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Difficult youth
Risk and protective factors for the development of delinquent

behaviour in high-risk juveniles

The emphasis of this research project is on the relation between the presence of risk

and protective factors and the later development of delinquent behaviour in high-

risk juveniles.

Juveniles between 10 and 18 years of age who had been referred for a personality

investigation to a juvenile welfare institution, the Ambulant Bureau Jeugdwelzijns-

zorg (ABJ) at Leyden in the year 1993, were examined. They had been referred for

various reasons, among which personal or behaviour problems.

Risk factors were identified on three levels: the individual, the family and the level 

of school and peers. For each child scores were computed indicating the degree to

which he or she had – from birth on – been exposed to risk or protective factors. 

Few data were found on protective factors, so the emphasis in the study is on risk

factors.

Members of the delinquent group (n=106), compared to the non-delinquent group

(n=112), had been exposed to different risk factors rather than to more factors. 

The main risk factors associated with delinquency were ‘personality’, antisocial

behaviour, prior criminal record (conceived as an independent variable), and factors

related to ‘school’ and ‘peers’.

Risk factors that contribute to delinquent behaviour (except personality) are also, 

in combination with age and gender, related to the severity of this behaviour. Boys

commit serious crimes more often than girls. Serious offenders are older than less

serious offenders. Serious offenders start offending at an earlier age, whilst persist-

ing over a longer period of time. They do not only commit more serious crimes but

also more, and a wider variety of, crimes.

Early starters have been exposed to multiple risk factors relatively early in life. Risk

factors in the family level seem to work as a catalyst: poor family circumstances do

not directly cause delinquent behaviour, but do indirectly lead to the choice of ‘bad’

friends, to lack of school motivation, truancy behaviour and other circumstances

that give rise to new risk factors on other levels. This interpretation is supported 

by the fact that positive family circumstances seem to inhibit the continuation of

delinquent behaviour once it has started. Juveniles from a solid family background

tend to stop this behaviour sooner than juveniles from problematic families.
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No factors could be discerned specifically referring to the committing of ‘common’

crimes like property crime or traffic crime. Offenders of the most extreme crime

types do have specific score-patterns. Violators of fire-arms legislation often 

drop out of school at an early age but are more intelligent than other types of

delinquents. Serious violent offenders also form a separate category. Genetic 

factors seem to have a strong predicting value, in combination with poor parental

methods of child rearing. Many serious violent offenders were mistreated or abused

as a child (as were their parents when they themselves were young). More than any

other type of delinquents, sex-offenders seem to be ‘specialist’ in their category,

committing few other types of crime.

Children who are exposed to (multiple) risk factors from a very early age on, more

often develop into serious offenders later in life. Therefore, it is suggested that

programs for prevention and intervention should be focused preferably on very

young children and their families. These programs should follow a clear strategy 

and only use methods of proven effectiveness. In order to reach a better insight in

the relation between risk factors and the development of delinquent behaviour 

a prospective, longitudinal study is needed.


