-
sis, and trajectory work using crime (and substance use) data from the 
United States and Germany. It also draws on the accumulated literature 
that has grown broad and deep over the past two- and- a- half decades in 
its coverage of the theoretical, empirical, methodological, and practi-
cal considerations of understanding the longitudinal nature and pattern 
of crime from a trajectory approach. This book argues that a develop-
mental perspective, informed by the accumulated body of criminal tra-
jectory research and process- oriented theoretical models, can advance 
knowledge of the mechanisms underlying the onset, course, and desis-
tance of crime. This understanding may lead to better, more effective 
crime prevention policies and practices and an overall reduction in the 
incidence and prevalence of crime in our society.

The goals of this book are as follows:

•	 Introduce	the	reader	to	the	concept	of	criminal	trajectories	and	to	the	
trajectory statistical methodology

•	 Review	current	debates	and	controversies	about	criminal	trajectory	
research
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•	 Describe	the	main	findings	from	the	accumulated	criminal	trajectory	
research

•	 Illustrate	ways	in	which	criminal	trajectory	research	informs	knowledge	of	
developmental pathways of crime

•	 Critically	examine	the	policy	and	programming	implications	of	the	crimi-
nal trajectory literature

•	 Suggest	new	areas	for	further	investigation	to	advance	criminal	trajectory	
research and its broader applications and implications

Although perhaps not as thrilling as a roller coaster, we hope you enjoy 
the ride!


