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OVERVIEW
The Peterborough Adolescent Development Study targets the developmental period in adolescence when offending peaks (ages 14-15). It will be carried out in Peterborough starting in March 2003, and running through to 2006. Lead by Professor P-O Wikström and building on his earlier work in Peterborough (the Peterborough Youth Study, 2002), the study will follow a sample of 800 12-year-old boys and girls from the period of low involvement in crime to peak involvement. 


The key hypotheses are that social mechanisms influencing age-related offending varies with community context, and that differences in individuals’ routines, processes of decision-making and perceptions of alternatives play a significant role in accounting for those variations. Increased knowledge about the pathways of crime in the adolescent period may significantly contribute to development of effective policy and prevention initiatives targeting the peak period of offending.


Initial screening will classify subjects according to their histories up to age 12. This will involve interviews with parents or guardians and the child. Measures will come from previous longitudinal research covering the period before age 12 but will also include new measures of decision making processes, perceptions of alternatives and day-to-day routines. 

The analytical strategy will be to classify neighbourhoods by disadvantage and subjects by their individual characteristics (risk-protective profiles), by their individual routines/lifestyle, and by their processes of decision-making and perceptions of alternatives. The distribution and development of offending, victimisation, and fear of crime will be analysed along these four dimensions in order to learn how they produce varying patterns during adolescence in offending, victimisation, and fear of crime. Various analytical techniques will be employed, for example, spatial analysis and regression-based multivariate analysis. Special emphasis will be given to gender and ethnicity differences. Findings will be analysed for crime policy and prevention implications.

The Peterborough Youth Study, directed by Professor Per-Olof H. Wikström at the University of Cambridge, Institute of Criminology and financed by a grant from the Home Office Innovative Research Challenge Fund, is a cross-sectional study of nearly 2,000, Year 10 (14- to 15-year-old) pupils. 

  
Adolescence is the time when involvement in crime peaks. There are very few previous UK studies that have explored adolescent offending on a city-wide basis. Peterborough is located in Cambridgeshire, East Anglia and has a population of 134,000 (1997). It is one of two larger cities in Cambridgeshire, the other being Cambridge. In this study the patterns of adolescent offending and key explanatory factors have been examined for 1,957 14-15 year olds in Peterborough.  

Lifestyle is the key risk factor for average youths who become frequent offenders 

 

Selected Key Findings 
Offending 

This study includes crimes of violence, vandalism, shop-lifting, burglary and theft from and of cars, and refers to events during the year 2000. 

Offending is a widespread experience among adolescents 
  
· 44.8 per cent of the males and 30.6 per cent of the females have committed at least one of the studied crimes during the year 2000

· 9.8 per cent of the males and 3.8 per cent of the females have committed a serious crime of theft (i.e. robbery, burglary or theft from or of a car) 

· High-frequency offenders tend to commit a wide range of different crimes 

· One in eight offenders were reported to or caught by the police for their last committed crime. 

· Offenders are more often victimised than non-offenders and violent offenders are particularly more likely to be victims of violence 

· Offenders are more often drunk and more often use drugs than other youths. 

Explanatory Factors 

The study covers a wide range of explanatory factors: 

· family social position (social class, ethnicity and family composition) 

· individual characteristics (dispositions, self-control and morality,social situation, family and school bonds parental monitoring and truancy), 

· lifestyles and routine activities 

· community contexts (neighbourhood disadvantage and school structural risk). 

 

Gender, community contexts, family social class, ethnicity and split families are not strong predictors of adolescent offending. However, they are significant predictors of the youths' individual characteristics and lifestyles. 
  
Females, particularly Asian females, upper and upper-middle class youths, those living in a complete family of origin, those living in an advantaged neighbourhood and/or those going to an advantaged school tend to have stronger protective factors than other youths.

  
The youths' individual characteristics and the way they live their lives strongly affects their involvement in crime. 
 

· Youths with many individual risk factors offend frequently, while youths with many individual protective factors rarely offend. Key risk factors are weak family and school bonds, poor parental monitoring and truancy, weak morality (anti-social values and low levels of shame) and poor self-control. 

· Youths with high-risk lifestyles offend frequently, while youths with low-risk lifestyles rarely offend. A key aspect of a high-risk lifestyle is spending a lot of time on peer-centred activities in public environments, particularly socialising with delinquent peers and consuming alcohol and drugs. 

For well-adjusted youths lifestyle is a less important risk factor for their offending, while for average youths (youths with neither strong risk, nor strong protective factors), lifestyle has a strong impact on their level of offending. 
 

The key new finding of this study is the strong interaction between individual characteristics and lifestyle in producing offending risk; high-risk lifestyles have a different importance for the risk of offending for youths with different levels of individual risk factors. 

  

The findings suggest the presence of three groups of adolescent offenders: 
 

1. Propensity-Induced 

This is only a small group, but is responsible for a high number of crimes. They tend to commit a wide range of different types of crime, including more serious offences. They also tend to have a wide range of high-risk factors, such as weak family and school bonds, low levels of self-control, antisocial values and low levels of shame intertwined with a high-risk lifestyle. The offending by this group may be interpreted as being more about their individual characteristics (an enduring propensity to offend) than about situational risks.

2. Lifestyle-Dependent
This is a group of youths who are neither particularly well, nor poorly, individually socially adjusted. Offending by this group appears to be highly dependent on their lifestyle. Those with a low-risk lifestyle rarely offend, whilst those with a high-risk lifestyle, frequently offend. A high-risk lifestyle is defined by spending a large amount of time on peer-centred activities in public settings, especially if socialising with delinquent peers and using alcohol or drugs. 

3. Situationally-Limited
These are individually well-adjusted youths who may occasionally offend if their lifestyle exposes them to high levels of situational risk. Substance use seems to be of particular importance in explaining their occasional offending. There is little to suggest that this group will develop serious problems of criminality. 

 

The Need for Targeted Strategies of Prevention
  
It is suggested, based on the findings of this study and previous research, that one needs to better consider the particular configuration of risk factors for the three types of offenders when developing strategies and measures for the prevention of adolescent offending. 

It is argued that the prevention of the propensity-induced offenders' criminality may primarily be a question of addressing more fundamental problems arising from their development history and their current family and school social situation (through social preventative strategies), rather than focusing on their high risk lifestyle per se (for example, through strategies focusing on deterrence and situational prevention). 

 

For the lifestyle dependent adolescent offenders, it is argued that strategies focusing on situationally oriented measures (e.g. mobilising parents and schools in influencing their lifestyles, for example through improved parental monitoring and combating truancy) may have a greater prospect for success. For this group, it is also likely that deterrence-based strategies may have a greater chance of reducing their offending. 

 

It is argued that for the situationally-limited adolescent offenders, it is questionable whether there is a need to develop any particular crime prevention strategy. This group's occasional offending is perhaps best interpreted as a result of uncharacteristic behaviour triggered by factors, such as alcohol intoxication, that sometimes may act to momentarily reduce their inhibitions toward offending. 

