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ABSTRACT 

This study examines the differential impact of childhood pathways, characterized 

by varying levels of trauma and risk, on adult criminal behavior. Using a prospective 

cohort design, this research follows individuals with documented cases of childhood 

physical abuse and neglect, delinquency involvement, and recipients of child welfare 

interventions and a matched control group with no such history. The study employs latent 

class analysis (LCA) to identify distinct developmental childhood pathways and 

examines how these pathways correspond to adult criminal behavior. The findings help 

define four unique latent classes. These classes are the Safe and Compliant class 

consisting of individuals with minimal neglect, abuse, and delinquency involvement, with 

no formal interventions; the Neglected and Delinquent class, which experiences high 

neglect and some physical abuse, exhibits high delinquency and receives no formal 

interventions; the Harmed and Harming class which faces significant childhood 

adversity, engages in frequent delinquency, and has the highest levels of formal 

interventions; the Harmed and Helped class which also experiences high childhood 

adversity but has minimal delinquency involvement, with frequent formal interventions. 

The results from the bivariate analyses show that individuals in the Harmed and Harming 

and Neglected and Delinquent groups exhibited higher rates of both violent and 

nonviolent crime in adulthood. In contrast, those in the Harmed and Helped and Safe and 

Compliant groups had lower rates of criminal involvement in adulthood. By linking 

specific pathways to adult criminal outcomes, this research contributes to a broader 

literature on evidence-based strategies for childhood protection strategies.   
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Background and Rationale 
 Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) are traumatic events occurring from birth 

to 17 years of age. These experiences can take various forms, including physical, 

emotional, or sexual abuse and neglect (Borja et al., 2019). Such experiences are 

significant because they often shape individuals' developmental paths and long-term life 

outcomes (Webster, 2022). These early adversities can disrupt children's emotional, 

psychological, and social development, potentially resulting in negative effects that may 

persist into adolescence and adulthood (UNICEF, 2019). 

 Research has consistently shown that ACEs influence functional impairments, 

neurological development, attachment, mental health disorders, related symptoms, and 

substance use, which impact mood regulation, responses to stimuli, anxiety, and various 

neurological functions tied to personal development (De Bellis, 2002; Felitti et al., 1998; 

Widom, 1989). One concerning outcome is the increased likelihood of criminal activity 

in adulthood. Empirical evidence indicates that ACE-associated risk factors correlate 

with adult incarceration (Smith & Thornberry, 1995; Widom, 2006; Widom & Maxfield, 

s2001). Studies also reveal that individuals who experience abuse or neglect in childhood 

are at a higher risk for juvenile delinquency and adult criminal involvement (Smith & 

Thornberry, 1995; Widom, 1989). These findings highlight the critical need to understand 

the mechanisms through which ACEs influence adverse behavioral outcomes and to 

identify factors, such as child welfare interventions, that may help mitigate these risks. 
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This study will employ Latent Class Analysis (LCA) to identify subgroups within 

the population based on their ACE exposure, experiences with child welfare 

interventions, and delinquency involvement aiming to cultivate a more nuanced 

understanding of the pathways to adult criminal behavior. By doing so, this research 

seeks to enhance the broader understanding of the role ACEs, childhood interventions, 

and delinquent involvement cluster together to influence criminal behavior in later life. 

Research Context and Objectives 
 This study uses data from the Child Abuse, Neglect, and Violent Criminal 

Behavior in a Midwest Metropolitan Area of the United States, 1967-1988, which is 

available via the National Archive of Criminal Justice Data at the Inter-university 

Consortium for Political and Social Research (ICPSR 9480; Widom, 2006). This file 

includes data on abuse and neglect incidents, family and perpetrator characteristics, 

juvenile and adult arrest records, welfare intervention, and demographic information. 

Using LCA and bivariate analysis, this study will pursue two objectives: 

1. To identify distinct developmental pathways among children experiencing 

varying levels of neglect, physical abuse, delinquency involvement, and child 

welfare interventions. 

2. To examine how these childhood pathways influence subsequent adult criminal 

involvement. 

Finally, the results from the analyses will be used to suggest intervention and prevention 

strategies with the aim of reducing the link between at-risk pathways and adult criminal 

behavior. 
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Significance of the Study 
 This research is significant for several reasons. First, this study will assess within-

group variation among children, including those with ACEs using LCA, a robust 

statistical technique that allows for the identification of unobserved subgroups (or 

“classes”) within populations. This approach will yield meaningful classes (conceived as 

“pathways”) that can be used to understand variations in the prevalence of criminal 

behavior in adulthood. Second, the data file is longitudinal in nature which allows for 

statistical analyses of sequenced events, thus yielding more reliable and valid findings. 

Third, by focusing on both child welfare interventions and adult criminal behavior, the 

study will shed light on the utility of interventions early in the life course. The 

identification of distinct subgroups and the identification of their specific needs will help 

tailor interventions and prevention efforts to effectively reduce adult crime, promoting 

better outcomes for individuals who have experienced childhood abuse and/or neglect. 

Structure of the Thesis 
 The thesis is organized into five chapters. This chapter introduced and discussed 

the background of the study. This chapter also identified the study’s objectives and 

highlighted its significance. The theoretical and research literature is reviewed in Chapter 

2. The focus of the review will be on the relationship between adverse childhood 

experiences, delinquency involvement, and adult criminal behavior. Chapter 3, entitled 

Methodology, describes the data, the variables used in the study, and the statistical 

methods that will be employed. The results from the LCA and bivariate analyses are 

presented in Chapter 4. Finally, Chapter 5 will discuss the key findings in more detail, 

their implications for future research and practice, and identify potential intervention and 
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prevention strategies to reduce the effect of ACEs and juvenile delinquency on adult 

criminal activity. Finally, this chapter will also discuss the limitations of the study and 

outline some promising avenues for future research in this area. 

By investigating the intricate links between adverse childhood experiences, 

delinquency, child welfare interventions, and adult criminal behavior using LCA and 

bivariate techniques, this thesis aims to advance a deeper understanding of the ways that 

early life experiences influence adult crime and inform strategies to effectively support 

at-risk youth. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 
 Harmful events experienced during childhood, such as abuse and neglect, are 

critical risk factors influencing negative behavioral and psychological outcomes (Anda et 

al., 2006; Felitti et al., 1998; Widom & Czaja, 2012). A large body of research has 

demonstrated that early exposure to multiple forms of adversity can significantly increase 

the likelihood of violating criminal legal statutes (Baglivio et al., 2014; Ford et al., 2007; 

Lansford et al., 2002). However, the pathways through which traumatic childhood 

experiences influence these outcomes are complex. Understanding the ways early 

hardships influence criminal involvement in adulthood is critical for developing effective 

intervention strategies. By synthesizing the current knowledge, this review aims to 

provide a comprehensive understanding of how early problems shape behavioral 

trajectories and to identify gaps in the research that this thesis project will address. 

Adverse Childhood Experiences 
 A broad range of traumatic events that occur during childhood are included under 

the heading of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). Importantly, these events have 

profound and long-lasting deleterious effects on the psychological, physical, and social 

well-being of children as they mature (Jones, et al., 2020). Originally conceptualized by 

the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) in the late 1990s, ACEs 

encompass various forms of abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction that a child may 

be exposed to before the age of 18 (Felitti et al., 1998). These experiences include 
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physical abuse (being hit, beaten, or otherwise physically harmed by a caregiver), 

emotional abuse (being subjected to verbal abuse, threats, or other forms of psychological 

maltreatment), sexual abuse (any unwanted or inappropriate sexual contact experienced 

by a child), emotional neglect (a lack of emotional support, love, and validation from 

caregivers), physical neglect (the failure to provide basic physical needs, such as food, 

clothing, and shelter), and household dysfunction (exposure to domestic violence, 

parental substance abuse, mental illness, divorce, or a family member’s incarceration) 

(Mehta et al., 2023). 

 Early ACEs research explored the cumulative impact of multiple adversities on a 

range of outcomes, revealing a strong, graded relationship between the number of ACEs 

experienced and a wide array of negative health outcomes in adulthood (Felitti et al., 

1998). These included higher rates of chronic diseases, such as heart disease, diabetes, 

and cancer, as well as mental health issues (e.g., depression, anxiety, and suicidality). 

This research highlighted the concept of "toxic stress," where the repeated activation of 

the stress response system due to ACEs can lead to long-term physiological and 

psychological damage. In addition to physical and mental health outcomes, early studies 

also investigated the effects of ACEs on educational achievement, employment stability, 

and social functioning. For instance, children with high ACE exposure were more likely 

to have poor academic performance, lower educational attainment, and difficulties in 

maintaining employment later in life (Farrington, et al., 2009). These findings 

underscored some of the ways ACEs impact life trajectories. 

 Contemporary researchers have used advanced quantitative methods, such as 

latent class analysis (LCA), to identify unobserved subgroups within populations based 
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on individuals' responses to multiple observed variables to better understand the role of 

ACEs during the life course. This statistical technique allows researchers to categorize 

individuals into distinct classes or typologies based on their patterns of ACEs, providing 

insights into how the combinations of adversities are predictive of negative outcomes 

(Lanza & Rhoades, 2013). Traditional approaches treat ACEs as unique incidents or the 

sum of their occurrence. However, it is important to understand that many childhood 

adversities co-occur and that specific patterns have unique implications for 

developmental outcomes (Lanza et al., 2011). This differentiation allows for a more 

precise understanding of the unique combinations of adversities individuals face and 

helps researchers to understand how groups differ behaviorally over the long run. 

Identifying distinct profiles can also inform the development of targeted interventions. 

Understanding that different subgroups may require different types of support 

may require practitioners to tailor interventions that address group-specific needs. For 

instance, children exposed to multiple forms of abuse may benefit from intensive trauma-

focused therapy, while those exposed primarily to household dysfunction may benefit 

from interventions that address family dynamics and support (Lanier et al., 2018; Marie-

Mitchell & Kostolansky, 2019; Wade et al., 2014). LCA studies reveal that ACEs do not 

occur in isolation but rather in distinct patterns or profiles. One latent class might be 

characterized by high exposure to household dysfunction (e.g., parental substance abuse 

and domestic violence), while another might be defined by direct experiences of abuse 

(Lanza et al., 2011). Additionally, experiences may also be comprised of multiple, 

overlapping forms of abuse and neglect (Armour et al., 2013). The ability to identify 
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these typologies is crucial for understanding how best to target interventions and long-

term consequences. 

 LCA can also be applied longitudinally to examine how latent classes of ACEs 

predict outcomes over time. This approach helps to identify the developmental 

trajectories associated with different ACE profiles and the persistence of their impact into 

adulthood (Rogosch et al., 2011). Longitudinal studies underscore the persistent impact 

of ACEs on behavioral trajectories, highlighting the importance of early intervention. In 

the realm of criminal behavior research, LCA has been particularly valuable for 

identifying how different patterns of ACEs are linked to violations of criminal statutes 

later in life (Ford et al., 2010). 

 The conceptual framework of ACEs has evolved from early research that 

demonstrated the cumulative impact of multiple adversities on a broad range of non-

criminal outcomes to more sophisticated contemporary analyses using LCA. This modern 

approach has provided deeper insights into how different combinations of ACEs 

contribute to various negative outcomes, emphasizing the importance of understanding 

ACEs in a holistic and multifaceted manner. By identifying distinct ACE profiles, 

contemporary research has enhanced our ability to develop targeted interventions that 

address the specific needs of at-risk groups based on their unique experiences, ultimately 

aiming to mitigate the long-term consequences of childhood adversity. 

ACEs and Traditional Theories of Crime 
 ACEs have been studied in relation to their impact on delinquent behavior, with 

multiple criminological theories offering insights into this connection. Early theories, 

such as the social learning theory suggest that children exposed to violence or criminal 



 

 9 

behavior within the home or community may internalize these behaviors, leading to an 

increased likelihood of delinquency (Bandura, 1977). According to this theory, the 

environment plays a crucial role in shaping behavior, and children who witness or 

experience violence are more likely to mimic such behaviors (also see Akers, 2010). 

 Another relevant explanatory framework is the general strain theory (GST), which 

posits that individuals who experience significant stressors or strains, such as ACEs, are 

more likely to engage in delinquent behavior as a coping mechanism (Agnew, 1992). 

GST highlights how negative emotions resulting from criminogenic strain, such as anger 

and frustration, can drive individuals toward criminal behavior as a way to alleviate the 

pressure these feelings cause. Children who face parental rejection, abuse, neglect, or 

household dysfunction may experience intense negative emotions, leading to a higher risk 

of delinquency. 

 Social control theory focuses on the breakdown of social bonds as a key factor in 

delinquency (Hirschi, 1969). This theory suggests that strong, positive relationships with 

family, school, and community serve as protective factors against delinquency. However, 

ACEs often disrupt these bonds, weakening the individual's connection to societal norms, 

and ultimately increasing the likelihood of engaging in criminal activities. 

 Routine activities theory (RAT) contends that crime occurs when three elements 

converge: a motivated offender, a suitable target, and the absence of capable guardianship 

(Cohen & Felson, 1979). ACEs can contribute to delinquency by increasing the 

likelihood that an individual will be a motivated offender. For instance, children exposed 

to abuse or neglect may develop aggressive tendencies or a disregard for societal norms, 

making them more likely to engage in criminal activities when the opportunity arises. 
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Additionally, children from dysfunctional households may lack proper supervision, 

increasing their exposure to criminogenic environments where suitable targets are 

plentiful, and capable guardianship is minimal. This theory underscores the role of 

environmental factors and daily routines in facilitating delinquency, particularly for those 

already at risk due to ACEs. 

 Finally, self-control theory posits that the inability to regulate one’s thoughts, 

emotions, and behaviors is the primary cause of criminal behavior (Gottfredson & 

Hirschi, 1990). This theory suggests that individuals with low self-control are more likely 

to engage in impulsive, risky, and antisocial behaviors, including crime and delinquency. 

ACEs are significant in this context because they can hinder the development of self-

control during childhood. For example, children who experience inconsistent or harsh 

discipline, lack of supervision, or emotional neglect may fail to develop the necessary 

self-regulation skills to resist criminal temptations. This lack of self-control, combined 

with exposure to criminogenic environments, can lead to increased delinquency. Self-

control theory highlights the importance of early childhood experiences in shaping 

behavioral tendencies that persist throughout life. 

Moffitt's Developmental Taxonomy and ACEs 
 Among the various theories linking ACEs to crime, Moffitt's (1993) 

developmental taxonomy stands out as a particularly influential framework. Moffitt 

establishes that there are two distinct types of offenders: Life-course persistent (LCP) 

offenders and adolescence-limited (AL) offenders. 

Life-Course Persistent Offenders. Moffitt (1993) argues that LCP offenders are 

individuals who begin exhibiting antisocial behavior at an early age, often in childhood, 
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and continue to engage in criminal activities throughout their lives. They are 

comparatively small in number, unlike the second group. She suggests that the origins of 

LCP offending can be traced back to a combination of neuropsychological deficits and 

adverse environmental conditions experienced during early childhood, including parental 

abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction. Moffitt argues that certain children are born 

with or develop neuropsychological deficits that make them more susceptible to 

antisocial behavior. These deficits might include cognitive impairments, hyperactivity, or 

poor emotional regulation—traits that can be exacerbated by ACEs. For instance, a child 

who experiences physical abuse might suffer from trauma that impacts brain 

development, leading to difficulties in impulse control and decision-making. These 

neuropsychological challenges, combined with a lack of supportive parenting or positive 

social environments, set the stage for the development of persistent antisocial behavior 

(De Bellis & Zisk , 2014). 

 Moffitt’s (1993) theory highlights the concept of cumulative disadvantage, where 

early behavioral problems caused by neuropsychological deficits and ACEs lead to a 

series of negative outcomes, such as academic failure, peer rejection, and involvement in 

deviant peer groups. These experiences reinforce and exacerbate antisocial behavior, 

creating a self-perpetuating cycle that is difficult to break (Moffitt 1993). As LCP 

offenders grow older, their opportunities for positive social engagement diminish, and 

they become increasingly entrenched in a criminal lifestyle. Moffitt emphasizes that the 

LCP pathway is the result of an interaction between individual characteristics (e.g., 

neuropsychological deficits) and environmental factors (e.g., ACEs). Children who are 

born with vulnerabilities may be particularly sensitive to adverse environments, where 
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ACEs serve as catalysts for the development of a persistent pattern of delinquency. These 

individuals often face multiple ACEs, such as growing up in a violent household, 

experiencing neglect, and living in poverty, all of which compound their risk of 

becoming life-course persistent offenders. 

Adolescence-Limited Offenders. In contrast to LCP offenders, Moffitt (1993) 

argues that AL offenders engage in delinquent behavior primarily during adolescence. 

AL offenders typically do not exhibit antisocial behavior in childhood, and their 

delinquency is usually limited to the adolescent period, after which they desist as they 

transition into adult roles. While ACEs are not as directly implicated in the development 

of AL offending as they are with LCP offending, they can still play a significant role. 

Moffitt explains that AL offenders often engage in delinquency as a form of social 

mimicry, imitating the behaviors of their LCP peers. Adolescence is a time when 

individuals seek autonomy and experiment with different identities, and for some, 

delinquency can be a way to assert independence or gain status among peers. ACEs may 

exacerbate the pressures and challenges of adolescence, making some individuals more 

likely to adopt delinquent behaviors temporarily. For example, a teenager experiencing 

parental neglect or family conflict might turn to delinquent peers for social support and 

validation, engaging in criminal activities as a way to fit in. 

 In conclusion, Moffitt’s (1993) theory offers a nuanced understanding of how 

ACEs contribute to different patterns of delinquency and crime in adulthood. For LCP 

offenders, ACEs are central to the development of persistent antisocial behavior, acting 

as both a trigger for neuropsychological deficits and a source of ongoing environmental 

stressors that reinforce delinquency and adult criminality. The cumulative impact of 
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multiple ACEs creates a trajectory of disadvantage that is difficult to alter without 

significant intervention. For AL offenders, ACEs can serve as a catalyst for delinquency 

during adolescence, although the influence of ACEs is more transient and, as a result, less 

likely to lead to long-term criminal behavior. The experience of ACEs during childhood 

may exacerbate the frustrations of adolescence, making delinquent behavior more 

appealing as a temporary coping mechanism or form of social rebellion. 

Moffitt’s (1993) developmental taxonomy underscores the importance of early 

intervention, particularly for those at risk of becoming LCP offenders. By addressing the 

neuropsychological deficits and environmental challenges posed by ACEs, it may be 

possible to alter the trajectory of children who are otherwise at high risk of persistent 

delinquency. Additionally, understanding the different pathways to delinquency 

highlighted by Moffitt can inform more targeted approaches to prevention and 

rehabilitation, recognizing that not all delinquent behavior stems from the same 

underlying causes. 

ACEs/Delinquency Pathways and Adult Crime 
 ACEs have been widely recognized as significant risk factors for various negative 

life outcomes, including delinquency and adult criminal behavior. Extensive research has 

established the connection between ACEs and the development of delinquent behavior in 

youth, which often persists into adulthood, leading to chronic involvement in criminal 

activities (Anda et al., 2006; Felitti et al., 1998; Widom & Czaja, 2012). This section 

examines the pathways through which ACEs contribute to delinquency and adult crime, 

with a primary focus on Moffitt’s developmental taxonomy. 
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 Moffitt’s (1993) developmental taxonomy (1993) offers one of the most 

comprehensive explanations for the pathways linking ACEs to delinquency and adult 

crime. Moffitt's developmental taxonomy provides a nuanced framework for 

understanding how ACEs contribute to different pathways. Her two primary offender 

groups—LCP and AL—represent distinct developmental trajectories of antisocial 

behavior. Central to her theory is the assertion that the interaction of neuropsychological 

deficits and adverse environmental influences—such as ACEs—determines the nature 

and persistence of antisocial behavior. 

 For LCP offenders, Moffitt (1993) posits that ACEs significantly impact early 

brain development and behavior, setting the stage for a persistent antisocial trajectory. 

These individuals often experience multiple ACEs that disrupt normative development, 

leading to neuropsychological deficits like impaired executive functioning, poor impulse 

control, and emotional dysregulation. These deficits are typically evident in early 

childhood and are exacerbated by adverse social contexts, including exposure to poverty, 

parental psychopathology, and inadequate parenting (Moffitt et al., 2002). 

 Research findings from Moffitt (1993) have shown that LCP offenders frequently 

exhibit neurodevelopmental issues, such as lower IQ, attention deficits, and language 

delays, which are compounded by environmental risks associated with ACEs. The 

cumulative impact of these biological and environmental factors creates a pathway where 

children develop maladaptive coping strategies and aggressive behaviors that become 

entrenched over time. As these behaviors persist, they lead to academic failure, peer 

rejection, and continued exposure to deviant peer groups, reinforcing a cycle of antisocial 

behavior that extends into adulthood (Moffitt, 2006). 
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 Moffitt's (1993) findings suggest that LCP offenders are often caught in a self-

perpetuating cycle of adversity and maladaptation. For example, children who experience 

ACEs may display conduct problems that provoke negative responses from caregivers 

and teachers, resulting in punitive rather than supportive interventions. These responses 

can further entrench feelings of rejection and mistrust, intensifying antisocial tendencies. 

 In contrast to LCP, AL offenders are those whose delinquent behavior is largely 

confined to adolescence. While AL offenders may also experience ACEs, their behavior 

is more strongly linked to normative developmental processes, such as the desire for 

autonomy and peer acceptance. Moffitt's (1993) research indicate that AL offenders often 

engage in delinquency as a temporary response to the "maturity gap," where adolescents 

experience biological maturity without corresponding social privileges or responsibilities. 

 For AL offenders, the connection between ACEs and delinquency is less about 

entrenched neuropsychological deficits and more about social mimicry and peer 

influence. Adolescents exposed to ACEs may be more susceptible to engaging in risk-

taking and antisocial behavior due to impaired social learning or weakened attachment 

bonds. However, unlike LCP offenders, AL offenders typically desist from delinquent 

behavior as they transition into adulthood and assume social roles that discourage 

continued antisocial conduct (Moffitt, 2006). 

Moffitt’s (1993) theory illustrates that while both LCP and AL offenders may 

have exposure to ACEs, the pathways differ substantially. For LCP offenders, ACEs 

create a foundational vulnerability that leads to persistent offending. In contrast, for AL 

offenders, ACEs may exacerbate developmental challenges that contribute to temporary 

delinquency but do not result in lifelong patterns of antisocial behavior. This distinction 
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has important implications for intervention. Moffitt’s findings underscore the need for 

early, targeted interventions for those with multiple ACEs to address neuropsychological 

deficits and provide supportive environments that mitigate the effects of these early 

adversities. For LCP offenders, interventions may need to focus on cognitive and 

behavioral therapies, family support services, and educational programs designed to 

improve social and emotional skills. Conversely, for AL offenders, strategies might 

prioritize enhancing peer relations, promoting prosocial behaviors, and providing 

opportunities for meaningful engagement with social institutions such as schools and 

community organizations (Moffitt, 2006). 

 In conclusion, the connection between ACEs and crime is well-documented, and 

Moffitt’s (1993) developmental taxonomy provides a framework for understanding how 

these early adversities contribute to different patterns of offending behavior. By 

distinguishing between LCP and AL offenders, Moffitt’s theory highlights the 

importance of early intervention for those at risk of persistent delinquency and 

underscores the need for targeted strategies to address the effects of ACEs across the life 

course. 

Potential for Intervention 
 Based on Moffitt's (1993) developmental taxonomy and the use of latent class 

analysis (LCA), this study aims to identify targeted interventions that address the 

pathways from ACEs/delinquency to adult crime. The primary goal of these interventions 

would be to disrupt the at-risk pathways by targeting the specific needs of different 

groups and preventing the escalation from childhood adversity and delinquent 

involvement to crime in adulthood. 
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 For life-course-persistent (LCP) offenders, Moffitt's theory highlights the need for 

early interventions that focus on both the neuropsychological deficits and the 

environmental factors contributing to antisocial behavior. Given that LCP offenders often 

show signs of neurodevelopmental impairments compounded by adverse childhood 

experiences, interventions could include early childhood programs that provide cognitive-

behavioral therapy (CBT), social skills training, and parental support services. Programs 

like the Nurse-Family Partnership (Olds et al., 1998) offer a model where nurses visit at-

risk families to provide parenting education, emotional support, and resource referrals, 

which could help mitigate the negative impacts of ACEs on brain development and social 

functioning. The LCA findings from this study could help identify specific subgroups of 

children who are at the greatest risk for LCP offending, allowing for targeted 

interventions that are tailored to their particular patterns of ACE exposure. 

 The pervasive impact of ACEs on developmental trajectories necessitates 

multifaceted interventions targeting both the immediate needs of at-risk children and the 

broader systemic issues perpetuating cycles of adversity and crime. Trauma-informed 

care is a leading approach that integrates the understanding of trauma into service 

delivery across sectors. This approach focuses on creating safe environments that help 

individuals rebuild trust and develop healthy coping mechanisms. Early implementation 

of trauma-informed interventions, such as cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT), has 

shown promise in reducing symptoms of PTSD and anxiety in children with high ACE 

exposure, thus decreasing the likelihood of engaging in delinquent behavior (Kolko et al., 

2011). 
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 For adolescence-limited (AL) offenders, interventions might focus more on the 

social and environmental influences that drive temporary delinquency. Since AL 

offenders are primarily influenced by the desire to overcome the "maturity gap" and are 

responsive to peer dynamics, school-based programs that enhance prosocial peer 

interactions and provide meaningful opportunities for youth engagement could be 

effective. Programs such as Positive Action or Life Skills Training, which focus on 

social-emotional learning and peer influence management, could help reduce the 

likelihood of temporary delinquent behavior escalating into more serious criminality 

(Durlak et al., 2011). By using LCA to differentiate between those adolescents who are at 

higher risk due to combined ACE exposures, practitioners can better design and 

implement interventions that cater to those specific needs. Moreover, fostering supportive 

school climates through positive behavior reinforcement and peer mentoring can provide 

at-risk children with a sense of belonging, reducing their inclination toward delinquent 

peer groups (Jones et al., 2011). 

 Furthermore, Moffitt’s taxonomy, combined with LCA analysis, could guide the 

development of family-centered interventions that address both the child and the family 

context. For example, Multisystemic Therapy (MST) has proven effective for youth 

exhibiting serious antisocial behavior by addressing the multiple systems surrounding the 

child, such as family, peers, school, and community (Henggeler et al.,1998). MST could 

be particularly beneficial for those identified as LCP offenders or for adolescents with a 

high co-occurrence of ACEs, as it targets the broader ecological context that perpetuates 

delinquent behavior. Programs that teach effective communication, stress management, 

and nonviolent discipline strategies can prevent child maltreatment and household 
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dysfunction (Prinz et al., 2009). For families already affected by ACEs, therapeutic 

interventions, such as family therapy, can help repair relationships and establish healthier 

interaction patterns, mitigating the intergenerational transmission of trauma (Gershoff, 

2013). 

 Additionally, LCA can inform the creation of community-based programs aimed 

at improving socioeconomic conditions and reducing environmental risks associated with 

high ACE exposure. Community interventions that foster safe and supportive 

environments, provide access to mental health services, and facilitate social mobility can 

help mitigate the effects of ACEs (Sampson & Raudenbush, 1999). Programs like 

Communities That Care (CTC) use data-driven approaches to identify specific risk 

factors in communities and implement targeted prevention strategies, which could be 

fine-tuned using LCA findings from this study to focus on particular groups most 

affected by ACEs (Hawkins, et al., 2009) 

 At the policy level, interventions addressing systemic inequalities are essential in 

reducing ACEs. Policies promoting economic stability, access to quality healthcare, and 

educational equity can diminish the socioeconomic disparities that exacerbate childhood 

adversity (Shonkoff et al., 2012). Advocacy for increased funding for mental health 

services, early childhood education, and child protective services is crucial for preventing 

ACEs and mitigating their long-term impacts on delinquency and adult crime (Anda et 

al., 2006). 

Conclusion 
 ACEs are widely recognized as significant risk factors influencing various 

negative outcomes throughout an individual’s life, including physical health issues, 
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mental health disorders, and behavioral problems. Among these outcomes, a growing 

body of research has established a compelling link between ACEs and increased rates of 

delinquency and adult criminal behavior. This chapter provides a comprehensive review 

of the existing literature on the pathways from ACEs to delinquency, with a particular 

focus on Moffitt’s (1993) developmental taxonomy. Theory and research suggest that 

childhood adversity can lead to delinquent behaviors through various mechanisms, such 

as emotional dysregulation, impaired social relationships, and neurodevelopmental 

deficits. However, Moffitt’s approach offers a nuanced approach to understanding the 

ACE-delinquency pathway by categorizing offenders into two main groups: life-course-

persistent (LCP) and adolescence-limited (AL) offenders. This theoretical framework 

suggests that the impacts of ACEs are differentiated by neuropsychological 

vulnerabilities and environmental factors, which interact to create distinct developmental 

pathways to delinquency and adult crime. Through the lens of Moffitt’s taxonomy, this 

chapter examined how ACEs contribute to these divergent pathways, with an emphasis 

on the long-term implications for both LCP and AL offenders. 

 In addition, contemporary research using latent class analysis (LCA) has 

expanded our understanding of how different patterns and combinations of ACEs 

influence pathways to delinquency and adult criminality. LCA allows for the 

identification of distinct subgroups within the population based on their exposure to 

various ACEs, offering deeper insights into the heterogeneity of ACE experiences and 

their specific impacts on offending behavior. 

This literature review by integrating findings from Moffitt’s theory with contemporary 

research methodologies like LCA, sets the stage for a more targeted examination of 
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intervention strategies and policy implications that can disrupt the pathways from ACEs 

to criminal behavior. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

Participants 
The data used for this study are from an archived data file titled “Child Abuse, 

Neglect, and Violent Criminal Behavior in a Midwest Metropolitan Area of the United 

States, 1967-1988” (ICPSR 9480; Widom, 2006), which was obtained from the National 

Archive of Criminal Justice Data. Participants represented two groups: (1) individuals 

who were subjected to officially documented instances of child abuse (physical and/or 

sexual) and/or neglect from ages 0 to 11 years (n = 908), and (2) a control group without 

officially documented abuse/neglect histories (n = 667), although they may have 

unmeasured ACEs or unreported ACEs. Groups were matched in terms of sex, race, age, 

and socioeconomic status of the family.1 For this study, the two groups were combined 

into one sample, where the total number of participants was 1,575. 

The study comprised a total of 1,575 participants from the ages of less than 1 year 

to 11 years at the time of the study, of whom 908 (57.7%) were in the abuse/neglect 

group and 667 (42.3%) were in the control group.  In terms of race, the majority of 

participants were White (66.7%), followed by Black (33.0%), and a small percentage 

identified as Hispanic (0.3%). Additionally, there were 15 cases where race information 

was not specified. The sample was relatively balanced in terms of gender, with 798 

 
1 The initial sample consisted of 2,623 children identified in cases involving adverse childhood 
experiences. However, some juvenile court records did not specifically pertain to ACEs, even though they 
were initially categorized as such. For instance, cases involving infant adoption, "involuntary" neglect 
alone, placement alone, and failure to pay child support were excluded from the sample (Widom, 1989). 
Additionally, cases of abused or neglected children who were adopted into different families, along with 
the four conditions mentioned, were also removed from the sample. 
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females (50.7%) and 777 males (49.3%). Regarding the control group, 229 participants 

were matched by birth records using the time of birth and hospital of birth of their abuse 

counterparts, while 438 individuals were matched by school records based on grade and 

elementary school of their abuse counterparts. These demographic characteristics provide 

a diverse and representative sample for analyzing the effects of abuse and neglect across 

different groups. Sample characteristics are summarized in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Sample Characteristics 

 Frequency Percent 

Class   

   Control 667 42.3 

   Abuse 908 57.7 

Race/Ethnicity   

   Black 515 32.7 

   White 1041 66.4 

   Hispanic 4 0.3 

   Not specified 15 1.0 

Gender   

   Female 798 50.7 

   Male 777 49.3 

Group   

   Birth 229 14.5 

   School 438 27.8 
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Procedures 
 The data for this study were collected using a prospective cohort design, including 

officially documented cases of physical abuse, sexual abuse, or neglect before age 12. 

Participants were initially sampled between 1967 and 1971. Official abuse and neglect 

records were obtained from the county juvenile court and juvenile probation department. 

Members of the control group were selected using school records and county birth 

records. The juvenile probation department records were also used to ensure the absence 

of abuse and neglect among control group members. 

The data was collected prospectively from existing official records. The data 

collection took place from 1986 to 1988 for cases of abuse that took place between 1967 

and 1971. This allowed for a longitudinal examination of the effect of abuse and neglect 

on behavior over time. The data were originally organized into five files, with each 

containing different information beneficial to the study. Data from these different files 

were organized into one data file for purposes of analysis. The data used in this study 

underwent a rigorous cleaning process to address missing data, inconsistencies, and 

potential errors. Cases with incomplete data were examined to determine whether they 

should be included or excluded from the analysis. This process also involved checking 

for duplication and ensuring the reliability of the information recorded. 

To protect participant confidentiality, all identifying information was removed, 

and the data were anonymized before analysis by the original collectors of the data. Data 

were stored securely with restricted access to authorized research personnel only. All 

procedures complied with ethical guidelines and received approval from Arizona State 

University’s Institutional Review Board. 
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Variables 
This section details how the variables used in this study were operationalized and 

the coding schemes that were adopted. 

Adult Criminal Behavior. The dependent variable for this study focuses on adult 

criminal offending, operationalized using detailed arrest and charge-level data. These two 

variables capture the nature of adult offending, categorized as violent criminal 

involvement and nonviolent criminal involvement. Each of these variables are binary 

coded (1 = yes, 0 = otherwise). Summary statistics indicated that a larger portion of the 

sample committed nonviolent crimes (22.3%) as adults when compared to violent 

offenses (18.3%). 

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). ACEs were operationalized in this 

study using two main components: physical abuse and neglect. Two physical abuse 

variables were construct, each reflecting different levels of seriousness. The first variable, 

victim of serious physical abuse, included instances involving welts, sprains, dislocations, 

malnutrition, and broken bones. The second variable, victim of less serious physical 

abuse, captured instances of minor bruising or hitting. Both physical abuse variables were 

binary variable (1 = yes, 0 = no). One variable was used to capture instances of childhood 

neglect. Victim of neglect reflects instances where participants were subjected to either 

physical neglect (e.g., issues with hygiene, failure to provide medical attention), 

educational neglect, or emotional neglect. The neglect variable was also dummy coded (1 

= yes, 0 = no). The summary statistics showed that neglect was most prevalent among 

sample members (44.9%), followed by serious physical abuse (8.1%), and less serious 

physical abuse (3.6%). 
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Juvenile Delinquency. Three juvenile delinquency variables were used in this 

study. The first variable, violent delinquency involvement, indicates whether sample 

members were arrested for a violent offense before age 18. A similar variable, nonviolent 

delinquency involvement, was constructed to reflect arrests for offenses that did not 

involve physical harm or the threat thereof. Finally, to capture high-frequency delinquent 

involvement, a third variable was constructed—frequent offender—that reflected sample 

members who had been arrested five or more times. All three of the juvenile delinquency 

variables were binary coded (1 = yes, 0 = no). Summary statistics indicated that 

nonviolent delinquency involvement (21.1%) was most common, followed by violent 

delinquency involvement (6.8%) and frequent offender (5%). 

 Child Welfare Interventions. Child welfare interventions were measured using 

two dichotomous variables: removed from home by authorities and placement in foster 

care. Removed from home was coded as 1 = yes and 0 = no, with 48.4% of the sample 

experiencing this intervention. Placement in foster care was similarly coded (1 = yes, 0 = 

no), with only 6.3% of participants placed in foster care. These variables capture formal 

intervention responses to childhood adversity, providing insight into the extent of system 

involvement among the sample. 

Analytic Approach 
The analysis is structured around two primary goals: (1) identifying meaningful 

childhood pathways (or classes), and (2) assessing the relationship between pathway 

membership and adult criminal involvement. Pathways that reflect different compositions 

of abuse, neglect, delinquency involvement, and child welfare interventions will be 

identified using latent class analysis (LCA), a statistical method for identifying 
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unobserved subgroups within a population based on individuals' responses to a set of 

observed variables. LCA is rooted in probabilistic modeling and assumes that the 

population is composed of a finite number of mutually exclusive and exhaustive latent 

classes, each with its own distinct probability distribution (Lanza et al., 2011). The 

primary goal of LCA is to uncover patterns of responses that can group individuals into 

classes that share similar underlying characteristics. These latent classes are not directly 

observed but are inferred from the data using maximum likelihood estimation. By 

modeling the probability of membership in each class and the conditional probabilities of 

the observed variables given the latent class, LCA accounts for heterogeneity in the data 

while minimizing measurement error (Lanza & Rhoades, 2013). 

To assess the relationship between pathway membership and adult criminal 

involvement, cross-tabulation analyses were conducted. This statistical procedure is 

appropriate when investigating the relationship between two nominal-level measures 

(Weller et al., 2020). This technique will provide row percentages to be computed that 

will display the proportion of adult offenders for each pathway. Each assessment will be 

accompanied by a Pearson chi-square (χ2) test that will indicate whether the relationship 

between pathway membership and adult criminal involvement is statistically significant. 

Finally, effect sizes will be evaluated using Cramer’s V. 

  



 

 28 

CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Introduction 
 Harmful events experienced during childhood, such as physical abuse and neglect, 

are critical risk factors influencing negative behavioral and psychological outcomes 

(Anda et al., 2006; Felitti et al., 1998; Widom & Czaja, 2012). A substantial body of 

research has demonstrated that early exposure to multiple forms of adversity significantly 

increases the likelihood of delinquent and criminal involvement (Baglivio et al., 2014; 

Ford et al., 2007; Lansford et al., 2002). However, the pathways through which these 

adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) shape behavioral developmental trajectories are 

multifaceted, involving interactions between various factors. 

 This chapter presents the results from an analysis examining the long-term 

behavioral effects of pathways. Specifically, this analysis investigates how different 

childhood adversities, delinquent behavior, and child welfare interventions cluster 

together to form pathways, some of which are high-risk and marked by extreme 

adversity, and how these pathways are differentially related to criminal behavior in 

adulthood. 

 Using a variety of statistical procedures, this chapter empirically addresses two 

important questions: 

1. What distinct pathways emerge among children experiencing varying levels of 

neglect, physical abuse, delinquency involvement, and child welfare 

interventions? 
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2. How do these childhood pathways differ in terms of subsequent adult criminal 

involvement? 

The results presented in this chapter will contribute to a more comprehensive 

understanding of the developmental pathways linking childhood adversity and adult 

criminal behavior. These findings hold significant implications for intervention strategies 

aimed at promoting the well-being of children and public safety by reducing crime in 

adulthood. 

Identifying Childhood Pathways 
 Eight binary-coded items were entered into a latent class analysis (LCA). The 

model fit statistics were evaluated for different possible solutions (e.g., three-class vs. 

four-class solution) to determine which one was best (see Table 2). The evidence 

suggests that a four-class solution was the best fit. This decision was based on a balance 

between model fit and the interpretability of the results2. While the five-class solution 

showed a slightly better AIC relative to the four-class solution (AIC = 8033.692 for five-

class and 8074.757 for four-class) and a slightly higher BIC (BIC = 8269.620 for five-

class and 8262.427 for four-class), the five-class solution also involved a more complex 

model with 44 parameters, potentially resulting in model overfitting and decreased 

interpretability. By comparison, the four-class solution, with a relatively simpler model 

(35 parameters), provided a good fit to the data, as evidenced by the AIC and BIC values, 

which were sufficiently low while still offering meaningful class differentiation. The chi-

 
2 The Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) and Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) are statistical 
measures used for model selection, where AIC evaluates the goodness of fit while penalizing model 
complexity to balance accuracy and parsimony, and BIC applies a stronger penalty for complexity, 
particularly in larger samples, favoring simpler models. 
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squared and LR/Deviance statistics also suggested that the four-class solution struck an 

appropriate balance between model fit and parsimony, capturing important heterogeneity 

in the data without unnecessarily complicating the interpretation. Therefore, the four-

class solution was selected because it best represents the complexity of the data while 

also providing clear and distinct childhood developmental pathways. 

Table 2 

Identifying Number of Latent Classes 

Number 
of 

Latent 
Classes 

Number 
of 

Cases 

Number of 
Parameters 
Estimated 

Residual 
D.F. 

AIC BIC LR/Deviance Chi-
squared 

2 1575 17 238 8548.273 8639.427 663.022 2097.996 

3 1575 26 229 8143.618 8283.03 240.367 245.961 

4 1575 35 220 8074.757 8262.427 153.505 174.626 

5 1575 44 211 8033.692 8269.620 94.441 115.556 

 

Table 3 presents the estimated class conditional probabilities for eight variables, 

broken down across the four latent classes identified in the analysis. It also provides the 

class proportions that indicate the size of each class. Class 1 represents the largest group, 

comprising approximately 45% of the sample. This class largely consists of individuals 

with relatively low neglect, abuse, and delinquent involvement. As expected, formal 

interventions to protect these individuals during childhood—removal from home and 
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foster care placement—were nonexistent. Given their low level of childhood adversity 

and minimal delinquency involvement, this pathway was deemed Safe and Compliant. 

Class 2 represents one of the smaller groups, comprising approximately 5.8% of 

the sample. This group was characterized by relatively high probabilities of neglect and 

less serious physical abuse, although the latter is far less frequent than neglect. Serious 

physical abuse was not a defining characteristic of this class. This might help explain 

why formal interventions by authorities, such as removal from the home or foster care 

placement, were nonexistent among members of this group. Despite their low overall 

serious childhood adversity, individuals in this class exhibit relatively high levels of 

involvement in nonviolent and violent delinquency, and frequent offending. Accordingly, 

this class was named Neglected and Delinquent. 

Class 3 also constitutes a small portion of the sample (5.8%). This group was 

characterized by a relatively high level of childhood adversity. In relative terms, the class 

conditional probabilities are high for neglect, less serious physical abuse, and serious 

physical abuse. Additionally, members of this group demonstrate substantial involvement 

in both violent and nonviolent delinquency. What is more, their delinquency involvement 

is frequent. This class also had the highest levels of formal interventions by authorities in 

terms of members being removed from their homes and members being placed in foster 

care. In sum, this group faced significant adverse childhood experiences and was actively 

involved in a variety of delinquent behaviors (both serious and less serious), all of which 

may have helped trigger formal intervention. All these factors lead to designating this 

class as Harmed and Harming (Daly, 1992). 
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Class 4 represents a substantial portion of the sample, accounting for 

approximately 43.4% of participants. Individuals in this class experienced higher levels 

of neglect, less serious physical abuse, and serious physical abuse. However, this group 

differs from class 3 (harmed and harming) in that, as a group, they show minimal 

involvement in violent delinquency and nonviolent delinquency, and very few members 

were involved in frequent offending. Similar to class 3, formal interventions to help these 

participants when they were children were common (e.g., nearly all of them were 

removed from their homes and a relatively large number were placed in foster care). 

Given the high level of childhood adversity, high level of intervention, and low 

delinquent involvement, class 4 was designated Harmed and Helped. 

Table 3 

Class Composition 

 Class Conditional Probabilities 

Variable Class 1 Class 2 Class 3 Class 4 

Victim of Neglect 0.121 0.222 0.873 0.762 

Victim of Serious Physical Abuse 0.021 0 0.094 0.152 

Victim of Less Serious Physical Abuse 0.013 0.029 0.011 0.063 

Violent Delinquency Involvement 0.012 0.412 0.572 0.012 

Nonviolent Delinquency Involvement 0.061 1.000 1.000 0.157 

Frequent Offender 0 0.341 0.498 0.002 

Removed from Home by Authorities 0 0 1.000 0.981 

Placed in Foster Care 0 0 0.151 0.126 

Class Proportion 0.450 0.058 0.058 0.434 
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Childhood Pathways and Adult Criminal Involvement 
Understanding the connection between childhood experiences and adult criminal 

behavior is central to developmental and life-course criminology. This section examines 

how childhood pathways, defined by exposure to neglect, abuse, delinquency 

involvement, and child welfare interventions, contribute to adult criminal behavior. 

Specifically, it explores the distinctions between adult violent crime and adult nonviolent 

crime, highlighting the unique patterns associated with each. 

Table 4 shows the distribution of adult violent crime across the four classes. The 

Safe and Complaint group had the lowest involvement in adult violent crime, with only 

13.0% of individuals in this group being arrested for violent offenses. This class 

represents individuals with minimal childhood adversity and delinquent behavior, 

suggesting a protective effect of a stable developmental pathway. The Harmed and 

Helped group also showed relatively low levels of violent crime in adulthood, with 

17.5% of the sample being arrested for violent crimes. These individuals experienced 

childhood hardships but also appeared to benefit from child welfare interventions by 

authorities, potentially mitigating their risk for future violent behavior.  

The Neglected and Delinquent group had a 45.1% arrest rate in adult violent 

crime, indicating that while their early delinquent behavior was primarily nonviolent, the 

risk for later violent behavior remained substantial. Finally, the Harmed and Harming 

group, which was comprised of individuals who experienced greater childhood 

adversities, had the highest arrest rate for adult violent crime at 54.8%. This class 

experienced significant neglect and system interventions, coupled with mixed violent and 

nonviolent offending during adolescence, strongly linking early adversity to later violent 
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outcomes. This group, despite receiving child welfare intervention, still did not refrain 

from delinquent behavior, perhaps because of the nature and timing of the intervention. 

The chi-square test indicated that there was a correlation between adult violent 

crime involvement and childhood pathways: Pearson Chi-Square (χ2) value was 113.156 

(p < .001). Further, the symmetric measure (i.e., Cramer’s V) indicates that the 

magnitude of the association (0.268) was moderate. Together, these estimates highlight 

how early pathways, while not deterministic, significantly influence the likelihood of 

violent offending later in life. 

Table 4  

Cross-tabulation Analysis for Childhood Pathways and Adult Violent Criminal 
Involvement 

 Adult Violent Criminal Involvement 

Childhood Pathways % Yes % No 

Harmed and Harming 54.8 45.2 

Neglected and Delinquent 45.1 54.9 

Harmed and Helped 17.5 82.5 

Safe and Compliant 13.0 87.0 

χ2 113.156*** 

Cramer’s V .268 

*** p < .001 

This study also assessed the relationship between childhood pathways and adult 

nonviolent crime. Table 5 reveals that individuals classified as Safe and Complaint had 

the lowest arrest rates for nonviolent crime in adulthood. Specifically, only 16.9% of 

individuals in this class were arrested for a nonviolent adult offense, suggesting that a 
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lack of early adversity and stable life circumstances contribute significantly to their low-

level criminal involvement. Conversely, individuals in the Harmed and Helped class 

displayed only slightly higher arrest rates for nonviolent crimes, with 21.0% having been 

arrested. While this group experienced relatively high childhood adversity, their 

pathways reflect a limited risk for nonviolent crime arrest in adulthood. Interestingly, 

members of the Neglected and Delinquent class exhibited higher rates of nonviolent 

crime arrests, with 54.9% having been arrested for such offenses. Finally, the Harmed 

and Harming class demonstrated the highest rate of nonviolent criminal arrest, with 

57.5% of individuals having been arrested as adults for such behavior. This finding 

underscores the compounded risk this group faces, stemming from a combination of early 

adversity and diverse offending patterns. 

The Pearson chi-square (χ2) value of 109.161 (p < .001) demonstrates that the 

association between childhood pathways and nonviolent adult crime arrest was 

significant. Importantly, the validity of these tests was affirmed, as none of the expected 

cell counts fell below five cases. The strength of the relationship was further reflected in 

a symmetric measure: Cramer’s V was 0.263, indicating a moderately strong relationship 

between childhood pathways and nonviolent adult offending. These measures of 

association serve to reinforce the importance of early developmental experiences in 

shaping adult behavioral outcomes. 
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Table 5 

Cross-tabulation Analysis for Childhood Pathways and Adult Nonviolent Criminal 
Involvement 

 Adult Nonviolent Criminal Involvement 

Childhood Pathways % Yes % No 

Harmed and Harming 57.5 42.5 

Neglected and Delinquent 54.9 45.1 

Harmed ad Helped 21.0 79.0 

Safe and Compliant 16.9 83.1 

χ2 109.161*** 

Cramer’s V .263 

*** p < .001 
 
 

Supplemental Assessment: Demographic Profiles for Childhood Pathways 

Table 6 outlines the demographic profiles of individuals classified into distinct 

childhood pathways based on their early life experiences. These pathways—Harmed and 

Harming, Neglected and Delinquent, Harmed and Helped, and Safe and Compliant—are 

distinguished by their gender composition, average age, and racial make-up, offering 

insights into the diverse trajectories shaped by childhood adversity and resilience. 

The Harmed and Harming pathway, characterized by significant childhood 

adversity and delinquent behavior, is comprised mostly of males (76.7%), with an 

average age of 5.88 years. Racially, this group consists of 45.2% White and 54.8% 

African American individuals, reflecting an overrepresentation of African Americans 

compared to some other pathways. Similarly, the Neglected and Delinquent pathway, 
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marked by childhood neglect and delinquency, also shows a high proportion of males 

(78.9%) and an average age of 5.76 years. Like the Harmed and Harming pathway, this 

group is also racially imbalanced. However, this class was made up of 54.9% White and 

45.1% African American participants. 

In contrast, the Harmed and Helped pathway, which includes individuals who 

experienced harm but benefited from protective interventions or resilience, exhibited a 

substantially lower male proportion (46.9%) and a younger average age of 5.59 years. 

This group was predominantly White (71.1%) with 26.3% African American 

representation, indicating distinct racial and gender-based dynamics compared to the 

more adversity-laden pathways. Finally, the Safe and Compliant pathway, characterized 

by minimal childhood adversity and low delinquency, exhibited the lowest male 

representation (46.1%) and the youngest average age of 5.39 years. This group was 

64.6% White and 35.3% African American, suggesting a slightly more balanced racial 

composition than the Harmed and Helped pathway.  
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Table 6 

Demographic Profiles for Childhood Pathways 

 

Childhood Pathways 

Male 

% Yes 

Age 

Mean 

White 

% Yes 

African 

American 

% Yes 

Harmed and Harming 76.7 5.88 45.2 54.8 

Neglected and Delinquent 78.9 5.76 54.9 45.1 

Harmed and Helped 46.9 5.59 71.1 26.3 

Safe and Compliant 46.1 5.39 64.6 35.3 

 

Conclusion 
This chapter has provided a detailed assessment of the study’s research questions, 

examining the connections between childhood experiences and adult criminal 

involvement. The results from the assessment illuminated how early life adversity, such 

as neglect and physical abuse, delinquent involvement, and child welfare protections 

merge to influence developmental trajectories that ultimately shape arrests during 

adulthood for violent and nonviolent crimes.   

The examination of childhood pathways—Harmed and Harming, Neglected and 

Delinquent, Harmed and Helped, and Safe and Compliant—revealed distinct patterns of 

risk and resilience that influence adult offending patterns. Additionally, findings indicate 

that demographic factors such as gender, age, and race differentiate these pathways, 

shedding light on the nuanced interplay between individual characteristics and systemic 
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inequities. Moreover, statistical analyses of adult violent and nonviolent crimes 

underscore the lasting impact of childhood experiences on adult life outcomes. 

The findings from this chapter advance the understanding of the enduring effects 

of childhood adversity and the pathways that lead to divergent life outcomes. These 

results serve as a foundation for the discussions in Chapter 5, where the implications of 

these findings for theory, practice, and policy will be addressed. Through these 

reflections, the study aims to contribute to ongoing efforts to prevent and mitigate the 

long-term consequences of childhood adversity on criminal behavior. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

Introduction 
This chapter aims to synthesize the findings from the previous chapter and discuss 

their wider implications in terms of theory, future research, and policy and practice. The 

findings from the latent class analysis highlighted four distinct childhood pathways—

Harmed and Harming, Neglected and Delinquent, Harmed and Helped, and Safe and 

Compliant—each revealing unique profiles related to childhood maltreatment, 

involvement in delinquency, and formal child welfare interventions. Importantly, these 

pathways were differentially linked to adult criminal outcomes, indicating that early life 

experiences have lasting effects on behavioral outcomes. This chapter will reflect on 

these findings and highlight how the interplay of childhood risk factors, delinquent 

behavior, and official child welfare interventions shape criminal involvement in 

adulthood. It aims to use this information to develop a set of recommendations for 

targeted, evidence-based interventions for at-risk children to avoid negative adult 

outcomes. 

Implications for Theory 
The findings presented in this study have significant implications for theoretical 

frameworks within criminology and developmental psychology, particularly the role of 

adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) over the life course. The findings demonstrating 

the dynamic interplay between early childhood adversities, behavioral development, child 
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welfare intervention, and adult criminal involvement, shed light on how different 

pathways of risk and resilience unfold over time. 

First, identifying distinct childhood pathways offers nuanced insights into 

Moffitt’s (1993) dual taxonomy, which distinguishes between life-course-persistent 

offenders and adolescent-limited offenders. The Harmed and Harming pathways and the 

Neglected and Delinquent pathways align more closely with life-course-persistent 

offending, given that individuals in these groups demonstrate continued criminal 

behavior into adulthood. The remaining pathways, Safe and Compliant and Harmed and 

Helped, better represent adolescent-limited offenders, as they exhibit less criminal 

behavior. Notably, the Harmed and Helped group presents a compelling case for the 

potential influence of the proper intervention at the right time; without such support, 

members of this group might have followed a life-course-persistent trajectory. These 

findings not only highlight the complex interplay of adversity, delinquency, and 

intervention in shaping long-term behavioral outcomes but also underscore the potential 

impact of early interventions, as exemplified by the Harmed and Helped group, where 

child welfare interventions appear to have disrupted trajectories that might otherwise 

have led to persistent offending. By contrast, the lack of proper intervention in the 

Harmed and Harming and Neglected and Delinquent groups highlights the societal costs 

associated with the absence of or ineffective interventions (Baglivio et al., 2014; Widom, 

1989). 

Second, the study contributes to social control theory (Hirschi, 1969) by 

emphasizing the importance of formal interventions in fostering resilience among 

maltreated children. According to Hirschi, strong social bonds deter individuals from 



 

 42 

engaging in criminal behavior. The findings suggest that individuals in the Harmed and 

Helped pathway benefitted from formal child welfare interventions, which functioned as 

a form of social control by providing structure and support that mitigated the effects of 

early adversity. This highlights the potential of institutional interventions to strengthen 

social bonds and alter criminal trajectories, extending Hirschi’s framework to incorporate 

the role of formal systems in preventing persistent offending (Ford et al., 2007). 

Furthermore, the study extends ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner, 1981) 

by illustrating how adverse experiences at the microsystem level (e.g., family 

maltreatment) interact with mesosystem influences (e.g., formal child welfare 

interventions) to influence developmental outcomes. The differential outcomes observed 

in both the Safe and Compliant and the Harmed and Helped pathways underscore the 

importance of mesosystem-level interventions in mitigating the effects of early adversity. 

For the Harmed and Helped pathway, the high level of formal child welfare interventions 

exemplifies how systemic support can redirect developmental trajectories, reinforcing the 

critical role of structured, supportive environments in reducing the likelihood of 

persistent offending. These findings have implications for theoretical models that aim to 

integrate environmental and individual-level factors in explaining criminal behavior. 

Finally, this research adds nuance to the ACEs framework, which has often 

emphasized the cumulative nature of adversity over its qualitative distinctions (Felitti et 

al., 1998). By identifying distinct pathways, this study highlights the heterogeneity in 

how different types of maltreatment and adversity influence long-term outcomes. For 

example, individuals in the Neglected and Delinquent pathway, despite experiencing less 

direct physical harm, exhibited substantial delinquent involvement, emphasizing that 
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neglect can be just as damaging as physical abuse. This finding aligns with research 

advocating for a broader understanding of ACEs and their differential impacts on 

development (Anda et al., 2006; Lansford et al., 2002). 

Implications for Future Research 

The findings from this study open several avenues for future research, 

emphasizing the need for a deeper understanding of the complex relationships between 

childhood adversity, developmental trajectories, and adult criminal behavior. 

First, future research should explore the role of moderating factors in the 

relationship between adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and criminal trajectories. 

While this study identified distinct pathways, the mechanisms through which individuals 

in certain pathways become life-course-persistent or desist from crime remain 

underexplored. For example, examining the role of protective factors—such as extra-

familial social support, educational attainment, and access to mental health services could 

provide insights into how resilience develops in the face of adversity (Ford et al., 2007; 

Sampson & Laub, 1993). Longitudinal studies that track the influence of these factors 

over time would be especially valuable. 

Second, cross-cultural longitudinal research is needed to examine whether the 

developmental pathways identified in this study generalize to different sociocultural 

contexts. Societal factors, such as child welfare systems, cultural norms surrounding 

parenting, and differences in criminal justice responses to juvenile delinquency, may 

shape developmental trajectories in unique ways (Lansford et al., 2002; Moffitt, 2006). 

Comparative longitudinal studies across diverse populations could enhance and deepen 
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the understanding of how structural and cultural contexts influence the impact of ACEs 

on long-term outcomes. 

Finally, additional research is needed to examine whether the developmental 

pathways identified in this study are influenced by gender. While this study provides a 

nuanced perspective on how bundles of risks and adversities shape distinct pathways, 

future research could explore how gendered experiences and social expectations may 

intersect with these pathways. For instance, do boys and girls respond differently to 

similar types of maltreatment, or are there gender-specific protective factors that 

influence resilience or persistence in offending? Building on the work of Daly (1992), 

future studies could delve into how societal constructs of gender influence the 

relationships between early adversity, developmental trajectories, and adult criminal 

behavior. 

Implications for Policy and Practice 
The findings of this study underscore the critical need for targeted policy 

initiatives and intervention strategies that address childhood adversity to mitigate its 

long-term impacts on adult criminal behavior. Effective prevention and intervention 

efforts must account for the diverse pathways identified in this research, focusing on 

reducing risk factors, enhancing protective factors, and disrupting harmful developmental 

trajectories. 

Primary prevention efforts should prioritize reducing the prevalence of ACEs 

through policies that support family stability and child welfare. Universal programs, such 

as parent education initiatives, early childhood development programs, and economic 

support for families have demonstrated effectiveness in reducing risk factors associated 
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with maltreatment and neglect. For instance, home visitation programs like the Nurse-

Family Partnership, which provides parenting support to at-risk families, have been 

shown to reduce the incidence of child maltreatment and improve long-term outcomes 

(Olds et al., 1998). Furthermore, policies aimed at alleviating socioeconomic stressors 

that exacerbate family dysfunction, such as poverty, housing instability, and 

unemployment, are essential. Research has consistently demonstrated that addressing 

these structural inequalities can significantly reduce the occurrence of ACEs (Fang et al., 

2012). 

Secondary interventions should focus on children and adolescents already 

exposed to adversity, aiming to alter developmental trajectories before harmful patterns 

become entrenched. Trauma-informed care, which recognizes and responds to the impact 

of trauma, is a promising approach for children in the child welfare and juvenile justice 

systems (Bath, 2008). Such programs can help mitigate the behavioral and emotional 

challenges associated with ACEs, reducing the likelihood of delinquency and adult crime. 

Additionally, multi-systemic therapy (MST) and other evidence-based interventions that 

involve families, schools, and communities have proven effective in reducing delinquent 

behavior and improving outcomes for at-risk youth (Henggeler et al., 2009). MST’s 

success highlights the importance of addressing the broader ecological context in which 

children develop, targeting not only individual behavior but also family dynamics and 

peer influences. 

For youth already involved in delinquent behavior, the findings emphasize the 

necessity of diversion programs that provide structured, rehabilitative alternatives to 

formal justice system involvement. Programs that incorporate skill-building, education, 
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and mental health support have been shown to reduce recidivism and improve long-term 

outcomes (Lipsey, 2009). For example, Youth Advocate Programs (YAP), which connect 

justice-involved youth with trained mentors who provide intensive support within the 

community, have demonstrated success in reducing reoffending and promoting prosocial 

development. 

Policymakers must ensure that child welfare and juvenile justice systems are 

adequately funded and staffed to provide high-quality, evidence-based services. This 

includes expanding access to mental health resources for children who have experienced 

maltreatment and ensuring that juvenile justice interventions are tailored to the 

developmental needs of at-risk youth.  Moreover, cross-sector collaboration between 

child welfare, education, healthcare, and criminal justice systems is essential for 

developing comprehensive strategies to address childhood adversity. Integrated data 

systems can facilitate the early identification of at-risk children and enable coordinated 

responses across agencies (Widom & Maxfield, 2001). 

Finally, interventions should not end in adolescence. Given the long-term impacts 

of ACEs, policies should also support adults who have experienced childhood adversity. 

Programs aimed at improving education, employment opportunities, and mental health 

services for this population can help break the intergenerational cycle of adversity and 

criminal behavior (Anda et al., 2006; Felitti et al., 1998). 

Limitations 

Despite its contributions, this study has limitations that must be acknowledged. 

The study’s sample was drawn from a specific metropolitan area in the Midwest during a 

particular historical period (1967 to 1971). While the prospective cohort design provides 
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valuable insights into the long-term impacts of childhood adversity, the findings may not 

be generalizable to populations in other geographic, cultural, or temporal contexts. For 

instance, shifts in societal norms, child welfare policies, and criminal justice practices 

over time may influence the applicability of these results to contemporary populations. 

Future research can help determine whether this is the case. 

The reliance on official records for identifying cases of abuse, neglect, and 

delinquency introduces potential bias. Official records often underrepresent certain types 

of maltreatment, particularly those less likely to be reported, such as emotional abuse or 

neglect within higher socioeconomic groups. Emotional abuse, in particular, is difficult to 

detect and document due to its subtle and subjective nature, which may not meet legal or 

institutional thresholds for intervention. Similarly, neglect, especially in financially stable 

households, may go unnoticed despite significant deficits in emotional or psychological 

caregiving. Systemic factors, such as variations in mandated reporting practices, 

inconsistencies in professional training, and cultural stigmas surrounding abuse, further 

exacerbate these reporting disparities. These gaps in the data not only skew the 

representation of maltreatment but also obscure the nuanced ways in which different 

types of abuse and neglect interact to influence developmental outcomes. Expanding 

research methodologies to include alternative data sources, such as self-reports or 

community-based assessments, may help address these limitations and provide a more 

comprehensive understanding of the prevalence and impact of maltreatment. 

Although the study uses a prospective design for childhood data, adult criminal 

behavior was analyzed retrospectively, relying on official arrest and conviction records. 

This approach may not capture all instances of criminal behavior, particularly for 
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individuals who committed offenses that were not detected by legal authorities. Studies 

have shown that crimes, such as drug use or certain types of property crime, may go 

undetected or unreported, particularly in environments with limited law enforcement 

resources or community trust (Moffitt, 2006). Moreover, relying solely on official records 

may overrepresent individuals from marginalized communities, who are more likely to 

encounter law enforcement, face harsher sentencing, and experience a disproportionate 

rate of criminalization (Alexander, 2010; Klinger, 2019). These limitations suggest that 

future studies may benefit from incorporating self-report measures or alternative data 

sources to provide a fuller picture of criminal behavior, particularly among groups that 

are underrepresented in official records. 

Moreover, advancements in statistical modeling, such as latent transition analysis 

(LTA), could be used to explore how individuals transition between pathways over time. 

While this study employed latent class analysis (LCA) to identify static pathways, LTA 

could provide insights into the dynamics of developmental trajectories, revealing whether 

interventions or life events lead individuals to shift from high-risk to lower-risk pathways 

(Nagin & Tremblay, 2005). LCA, while powerful, is inherently limited by the variables 

included in the model. The classes identified in this study may not fully capture the 

complexity of developmental pathways.  

While these limitations do not undermine the study’s contributions, they highlight 

areas for caution in interpreting the findings and underscore the need for additional 

research. Addressing these limitations in future studies will enhance the understanding of 

childhood pathways and their impact on adult criminal behavior, contributing to the 

development of more effective interventions and policies. 
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Conclusion 
This study has explored the complex relationships between childhood adversity, 

delinquent involvement, formal child welfare interventions, and adult criminal behavior. 

Grounded in a prospective cohort design enriched by a matched control group, the study 

offers a nuanced understanding of how early life experiences shape behavioral 

trajectories and influence long-term outcomes. This research advances the knowledge 

base on the enduring effects of childhood maltreatment and delinquency, while also 

identifying avenues for intervention. More specifically, collaborative efforts among 

researchers, practitioners, and policymakers to break the cycle of adversity and crime by 

prioritizing early intervention, evidence-based policies, and holistic approaches to 

supporting at-risk children must be bolstered. By addressing the roots of criminal 

behavior in early life, society can move toward a more equitable and safe future, where 

children are equipped with the resources necessary to thrive. 
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