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Abstract
Purpose This paper aims to refine our understanding of life course offending patterns
across gender and race/ethnicity and to advance work in this area by examining how
gender and race/ethnicity interact to influence life course offending patterns.
Methods We use criminal justice system data to construct a longitudinal offending
cohort that includes all individuals born in 1983/1984 with at least one court finaliza-
tion for a criminal offense in the state of Queensland between the ages of 10 and
25 years. The data include 41,280 offenders (25.6 % female; 8.9 % Indigenous
Australian) responsible for 209,872 offenses (M=5.08, SD=12.31). Coupling these
data with state-level census data for those born in 1983/1984 (N=129,782), we estimate
cohort offending rates overall and disaggregated by gender and race/ethnicity both
independently and jointly. Focusing on the offenders, we use semiparametric group-
based modeling to identify the number and longitudinal distributions of offending
trajectories within the cohort and compare how subgroups defined by gender,
Indigenous status, and their combination sort into these trajectories.
Results Most of the birth cohort has little to no contact with the criminal justice system
through age 25. However, patterns are not uniform across gender or race/ethnicity, with
males and Indigenous Australians most likely to fit the serious and chronic offending
trajectories. Gender and race/ethnicity also interact to influence offending patterns with
non-Indigenous females significantly more likely than any other group to avoid system
contact, while Indigenous males have comparatively exaggerated rates of contact.
Moreover, Indigenous females offend in ways more similar to non-Indigenous males
than females and, in some instances, evidence even more serious offending.
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Conclusions Developmental and life course models should highlight not just the
operant developmental dynamics across key life stages or the relevant age-graded risk
and protective factors at play, but also how gender and race/ethnicity condition these
processes both independently and jointly.

Keywords Developmental and life course theory . Gender . Race/ethnicity . Offending
trajectories

Introduction

Advances in our understanding of the developmental and life course patterns and
processes that characterize and shape offending trajectories are reliant on large,
longitudinal data collection efforts. The core theories in this area are assessed
against, and revised in concert with, patterns that emerge from longitudinal datasets
tracking a select population, birth, or offending cohort over time. Moffitt’s [71] dual
trajectory theory reflects the offending patterns that unfold in her New Zealand birth
cohort. Similarly, Farrington’s [34] Integrated Cognitive Antisocial Potential
Theory evolved in concert with his work following the sample that comprises the
Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development. Thornberry’s [94] interactional
theory emerged in parallel with his work on the Rochester Youth Development
Survey and was revised as the data accumulated [95]. Building from control
theories and working with data initially collected by Glueck and Glueck,
Sampson and Laub [86] developed an age-graded theory of informal social control,
which they revised to include elements of personal agency based on follow-up data
with a subsample of the men from the initial delinquent study cohort [59]. Giordano
et al. [44] and Maruna [66] both develop theories of agency and cognitive change,
tested against and refined to reflect qualitative data from offending cohorts.

Subsequent research tests the broad applicability of these theoretical propositions in
other samples to establish their generalizability both locally and cross-nationally. The
bulk of this work is based on data relating to male offenders. Even those studies with
large representative samples of males and females typically lack the quantitative
capacity to evaluate the nuances of female offending patterns or offending patterns
disaggregated by race/ethnicity. This is because, even when representative, female and
minority subsamples are generally small, complicating efforts to distill patterns and
processes that might be gender or race/ethnicity specific. Even less common is work
examining the joint contributions of gender and race/ethnicity to longitudinal offending
patterns and processes.

Our aim in this paper is to examine how gender and race/ethnicity interact to shape
life course offending patterns. Although our approach is largely descriptive, this is an
important step in theory building and articulating the intersectionality of gender and
race/ethnicity in life course offending patterns. Few studies have examined the impact
of gender and race/ethnicity on life course offending [23, 28, 31, 57]. Furthermore, in
recent years, multiracial feminist scholars have focused attention not only on the gender
differences in offending but also on understanding intersecting inequalities, particularly
the intersections between race/ethnicity and gender and their combined influence on
crime [23]. There is a dearth of research examining the intersection between
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race/ethnicity and gender over the life course and theoretical development on this front
is similarly limited.

This gap in the developmental and life course literature on offending patterns and
processes is notable because work to date indicates that, at least in cross section, the
interaction of gender and race/ethnicity can mute disparities in offending that are
significant when examining gender or race/ethnicity in isolation. For instance, data
from US samples suggests that Black females evidence significantly higher rates of
violent offending than White females [47, 87] and, in some instances, also show
higher rates than White males [13]. These findings reinforce the importance of
intersectionality for our understanding of the influence of gender and race/ethnicity
on offending. While most often conceptualized as independent statuses for theoret-
ical and analytic purposes, this strategy masks the ways in which gender and
race/ethnicity jointly influence structural and individual-level processes.
Theoretical and empirical work on intersectionality reinforces the difficulty of
disentangling these processes and highlights their relational and reinforcing effects
[49, 50, 85, 98]. In criminology, qualitative work outlines the important ways in
which gender and race intersect to frame violent offending [68, 69]. Miller [68]
finds that Black women commit street robbery for similar reasons as their male
counterparts, which helps to account for their relatively high rates compared to
White females. At the same time, gender constrains the ways in which Black
women plan and enact robbery, helping to account for their underrepresentation
relative to their Black male counterparts. Simpson’s work suggests that both
structural [87] and individual-level [88] processes help account for these intersec-
tional effects, arguing that criminogenic processes and related indicators have
differential salience across subgroups disaggregated by gender and race/ethnicity.
Haynie and Armstrong’s [47] findings reinforce this, showing significant variation
in the salience of key structural correlates for homicide offending disaggregated by
gender and race jointly.

In the current study, we use administrative data to create a longitudinal birth cohort
from Queensland, Australia, followed to age 25, to further refine our understanding of
life course offending patterns across gender and race/ethnicity. Australia shares many
features with other Western industrialized countries. As such, we would expect similar
longitudinal offending patterns to those we see in studies from places like the USA,
Canada, the UK, and New Zealand, where there is a history of longitudinal research,
much of which has been instrumental to contemporary developmental and life course
theorizing. Here we extend these efforts by examining the joint influence of gender and
race/ethnicity on longitudinal offending patterns. Our work examines four key ques-
tions: (1) What is the range and patterning of longitudinal offending trajectories for
individuals from an offending cohort followed into early adulthood? (2) What is the
distribution of males and females across these trajectories? (3) How do individuals sort
into these trajectories as a function of race/ethnicity? And (4) How do individuals sort
across trajectories as a function of subgroups defined by the intersection of gender and
race/ethnicity? Addressing these questions will advance our understanding of the
influence of intersectionality on longitudinal offending patterns and facilitate the
broader goal of testing and refining the theoretical mechanisms that might account
for varied pathways within and across subgroups defined by the intersection of gender
and race/ethnicity.
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Life Course Studies in Australia

While much of the work in developmental and life course criminology comes from
outside of Australia, recent work with Australian samples suggests that patterns in
Australia generally mirror those we see in other developed nations, reinforcing the
cross-national scope of various developmental frameworks. Specifically, recent re-
search has applied the developmental approach to examine offending trajectories
among a sample of adult offenders in Western Australia [40] and among samples of
juvenile offenders in Queensland [42, 61] and South Australia [65]. More importantly,
and particularly relevant to the current effort, these studies assess how gender and
race/ethnicity influence offending behavior over time. All four examine gender varia-
tion and Ferrante [40], Marshall [65], and Livingston et al. [61] also assess the
influence of race/ethnicity by focusing on the how Indigenous status influences the
distribution of life course offending patterns. Each of these Australian cohort studies
also aims to provide insight into the risk factors associated with various offending
patterns. Fitzgerald et al. [42] show child maltreatment to be a key feature in the lives of
males and females who exhibit the most serious patterns of offending. Ferrante [40]
examines a few key individual and ecological correlates and finds that similar risk and
protective factors influence both high- and low-rate offending across gender and
Indigenous status. Livingston et al. [61] report that economic disadvantage, but not
remoteness, correlates with trajectory group membership, but do not examine whether
this holds across gender or Indigenous status. These correlates are consistent with
research outside the Australian context and establish the comparative utility of studies
using Australian samples.

Findings from all four studies highlight the role of gender and Indigenous status in
framing life course offending patterns among Australians. Coupled with broad simi-
larities, particularly in the number and shape of trajectories across gender and
Indigenous status, these studies also reinforce gender and ethnic differences evident
in other countries (particularly the USA). Findings indicate that males and ethnic
minorities exhibit more serious and chronic offending patterns when compared to their
female and White counterparts. None, however, assesses the joint influence of gender
and Indigenous status, leaving open the question of how these intersecting statuses
influence age-graded offending patterns. As we discuss below, this gap reflects a
broader lacuna in developmental and life course studies and is a reflection of the data
constraints that define most panel studies of offenders.

Gender and Life Course Offending Trajectories

A key theoretical question for researchers examining the impact of gender on offending
is “can we use the same theoretical constructions to explain female offending or do we
need to derive separate theories?” ([57], p. 295). Kruttschnitt, in her summary of the
literature, suggests that the formative experiences are gender neutral (poor parental
relationships, low self-control, etc.) but that the emotional mediators of these experi-
ences and the opportunities for offending may not be. From a developmental life course
approach, as both gender invariant and gender variant processes unfold over time, they
likely interact to generate notable differences in life course offending patterns.
Although the bulk of longitudinal studies have relied on male samples [57], this is
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changing. As such, we are beginning to get a better picture of similarities and
differences that characterize longitudinal patterns of offending across males and
females.

A small but growing body of research has compared the shape and number of
offending trajectories for males and females, as well as variation in the offenses that
comprise these trajectories. Many (but not all) studies have identified both male and
female chronic offenders [43]. These offenders, though typically small in number, start
offending early and account for a large proportion of crime. Consistent with Moffitt’s
early observations [71, 73], these studies generally find that chronic offending is much
more prevalent among male than female offenders [6, 18, 20, 26, 33, 39, 56, 58, 61, 63,
65, 70, 75, 79, 82, 90]. Moreover, some evidence suggests females on this trajectory
may onset later than males [6]. The low prevalence of female chronic offenders may
explain why some studies do not even identify them at all (e.g., [26]). We see this in
Australia, where Ferrante [40] identified a low- and mid-rate offending group among
males and females and an additional high-rate group among males, not evident among
the female offenders in her sample. It is important to assess whether this finding holds
in other Australian samples since it would suggest gendered protective factors in the
Australian context that may be relevant to other contexts as well.

Most of these studies look at male and female patterns separately, rather than
modeling broad sample distributions and examining the comparative distribution of
males and females across aggregate sample trajectories (c.f., [65]). While this is a
reasonable strategy and allows for an investigation of gender differences in the shape
and number of offending trajectories, there is also a methodological reason to model
males and females jointly. The joint modeling strategy allows for data from both males
and females to contribute to the number and type of trajectories so that we can then
compare their probabilistic distributions across these shared trajectories. Moreover, if
even only a handful of female offenders fit the chronic offending pattern, they would be
picked up in a trajectory model that incorporates male and female group membership
probabilities, while likely excluded as noise in a female only model. While such a
strategy should still show females as significantly less likely to engage in the kind of
high-rate chronic offending we see among males, it would allow assessment of whether
there is a small but discernible group who do evidence the kind of serious offending
trajectory seen among chronic male offenders.

In addition to chronic offenders, numerous studies have identified both males and
females in a (typically larger) group of offenders who primarily act out during
adolescence [43]. This group, according to Moffitt [72], follows a more normative
pathway in which offending emerges in concert with the biological changes, shifting
peer culture and new social stressors that accompany adolescence. These experiences
are salient for both males and females, and not surprisingly, studies show greater gender
symmetry in the prevalence of adolescent-specific offending than chronic offending
[18, 20, 56, 61, 70, 75]. Still, even among the group that only offends during
adolescence, males are overrepresented and exhibit higher rates of problem behavior,
especially when official offending is the marker [43]. Additionally, Fergusson and
Horwood’s [39] research with a New Zealand birth cohort indicates that there may be
multiple types of adolescent offenders with different ages of onset and that these groups
may vary across gender. We offer further evidence to help sort out how gender
conditions patterns of adolescent offending, especially in relation to age of onset,
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offending duration, and offense severity. This is important because it has implications
for theorizing about the comparative salience of various adolescent processes for male
and female offending.

Studies also provide evidence for a low-rate offending group and indicate that this is
the most common trajectory across gender [26]. At the same time, compared to males,
females are particularly likely to cluster in this group [39, 40]. Focusing on convictions
in a sample of offenders from the Netherlands, Block et al. [18] report that, compared to
men, women are significantly more likely to be sporadic offenders with conviction rates
close to 0 in adulthood (84 % of women and 69 % of men). This is not surprising given
that girls and women generally exhibit less problem behavior than boys and men.

More recent studies following samples into adulthood have identified an adult onset
group [18, 27]. This work suggests that, for some, adult onset can trigger chronic
offending, and for others, it appears to spur more sporadic and less serious offending
[27, 93]. Women are more likely to populate this trajectory than the chronic offender
trajectory [6]. In some studies, female adult onset offenders outnumber males [15, 18,
27, 36, 100], although this is not a uniform finding [83, 93]. This is the offending group
we know the least about, and because our sample follows an offending cohort into
adulthood, we can help outline the key features of this group and its distribution across
gender as well as race/ethnicity.

In sum, although studies are not entirely uniform in their conclusions, on balance
research suggests that, among male and female offenders, there are four broad
offending patterns that unfold over the life course: chronic offenders, adolescent
offenders, low-rate offenders, and adult onset offenders. Chronic offenders are rare,
especially among females, whereas low-rate offending is particularly characteristic of
female offenders tracked over time. The life course research on females remains sparse
and only a few studies follow females into adulthood. Using data from Australia, we
contribute to this growing body of work by helping to establish the cross-national scope
and comparativeness of findings to date and by detailing gendered offending patterns
into early adulthood.

Race/Ethnicity and Life Course Offending Trajectories

Internationally, few studies have examined age-graded offending patterns disaggre-
gated by race/ethnicity [31]. This reflects both a lack of theoretical guidance as to how
race/ethnicity might influence life course offending patterns and sample size limitations
that preclude disaggregation by race/ethnicity [48]. However, there is reason to believe
that race/ethnicity conditions life course offending patterns in important ways [72].
Work in both the USA [46, 91] and Australia [40, 61, 65] suggests that serious
offending is notably more common among minorities compared to Whites. In the
USA, the literature on race/ethnicity and crime convincingly links the disadvantages
that accrue to minority populations, particularly Blacks, and related structural and
systemic biases, with their disproportionate involvement in offending, especially seri-
ous and chronic offending [81]. The few life course studies to examine race/ethnicity
focus primarily on the experiences of Blacks, although some recent work outlines
longitudinal offending patterns among samples of Hispanics [51, 63]. Studies compar-
ing Blacks to Whites indicate that Blacks populate chronic offending trajectories at
significantly higher rates thanWhites [32, 64, 82, 101] and that this reflects their unique
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structural contexts and related exposure to key risk factors that both foster early onset
and preclude desistance [48, 84].

In Australia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders (hereafter referred to as
Indigenous Australians) represent the country’s largest minority group, as well as the
group with the most complex and extensive local history. In the few studies to examine
life course offending patterns by Indigenous status in Australia, Indigenous offenders
populate chronic trajectories at higher rates than non-Indigenous offenders [40], 61,
65]. In many ways, the criminal justice system experiences of Indigenous Australians
appear to echo those of minorities in the USA and Canada, with similar minority
overrepresentation in the chronic offender groups. Most notably, the patterns of
Indigenous overrepresentation in the criminal justice system [9] mirror those we see
among Black, Hispanic, and Native American populations in the USA [45] as well as
those we see among Indigenous populations in Canada [25, 101]. Indigenous
Australians are overrepresented among offenders [17, 62, 89] and although they
account for approximately 3 % of the population [10], they make up over 25 % of
the country’s adult prison population [9]. In fact, their age standardized imprisonment
rate is 15 times that of non-Indigenous Australians [9]. As is the case in the USA,
disadvantage is at the root of this overrepresentation, although its origins are unique to
the Australian historical context. Colonization, the process of European settlement and
control over the colonies, and dispossession leading to the systematic undermining of
established social, cultural, and economic foundations have resulted in profound
problems in Indigenous communities. These include increased rates of alcohol and
substance abuse, family violence, and child neglect and abuse, along with increased
criminal involvement [3, 96]. Coupled with system biases that tend to disadvantage
Indigenous Australians, these processes result in increased formal intervention and
related overrepresentation in the criminal justice system [29, 97]. While substantively
distinct, these dynamics parallel the experiences and contemporary outcomes associat-
ed with slavery and intergenerational poverty in the shared history of African
Americans. Despite overrepresentation among chronic offenders, life course offending
patterns among minorities suggest that, like their White counterparts, they are still more
likely to populate the less serious and more time-limited offending trajectories [24].
Work by Ferrante [40] suggests similar patterns among Indigenous offenders in
Australia. Less clear, though, is the relative distribution of minorities into nonchronic
offending trajectories and the correlates that account for these nonchronic patterns.

There is an obvious need for research to more fully investigate the influence of
race/ethnicity on longitudinal offending patterns. A clearer picture of the influence of
Indigenous status on longitudinal offending patterns is essential for understanding and
addressing issues of system overrepresentation that compound the disadvantages that
accrue among Indigenous populations in Australia. Moreover, given similarities in the
historical and social histories of Indigenous Australians and minorities elsewhere,
especially Blacks in the USA and Aboriginal populations in Canada, this work contrib-
utes to the broader body of work in race/ethnicity and life course offending patterns.

Life Course Offending Patterns and the Intersection Between Gender and Race

As we have noted, the bulk of research on life course offending patterns focuses on
males. The literature on female offending patterns is growing and, although smaller, so
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too is the literature on life course offending patterns across race/ethnicity. However, we
know little about how gender and race/ethnicity intersect to shape life course offending
patterns. Work by White and Piquero [99] examining gender differences in life course
offending patterns for a sample of African Americans suggests more similarity by
gender in chronic offending among Blacks than we see in nonminority samples.

Consistent with this, Piquero and Buka [82] identified higher rates of violent
offending and chronic offending among non-White (primarily Black) females than
White females. Furthermore, non-White females in the sample exhibited rates of
violence similar to White males, though lower than non-White males. Despite the
limited evidence that speaks to the joint importance of gender and race/ethnicity, data
limitations are partly to blame for the dearth of studies examining how gender and
race/ethnicity intersect to shape life course offending patterns. To evaluate patterns
across subgroups defined by both gender and race/ethnicity requires large samples with
substantial numbers of both female and minority offenders. We are in the unique
position of having a dataset that covers an entire birth cohort (N=129,782 individuals
and 41,280 offenders) and includes enough female and Indigenous offenders to allow
for an examination of the joint influence of gender and Indigenous status on life course
offending patterns. As such, we are able to contribute to the emerging literature on
gender and race/ethnicity intersectionality and offending, which to date focuses on
qualitative or cross-sectional data, precluding any conclusions about the
developmental/life course effects of intersectionality. Recent work by Bell [14] with
the Philadelphia Birth Cohort shows the influence of intersectionality on offending at
key developmental moments by looking at its effects on juvenile and young adult
offending. She finds cumulative effects that are most acute in young adulthood.
However, she does not take full advantage of the longitudinal nature of the data,
effectively conducting a series of cross-sectional analyses at different developmental
moments. Here we assess variation in developmental offending trajectories across
subgroups defined by the intersection of gender and Indigenous status, offering a clear
picture of how intersectionality affects longitudinal offending patterns.

The Current Study

Using a linked administrative longitudinal dataset from Queensland, Australia—The
83/84 Queensland Longitudinal Dataset (83/84 QLD)—the current study examines
patterns of life course offending broadly and across gender and Indigenous status both
separately and jointly. The 83/84 QLD contains all offending contacts with the
Queensland criminal justice system between the ages of 10 and 25 years for individuals
born in 1983 or 1984 (N=41,280). The data include demographic indicators that allow
us to detail offending patterns across both gender and Indigenous status. Queensland is
Australia’s third most populous state with a total population of 4.5 million. Indigenous
Australians (which includes both Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples) make
up 4.2 % (188,954) of Queensland’s population [9].

Using the 83/84 QLD followed through to age 25, our work aims to contribute to the
literature on life course offending patterns in four key ways. First, we detail life course
offending patterns in an Australian context to help build the evidence base regarding
cross-national similarities and differences in longitudinal offending trajectories and
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establish the broad generalizability of our findings. Second, using detailed offending
data for all individuals born in 1983/1984 who have at least one court finalization, we
have a large enough sample of female offenders to fully detail the comparative
likelihood with which male and female offenders populate the distinct offending
trajectories we identify in these data. Third, we have a large enough Indigenous sample
to assess variation in the distribution of Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians
into the life course offending pathways we identify. Detailing these patterns allows us
to further assess how similar patterns are in Australia compared to other countries
where we have more evidence detailing longitudinal offending patterns as a function of
gender and race/ethnicity. Finally, and perhaps most notably, the large dataset allows us
to assess how gender and race/ethnicity jointly condition life course offending patterns,
a question for which we currently lack an empirical evidence base. By detailing these
gender by race/ethnicity patterns, we aim to identify salient patterns that can inform
theoretical testing and refinement to account for the joint influence of gender and
race/ethnicity on life course offending trajectories.

In order to address these aims, we focus on four empirical questions: (1) What is the
range and patterning of longitudinal offending trajectories in an Australian birth cohort?
(2) What is the distribution of males and females across these trajectories? (3) What is
the distribution of Indigenous compared to non-Indigenous Australians across these
trajectories? And (4) How do individuals sort across trajectories as a function of
subgroups defined by the intersection of gender and Indigenous status?

The Data

The current study uses data from the 83/84 Queensland Longitudinal Database (83/84
QLD; [5]). The 83/84 QLD is a linked administrative dataset containing all contacts
that individuals with a 1983 or 1984 birthdate had with the following Queensland
systems: the child protection system, the youth justice system, and the adult court
system. These data were linked in 2011 when cohort members were 25 or 26 years of
age. The present study focuses on individual offending contacts from ages 10 (the age
of criminal responsibility in Australia) to 25 years. In Queensland, individuals are
considered to be a youth offender if they are aged between 10 and 16 years at the time
of the offense (Youth Justice Act (QLD), 1992). Beyond this age, individuals are
considered adult offenders.

Our key interest is in detailing offending patterns across gender and Indigenous
status. Gender and Indigenous Australian status were recorded across all administrative
datasets. Data cleaning was performed within and between the datasets to ensure that
individuals were consistently assigned the same value on gender and Indigenous status.
The indicators of gender and Indigenous status both had some problems with missing
values and inconsistent recording. These problems are less acute with respect to gender
since gender is more routinely and consistently recorded across datasets. Where
possible, missing values for gender were propagated from other linked records. We
excluded 97 individuals because of missing data on gender.

Similarly, some individuals had Indigenous status inconsistently recorded or missing
across the administrative databases. It was not until 2003 that Queensland criminal
justice agencies began routinely documenting Indigenous status. Consequently, for
individuals born in 1983 or 1984, any administrative data from the Queensland
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Police Service (QPS) (youth diversion) and the adult court data collected prior to 2003
did not include Indigenous status. However, the administrative systems recording
Children’s Court involvement began documenting Indigenous status prior to 1993
where available, so these data do include Indigenous status. Where possible, missing
values for Indigenous Status in alternate systems were propagated across the records,
relying primarily on Children’s Court data or more recent (post 2003) criminal justice
data. In accordance with national best practice guidelines established by the Australian
Institute of Health and Welfare [11], an individual was coded as an Indigenous
Australian if they were recorded as such on at least one dataset. Even so, 23 % of
individuals in the final data set had a missing value for the variable Indigenous status.
As a conservative approach, we set these cases to non-Indigenous status. This comports
with the fact that even with missing data for 23 % of the sample, the data indicate that
83 % of Indigenous males make contact with the criminal justice system by age 25—
suggesting that it is non-Indigenous Australians who are less likely to have their
ethnicity recorded. We also ran all our analyses with these cases deleted from the
models. The substantive patterns we observe in the data using the full sample (with
these cases set to “non-Indigenous”) mirror those for the models in which we deleted
these cases.

In describing the longitudinal distribution of offending, we take advantage of
information on the type of offending, the timing of offending, and its severity. Since
we use administrative data, our focus is on official offending patterns. This conforms
with other studies examining longitudinal patterns based on system contact, but it does
exclude less serious problem behavior that is often the focus of studies using self-report
data and that may precede system contact. As is always the case, it is important to be
mindful of what we are modeling and recognize that our focus is on age-graded patterns
of officially sanctioned offending behavior as a function of gender and Indigenous
status. These patterns are shaped by individual behavior as well as the structural
contexts in which this behavior takes place and related criminal justice system practices
and responses. Any similarities and differences we report are likely a function of these
micro and macro level processes and theoretical accounts of these patterns should
reflect this.

In this study, offending is defined as a conviction or guilty plea/admission for an
offense. Data were available for all offenses that resulted in a conviction or guilty plea
for each individual between 10 and 25 years of age. We excluded minor traffic offenses,
but included serious driving offenses, such as driving under the influence, dangerous
driving, and driving resulting in injury. We also excluded breach offenses from the final
dataset, as these offenses are typically technical breaches of administrative orders.
Including these offenses would inflate the offending behavior by the cohort. One
benefit of using finalizations rather than arrests is that cases of unfounded arrest drop
out of the data, reducing the influence of potential police bias. Of course, we still have
to be mindful of biases that might inflate Indigenous contact with the system in general
and those that could influence court outcomes. However, this is a general limitation of
official data and one we reflect on in the conclusions.

The offender’s age at the time of offense was calculated using the earliest date
available for each offense and the offender’s date of birth. When available, we relied on
the date of offense for these calculations. However, when the offense date was not
available, the date that the offense was reported to the police was used for cautioning
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contacts and the date of lodgment was used for court appearances. We used the
youngest “age at time of offense” for each offender to operationalize age at first official
contact.

We describe the type of offending over the life course by determining the percentage
of offenders who ever had a (a) personal offense, (b) property offense, (c) drug offense,
and (d) public order offense. Offenses were classified into these four categories using
the 16 categories provided by the Australian and New Zealand Standard Offence
Classification (ANZSOC; [7]).

We measure seriousness of offending using three variables. First, the seriousness of
each offense was computed using the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ [7] hierarchical
seriousness ranking, the National Offence Index (NOI). In the NOI, offenses are ranked
in descending order of seriousness, from 1 = “murder” to 155 = “other miscellaneous
offences.” All offenses with a ranking of less than 30 were classified as “serious,”
which included serious violent offenses and drug trafficking. Very few offenses were
classified as serious (4.9 % of all offenses). Two additional measures of seriousness
were reported: whether the individual had ever been sentenced to youth detention (aged
<17 years) and whether the individual had ever been sentenced to adult imprisonment
(between the ages of 16 and 25 years).

Data Linkage

The processes used to ensure accurate linking of the data sources, validation of the data
linking processes, and de-identification of the data are described in detail elsewhere [4,
60]. The 83/84 QLD links data from three administrative databases to create individual-
level offending profiles across youth and young adulthood. First, QPS data provide
details on formal police cautions for young offenders. In Queensland, children who
commit minor offenses (such as shoplifting or graffiti) may be formally cautioned by
police (Youth Justice Act (QLD), 1992) rather than proceeding to court. More serious
offenses proceed to court for adjudication. We include data on all finalizations in the
Children’s Court of Queensland, which come from Queensland’s Department of
Communities’ data. Queensland’s Department of Justice and Attorney General’s data
provide the details for all adult court finalizations, as adults are not eligible for
cautioning.

There is no unique identifier that follows individuals across the various Queensland
criminal justice system agencies. Therefore, we used names (including aliases) and
dates of birth to link individuals within and across the datasets [12]. We relied on “The
Link King,” an open source record linkage and consolidation software tool that works
with SAS statistical software to conduct the data linkage and enables linkage of records
across datasets, in the absence of a unique identifier. The tool employs a range of
probabilistic and deterministic record linkage protocols. In particular, it uses phonetic
and approximate text string matching and spelling distance algorithms to allow for
subtle misspellings and typographical errors of names and dates. It also has a user
interface that enables a manual review of the linking process. Because of privacy
considerations, linking was done at the Queensland Office of Statistical and Economic
Research (OESR) and the data were de-identified before they were released to us for
research purposes. This means we could not estimate the sensitivity of the matching
process [19]. However, project staff worked on the linkage with OESR and ensured that
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all records with a low probability match were manually inspected for inconsistencies
and deleted where manual inspection confirmed a poor match. These cases were rare,
with only about 50 cases deleted due to unreliable matching (personal communication
with staff responsible for data linkage). Both the Griffith University Human Research
Ethics Committee and relevant government agencies approved our use of these data for
this project.

The Sample

A total of 41,280 offenders were included in this study (25.6 % female; 8.9 %
Indigenous Australian). These individuals were convicted of, or pled guilty to, one or
more offenses between the ages of 10 and 25 years. They were responsible for 209,872
offenses (M=5.08, SD=12.31). Over the 15-year period, the maximum number of
offenses committed by an individual was 415 offenses. However, 45 % of the cohort
committed only one offense. The most frequent offense category was theft and related
offenses, with 26 % of offenses categorized as such (Table 1). In total, the cohort is
responsible for 47 homicide and related offenses.

The 83/84 QLD is a population-based dataset that contains all finalized offending
contacts for every individual living in Queensland at the age of 25, with a birth year of
1983 or 1984. While impressive in size and scope, these data have two relevant
limitations. First, we only have individual-level data for those from this birth cohort
who have had contact with the criminal justice system, and we have limited information
on their experiences outside of the system. This means that we cannot account for

Table 1 Total offenses perpetrated in the 83/84 QLD cohort by the Australian and New Zealand Standard
Offence Classification (ANZSOC)

ANZSOC classificationa Number Percent

Theft and related offenses 54,515 25.98

Public order offenses 31,371 14.95

Illicit drug offenses 29,006 13.82

Unlawful entry with intent/burglary, break and enter 22,295 10.62

Offenses against justice procedures, government security, and government operations 20,010 9.53

Property damage and environmental pollution 15,703 7.48

Dangerous or negligent acts endangering persons 10,532 5.02

Acts intended to cause injury 9494 4.52

Deception and related offenses 8792 4.19

Weapons and explosives offenses 3153 1.50

Miscellaneous offenses 1959 0.93

Robbery, extortion, and related offenses 1272 0.61

Sexual assault and related offenses 1142 0.54

Abduction and related offenses 581 0.28

Homicide and related offenses 47 0.02

Total offenses 209,872 100.00

a Traffic offenses were removed from the study since they are generally not considered criminal offenses
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mortality, time off the street as a result of incarceration, or migration into and out of
Queensland among the cohort. In a grand sense though, these numbers are small. By
age 25, aggregate mortality rates remain low for the population, with less than 1500 (of
129,782) Queenslanders born in 1983/1984 recorded as deceased by age 25. With
respect to time off the street, the concern here is that we misidentify or underestimate
chronic offenders who would likely offend but for their incarceration. However, as we
document in the analysis, the chronic groups are the only ones to evidence relatively
high rates of incarceration suggesting that the model does not misclassify these
offenders as a result of time off the street. This may also reflect the fact that offenses
committed within the system (e.g., assault on a prison officer) are also included in the
data. Migration is trickier as we have no reliable estimates of either incoming or
outgoing cohort members. Ideally, we would link the offender cohort with population
registries for the 1983/1984 birth cohort, as well as criminal justice system databases
from other states. Then, to estimate rates of system contact, we would divide the
number of individuals who had at least one finalized contact inside or outside
Queensland (the numerator), by the entire population of individuals born in
1983/1984 (the denominator; [2, 22, 53]). It is important to note though that this would
still be imperfect, since it would not account for migration or mortality. Moreover, due
to privacy legislation, we cannot link birth registry data to the 83/84 QLD. Instead, we
rely on the best proxy available to us: publicly available census data.

Census data can provide a reasonable estimate for the denominator [22], allowing us
to calculate the lifetime rate of offending for all individuals born in 1983 or 1984 and
living in Queensland at the age of 25. This method of estimating lifetime prevalence
rates is established practice in epidemiological and public health research [55] and
addresses one common critique of offender based longitudinal data—the lack of
comparative information on nonoffenders. We use these data to generate a nonoffender
group as a comparative benchmark to help quantify and interpret the relative prevalence
of offending within each group. Moreover, we also use 2011 Census data to generate
our estimates of population contact with the criminal justice system, which helps
account for migration into and out of Queensland among this cohort. In other words,
since the system contacts reflect contacts for anyone living in Queensland with a birth
year of 1983/1984, we base our estimates on the total number of 25-year olds in
Queensland from that same birth cohort (irrespective of birthplace). Our prevalence
estimates, then, are point in time estimates normed against 2011 Census data to reflect
the current size and distribution of Queenslanders in this birth cohort. Linking with
Census data is also illustrative when we describe gender and Indigenous subpopulation
distributions since it allows us to estimate the relative proportions of each group
involved in offending at all, as well as the nature and patterning of that offending.

The 2011 Census identified a total of 129,782 individuals in Queensland with
birthdates in 1983 or 1984 [8]. Using system contacts in the 83/84 QLD cohort as
the numerator, the lifetime rate of offending by this birth cohort was 318 per 1000. That
is, since the age of 10, 31.8 % of 25-year-old Queenslanders had at least one offense
that resulted in a contact with the criminal justice system. However, when these data are
disaggregated by gender and Indigenous status, the prevalence rate of offending is not
equally distributed across the demographic groups (Table 2). Specifically, Indigenous
males are severely overrepresented. While they comprise 2.3 % of the population, they
make up 6.1 % of those with criminal justice system (CJS) contacts. Moreover, they
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have a lifetime offending rate of 836/1000, meaning 83.6 % of all Indigenous males
having contact with the criminal justice system by age 25 years. Non-Indigenous
females are underrepresented, with 155 per 1000 experiencing system contact by age
25. This means that 84.5 % of non-Indigenous females never have any formal contact
with the criminal justice system by age 25 years. Rates of system contact for non-
Indigenous males and Indigenous females fall somewhere in the middle, with 40 % of
Indigenous females and 45 % of non-Indigenous males having at least one system
contact by age 25. In what follows, we describe how these patterns of contact unfold
and vary from age 10 to age 25 both within and across groups disaggregated by gender
and Indigenous status (independently and jointly).

Analytic Strategy

Following the lead of the bulk of studies that examine the patterning of offending over
the life course, and across gender and race/ethnicity, we use the semiparametric group
method (SPGM; [77]) with the SAS procedure “PROC TRAJ” [52] to identify the
number and longitudinal distributions of offending trajectories that best represent the
range of life course offending patterns among cohort members. While SPGM has its
limitations (see [33]), it remains widely used and has a number of strengths relevant to
the current project [78]. For one, following this analytic course allows us to compare
our models to those reported in similar studies in Australia and cross-nationally.
Additionally, we frame this research in the context of taxonomic models of offending
patterns and aim to assess distribution across taxonomic groups as a function of gender,
Indigenous status, and the intersection of the two. SPGM is particularly suited to this
aim [78]. To facilitate SPGM, we calculate the total number of offenses per year for
each individual in the cohort. To enable the trajectory analysis to converge, a small
number of offenders with 20 or more offenses recorded in a single year (n=630; 1.5 %)
were scaled. Most individuals in the dataset offended for short periods of time resulting
in data cells with zero counts for offending. Consequently, the offending count data was
distributed according to the zero-inflated Poisson distribution (ZIP) [38, 76].

Table 2 Lifetime rate of contact for offending by 25-year-old Queenslanders by Indigenous status and gender

Demographic group Population of
25-year olds
(2008/2009)a

25-year olds
who had contact
with the CJS

Group-based Lifetime rate
of offending (per 1000)

% Denographic group
with no CJS contact

N % N %

Indigenous males 3029 2.3 2532 6.1 836 16.4

Non-Indigenous males 62,973 48.5 28,164 68.2 447 55.3

Indigenous females 2939 2.3 1157 2.8 394 60.6

Non-Indigenous females 60,841 46.9 9427 22.8 155 84.5

Total 129,782 100 41,280b 100.0 318 68.2

a Based on [7] and [80]
b Ninety-seven individuals were excluded because of missing data on gender
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The SPGM does not determine the number of distinct trajectories or their shape;
rather, the researcher compares models with different trajectory parameters to determine
the best fitting model based on both theoretical expectations and statistical goodness of
fit. To do this, we relied on an iterative process to select the final model. Prior to each
analysis, we specified both the number of trajectory groups being modeled (between
two and seven) and the form of these trajectories (i.e., cubic, quadratic, linear, etc.). We
follow standard protocol, assessing BIC and AIC values as well as group membership
probabilities to identify the best fitting model. For more specifics on model selection
procedures, see Allard et al. [5].

We model the entire sample and examine gender and race/ethnicity differences in the
distribution of group membership probability rather than modeling gender and
race/ethnicity subgroups separately. We do this for two key reasons. First, as noted
earlier, using one set of trajectories and examining differences in subgroup distributions
into the various trajectories allows us to clearly compare how individuals sort across
pathways as a function of gender, race/ethnicity, and their intersection. Second, given
the numerous subgroups we compare by including an analysis of the intersection of
gender and race/ethnicity, the number of trajectory models we would be comparing
would be unwieldy, and similarities and differences across groups would be difficult to
quantify. By focusing on one set of trajectories, we can evaluate, in detail, similarities
and differences in how subgroups sort into the various trajectories and can make
comparisons to other studies detailing the offending trajectories of various longitudinal
cohorts. It is worth noting here that we did estimate separate trajectories for males and
females and for Indigenous and non-Indigenous subpopulations (results available on
request). Overall, the general patterns and conclusions we report here mirror those we
see when we examine distributions disaggregated by gender or Indigenous status.1

Results

Longitudinal Offending Trajectories in an Australian Birth Cohort

Using SPGM, we identified a model with five distinct offending trajectories as the
optimal model to describe this population. In calculating offending trajectories, we
exclude cohort members with no criminal justice contacts (nonoffenders) for both
empirical and methodological reasons. Empirically, we only have data for cohort mem-
bers with criminal justice system contacts, which means that we cannot model those who
do not have any system contact. Methodologically, even if we did have data on those with
no criminal justice system contacts, including them would add nothing to the model

1 We explored whether there were differences in the number, shape, and distribution of latent trajectories using
the SPGM approach, depending on whether we analyzed the data as an entire group (dominated by non-
Indigenous males—NIM), or if we analyzed the data for the four individual subgroups, namely NIM, IM, NIF,
and IF. The underlying latent categories were relatively consistent across models, with differences observed in
the relative proportions that fell within each trajectory group, the level of chronicity that defined the categories,
and the slight adjustment in the age at which offending onset or desisted for each group. On balance, each of
the four individual models was relatively consistent with the overall sample model and generated similar
conclusions with respect to the distribution of offenders into various offending trajectories. The main
exception was that for the model of NIM only, there was an additional distinct adult onset trajectory not
evident in the other subgroups.

132 L. M. Broidy et al.



beyond generating a flat, nonoffender trajectory, and by including them, we run the risk
that our low-level offenders get pulled into the nonoffender group. This would make it
particularly difficult to discern how many females are actually low-level offenders as
opposed to nonoffenders. So, focusing on those with one or more conviction we
document five emergent groups, which we describe as adolescent onset—low offending,
adult onset—low offending, adolescent onset—moderate offending, early onset—chronic
offending, and adolescent onset—chronic offending (Fig. 1 and Table 3).

The population sorts into groups consistent with our expectations given the broad
life course offending literature. As well, the frequency of offending within these groups
conforms to expectations. Using census-based population estimates as our base, 68.2 %
of the 83/84 cohort are nonoffenders. The largest offender group is the adult onset—low
offending group, which represents over half of the offenders and 16.9 % of the total
population. Although this group would likely be smaller if we used self-report rather
than official data (see [67, 74]), the existence of this group is consistent with the
growing literature following samples and cohorts into adulthood (e.g., [18, 33, 56]). On
average, individuals in this group had their first system contact at age 21 and, followed
to age 25, averaged two offenses each, the bulk of which are of a less serious nature
(primarily public order offenses). The other large group also follows a low-level
offending trajectory, but one that onsets a bit earlier: the adolescent onset—low
offending group. This group represents 9.8 % of the population cohort and 30.7 % of
the offenders. Their offending is limited, averaging two offenses each and, overall, not
very serious, with the bulk of their offenses being property crimes. Almost none of the
individuals in these groups have ever experienced detention or imprisonment.

By contrast to these larger groups, the smallest group is the early onset—chronic
offending group, which represents 1 % of the total population and 3 % of the offender
group. Still, like early onset chronics in other samples, this group exhibits the greatest
number of offenses, averaging close to 46 offenses each, and the most diverse and
serious offending distribution as well. This group, though, looks a lot like the adoles-
cent onset—chronic offending group, whose first contact with the system occurred at
age 17.5, but who also exhibit a diverse and serious offending repertoire. This group
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Fig. 1 Five group offending trajectory solution (N=41,280)
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too is predictably small (0.6 % of the population and 1.8 % of the offender group). For
these two groups, incarceration is a common experience. In the adolescent onset group,
over half have been imprisoned, and in the early onset group, 15.4 % were in juvenile
detention and 36.5 % have been in adult prisons. In between the two low-rate groups
and the two high-rate serious offender groups is the adolescent onset—moderate
offending group. This group makes up 3.6 % of the estimated total cohort and
11.3 % of the offenders. Individuals in this group average 13 offenses covering a
relatively serious and diverse range, with 16.9 % of them experiencing adult impris-
onment at some point.

Gender and Life Course Offending Patterns

Having detailed the offending groups in the population, the next question we explore is
how males and females are distributed across these groups and the non-offender group
estimated from census data (Table 4). As we would anticipate, chi-square analysis
indicates that males and females are not equally represented across the six groups (χ2

(5, N=129,782)=14,297.01, p<0.001, Cramer’s V=0.33). This difference is attributable
to the significantly lower likelihood of offending among females as well as their less
serious involvement as offenders. Followed to age 25, males in the cohort are significantly
more likely to have engaged in the kinds of offending behaviors that trigger system
involvement. Only 16.6 % of females compared to 46.5 % of males had contact with the
criminal justice system sometime between the ages of 10 and 25 (Table 4). Further, while
females, like males, can be classified into all five offending groups, they are significantly
less likely to populate the moderate and chronic offending groups.

Consistent with gender distributions evident in other longitudinal samples followed
into adulthood both in Australia and cross-nationally, females are most likely to
populate low frequency offending trajectories characterized by either adolescent or

Table 4 Rates of offending by groups of offenders: gender

Males Females Ratio

N (% of
offenders)

Ratea

per
1000

Adj
Std
resid

N (% of
offenders)

Ratea

per
1000

Adj
Std
resid

Male:female

No offending 35,306 (NA) 535 −115.7 53,196 (NA) 834 115.7 0.6:1

Adolescent peaking—low
offending

8008 (26.1) 121 29.4 4651 (43.9) 73 −29.4 1.7:1

Adult onset—low offending 17,325 (56.4) 263 91.1 4647 (43.9) 73 −91.1 3.6:1

Adolescent onset—moderate
offending

3800 (12.4) 57 42.8 854 (8.1) 13 −42.8 4.3:1

Early onset—chronic offending 991 (3.2) 15 20.5 250 (2.4) 4 −20.5 3.8:1

Adolescent onset—chronic
offending

572 (1.9) 9 13.8 182 (1.7) 3 −13.8 3.0:1

Total Queensland population
25-year olds

66,002 63,780

a 2011 Census figures [7]
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adult onset. Overall, 14.6 % of the total female population and 87.8 % of the female
offenders populate one of the two low offending trajectories. Of course, males too are
most likely to populate these low offending trajectories (38.4 % of the male population
and 82.5 % of the male offenders). Female offenders are evenly split among these two
groups (43.9 % of female offenders in each group), while male offenders are much
more likely to fall into the adult onset—low offending group (56.4 vs. 26.1 %). This is
notable because other studies report more evidence of adult onset among females
compared to males [15, 18, 27, 36]. But while 2 % of the female population falls into
one of the three more serious and chronic trajectories, 8.1 % of the male population is
represented on one of these three trajectories. In other words, males are four times more
likely to populate serious and chronic offending trajectories. That said, when we restrict
our examination to the male and female offenders, rather than the entire birth cohort,
the percentage of male and female offenders in each of these more serious offending
groups is fairly similar. The key point from this gender comparison is that, overall,
females are much less likely to have contact with the criminal justice system at any
point in their youth and early adulthood, but among offenders, distributions into
offending groups are not wildly different by gender, especially where the more serious
offending groups are concerned.

Indigenous Status and Life Course Offending Patterns

As is the case across males and females, Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians are
not equally represented across the six trajectory groups (χ2 (5, N=129,782)=7807.04,
p<0.001, Cramer’s V=0.24) (Table 5). On the whole, Indigenous Australians are
significantly less likely to populate the nonoffender group compared to non-
Indigenous Australians (38.2 vs. 69.6 %). Interestingly, non-Indigenous and
Indigenous Australians were equally likely to be classified into the adolescent onset—
low offending group (0.9:1). However, this is based on population prevalence rates. If we
look just at the offenders, 32.1 % of the non-Indigenous Australians fall into this group,
compared to only 14.9% of the Indigenous offenders. The non-Indigenous offenders are
also more likely to populate the adult onset—low offending group (54.5 compared to
39.8 %), though focusing on population-based rates, Indigenous Australians populate
this group at a higher rate than non-Indigenous Australians. Once we focus on the more
serious trajectory groups, Indigenous Australians represent a larger proportion of these
groups whether we examine population-based rates, or just focus on the distribution of
offenders. This is particularly notable among the early onset—chronic offending group
where the ratio of Indigenous to non-Indigenous Australians is the highest at 11.3:1.
These results indicate that not only are Indigenous Australians more likely to offend, but
when they do offend, they exhibit more chronic and serious offending patterns. This
mirrors what we know about the relation between race/ethnicity and offending over the
life course in US samples, particularly those focusing on differences between African
Americans and Whites [32, 82, 101].

Life Course Offending Patterns as a Function of Gender and Race/Ethnicity

Our analyses, so far, generally conform to expectations, mirroring what we know about
life course patterns of offending across gender and race/ethnicity from other
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longitudinal studies. We know much less about how gender interacts with
race/ethnicity. It is unclear, for example, if minority women are more strongly impacted
by the gendered mechanisms that limit offending and system contact among females or
by the various structural and individual-level processes that promote offending and
system contact among minorities. And while evidence consistently shows higher
involvement in crime among minorities, particularly males, it is not clear whether this
pattern would be replicated among Indigenous Australians. To shed some light on these
questions, we conduct a series of chi-square analyses that assess the interaction between
gender and Indigenous status for each offending group (Table 6). Focusing first on the
group with no system contacts, there is a significant interaction between gender and
Indigenous status. Indigenous males have the lowest rate of nonoffending by a sub-
stantial margin. Only 16.4 % of the Indigenous males fall into this group.
Comparatively, 84.5 % of non-Indigenous females comprise this group. In the middle
are the non-Indigenous males (55.3 %) and the Indigenous females (60.6 %). In other
words, Indigenous status puts females at greater risk of system contact than their non-
Indigenous female counterparts. Moreover, while males are uniformly more at risk of
system contact than females, this risk is exaggerated among Indigenous males.

Focusing on the offender groups, we find no interaction between gender and
Indigenous status when we examine the two chronic offender groups. Here
Indigenous status is the primary driver of differences, with both Indigenous males
and Indigenous females overrepresented in these groups. The difference across
race/ethnicity is striking here, with 15.8 % of Indigenous males and 3.9 % of
Indigenous females fitting a chronic trajectory. This compares to 1.7 % of non-
Indigenous males and just 0.5 % of non-Indigenous females. Given the serious-
ness and frequency of the offending among these two groups and the high rate of
imprisonment, these rates conform to the disproportionate contacts evident among
Indigenous males and females in adult prisons [9] and youth detention [12]. On
the other end of the spectrum, when we examine the adolescent onset—low
offending group, there is similarly no evidence of an interaction, but here gender,
rather than race/ethnicity, is the driving influence. Males are more likely than
females to be classified as adolescent onset—low offending regardless of
Indigenous status.

We do see evidence that the intersection of gender and Indigenous status influences
offending patterns among two offender groups: the adolescent onset—moderate
offending group and the adult onset—low offending group. Indigenous males are the
most likely to populate these trajectories and non-Indigenous females the least likely.
Indigenous females and non-Indigenous males fall in the middle. In fact, Indigenous
females exhibit higher rates of adolescent onset—moderate offending than non-
Indigenous males (8.8 vs. 4.7 %) but are significantly less likely to populate this
trajectory than Indigenous males (27.1 %). For the adult onset—low offending group,
males have higher rates than females, but with 19.3 % of Indigenous females populat-
ing this group, they look more comparable to non-Indigenous males (26.1 %) than non-
Indigenous females (6.7 %). It is notable that, among males, Indigenous status is largely
immaterial to adult onset, while among females, it is a central determinant. It appears
that, while non-Indigenous females experience a degree of protection against the snares
that can complicate adult transitions, males and Indigenous females are all similarly
vulnerable to these snares.
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Overall, it is clear that a focus on either gender or Indigenous status alone hides
notable differences across groups defined by the combined statuses. Indigenous males
exhibit the most significant involvement in offending through adolescence and early
adulthood. However, Indigenous females are also overrepresented in offender groups
compared to their non-Indigenous counterparts. In many instances, their offending
trajectories mirror those of non-Indigenous males more closely than those of either
Indigenous males or non-Indigenous females. Indeed, Indigenous females are more
likely to populate the adolescent onset—moderate offending group and the two chronic
offender groups than non-Indigenous males.

Discussion

Our primary aim here was to detail the life course patterns of offending in a cohort of
offenders born in 1983/1984 and followed from ages 10 to 25. We focus analyses on
the comparative likelihood with which individuals sort into various offending pathways
as a function of both gender and Indigenous status independently and jointly. We now
turn to a summary of the findings, highlighting a number of important takeaway points
that can inform efforts to understand how gender and race/ethnicity frame offending
pathways.

To begin, our data suggest that longitudinal patterns of offending and system contact
in Australia are similar to those documented elsewhere, highlighting the generalizabil-
ity of these data. As we would expect, our analyses highlight a large group of
individuals who never have contact with the criminal justice system. However, among
those who do, patterns are not uniform. Our data suggest five prominent offending
trajectories. Most offenders in our sample exhibit low-level offending that is not very
serious in nature. For these individuals, system contact is infrequent and usually first
occurs in adolescence or early adulthood. The more troublesome patterns are the more
serious and chronic offender pathways, marked by frequent system contact for a diverse
range of offenses. As is the case cross-nationally, these groups are comparatively
smaller, but account for the vast majority of offenses documented in the data. Aside
from a small (1.8 % of offenders) early onset chronic group, we also see two groups of
frequent offenders whose first contact with the system is in adolescence, but who still
accumulate a large number of officially recorded offenses by age 25. For the compar-
atively moderate group, whose first system contact is at age 16, they average 13
offenses by age 25. The adolescent onset chronic group onsets a year later (age 18),
but averages 32 offenses by age 25. Together, these three groups make up 5.4 % of the
birth cohort and 16.1 % of the offenders in the cohort, but account for 66.5 % of all
offenses committed by the cohort. Focusing on system contact, our data suggest that
most high-rate offenders do not engage with the criminal justice system until well into
adolescence.

Our examination of the comparative likelihood of group membership across gender
and race/ethnicity gives us some insight into the key dynamics that theoretical accounts
of life course offending need to account for. Although not surprising given what we
have seen in Australian studies to date and studies in other Western countries, gender
and race/ethnicity do condition life course offending patterns in notable ways. While
nonoffenders are a large proportion of the full birth cohort (68.2 %), this group is most
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pronounced among non-Indigenous females (84.5 %) and smallest among Indigenous
males (16.4 %), suggesting important intersections between gender and race/ethnicity
that exaggerate the risk of system contact among the Indigenous males. This is further
emphasized by the finding that members of this same group, Indigenous males, exhibit
the highest likelihood of membership in all three of the most chronic and serious
offending pathways (42.9 % combined). These groups not only exhibit the most
diverse, frequent, and serious offending patterns, but they are also the most likely to
experience bouts of youth and adult imprisonment. We also find that Indigenous status,
more so than gender, influences membership in these more serious trajectories, making
Indigenous females similarly vulnerable to serious chronic offending in ways their non-
Indigenous counterparts, both male and female, are not. While 12.7 % of Indigenous
females are likely to populate one of these three serious offenders groups, only 6.4 % of
non-Indigenous males and 1.5 % of non-Indigenous females are likely to populate any
one of these three groups. This mirrors what we know about the influence of
race/ethnicity on longitudinal offending patterns from US studies documenting the
offending pathways of Blacks and Hispanics [51, 63, 82, 101].

Clearly, the key features of Indigenous disadvantage are central to the mechanisms
that explain the offending behavior of individuals likely to populate these serious,
chronic trajectories. Literature on Indigenous disadvantage is important here. More
Indigenous children than non-Indigenous children are identified as having a low birth
weight (10 compared to 4.6 %; [54]), and teen mothers account for 18 % of Indigenous
births, compared to 3 % for non-Indigenous births [92]. There is evidence of high levels
of fetal alcohol syndrome and fetal alcohol spectrum disorder in Indigenous commu-
nities [21]. Within the child protection system, Indigenous youth are seven times more
likely than non-Indigenous children to be the subject of a substantiated report of child
maltreatment [16]. Indigenous children are also at greater risk of the intergenerational
affects of parental imprisonment given that they are four times more likely to experi-
ence paternal imprisonment by age 18 than non-Indigenous children [30]. Furthermore,
Ferrante et al. [41] identified that Indigenous women in rural and remote Western
Australia were 45 times more likely to be a victim of domestic violence than non-
Indigenous women. All of these influences have been identified as risk factors for
offending in previous research, and while they cluster in Indigenous contexts, they are
hardly unique to those contexts and likely affect non-indigenous offenders on these
pathways as well [35].

As instrumental as Indigenous status is for the risk of long-term serious offending,
our analyses suggest that we cannot ignore gender or its intersection with Indigenous
status. Among those who follow a pattern of adolescent onset with low-rate offending,
gender is the primary driver and Indigenous females show group membership proba-
bilities most consistent with those of non-Indigenous females. The same is true among
males. This suggests that, in adolescence, the social and contextual dynamics that fuel
the sporadic, experimental offending that characterizes adolescent limited offending [1,
71, 75] vary by gender but not by Indigenous status. In other words, unlike the high-
risk chronic groups where Indigenous status introduces unique risks, less serious
Indigenous and non-Indigenous offenders may respond similarly to the gendered
developmental mechanisms that trigger experimental offending in adolescence.

By contrast, gender and Indigenous status interact to influence the likelihood of
membership in three groups. This is important, since previous studies have not
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examined this interaction. First, looking at the nonoffenders, the joint influence of
gender and Indigenous status plays prominently, with Indigenous females and non-
Indigenous males exhibiting similar likelihoods of membership in this group, while
Indigenous males are far less likely and non-Indigenous females are far more likely to
be nonoffenders. This suggests that Indigenous status trumps some of the protections
from offending and system contact that gender introduces for females. Gender and
Indigenous status also interact to influence the distribution of offenders into the
offending group that evidences moderate levels of offending beginning in adolescence
as well as the group that onset in adulthood. Focusing on those who exhibit moderate
offending starting in adolescence, a large proportion of Indigenous males fit this pattern
(27.1 %) and very few non-Indigenous females (1 %). Non-Indigenous males are also
less likely than Indigenous females to fit this pattern (4.7 vs. 8.8 %). In this instance,
gender protects Indigenous females more so than their male counterparts, but their
Indigenous status still places them at greater risk for serious problems in adolescence
than is the case for non-Indigenous youth. This may reflect over policing of Indigenous
communities, school disengagement among Indigenous youth, or other structural and
cultural dynamics that are both gendered and differentially affect Indigenous and non-
Indigenous youth.

Where official onset commences in adulthood, a group we know little about, we
again see a prominent gender by Indigenous status interaction. Indigenous females are
far more likely to populate this group than their non-Indigenous counterparts and more
closely resemble non-Indigenous males. This suggests that the transition to adulthood is
rougher for Indigenous females than is the case for non-Indigenous females. Marriage
and stable families, careers or stable jobs, and the economic and social security that
comes with these may be harder for Indigenous females to secure. As such, even if they
successfully navigate adolescence, the challenges of early adulthood, particularly in
economically depressed contexts, can prove daunting [95]. This is consistent with
accounts of adult onset arising out of Farrington’s Cambridge data [37, 67, 102], which
highlight the role of life course exposure to disadvantage in adult onset pathways. In
other words, in much the same way the transition to adulthood might trigger desistance
when the key elements of successful transitions are in place, they might trigger onset
where individuals on the path to successful adulthood find the transition difficult to
manage. Males, irrespective of Indigenous status, are also notably more vulnerable to
the snares that can complicate transitions to adulthood than are non-Indigenous fe-
males. In fact, among males, Indigenous status does not introduce additional risks for
the transition to adulthood in the same way it does for females.

More generally, it is notable that, in these data, adult onset is more common among
males than females. Other studies outside of the Australian context have found females
to be particularly at risk for adult onset relative to males (e.g., [6, 15, 18, 27, 90]). It
may be that the welfare context in Australia helps females, especially non-Indigenous
ones, successfully navigate the transition to adulthood in ways that are different from
other contexts. In the USA in particular, women who experience snares in the transition
to adulthood may have fewer safety nets to effectively cope with these snares. It may
also be the case that, for Australian males, needing or accessing these resources, even
where they are available, may challenge masculine identities in ways that promote
criminal coping in the transition to adulthood. As new research begins to explore the
dynamics of adult onset offending and develop theoretical accounts that can explain
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this pattern, the role of social and structural context will clearly be important as will the
intersecting influences of race/ethnicity and gender.

Of course, with self-report data, we might see signs of problem behavior earlier [67].
Even so, for this group, criminal justice system contact first occurs in adulthood.
Notably, for this group, these adult system contacts are in response to a unique set of
behaviors compared to other offending groups, which indicates a unique and important
dynamic. Specifically, their offenses are not generally serious and primarily fall into the
“offense against public order” category. We suggest that theoretical efforts to account
for this emergent group need to pay attention to the notable differences in the character
of the offending this group exhibits and the unique ways that gender and race/ethnicity
seem to jointly shape the behavior of those most likely to populate this group. More
broadly, theory and research needs to pay attention to these intersectional processes and
how they influence life course offending patterns.

As always, this study has a number of limitations. The key limitation is the use of
official (adjudicated) data. These data are left censored since, in Australia, children
cannot be held criminally responsible before the age of 10 years. Consequently, early
first contact behavior prior to the age of 10 years is not available for analyses.
Additionally, only offending that comes to the attention of the criminal justice system
and is adjudicated is included in the analyses. This may mean that those offenders
classified as adolescent or adult onset may actually onset earlier with less serious
problem behavior or undetected offending. However, these data do give an accurate
picture of individuals who come to the attention of the criminal justice system over
their life course.

The scope of our analyses is also limited by the quality and nature of the data
collected by the various agencies. Indigenous status and gender were not always
consistently reported within and across administrative datasets, and in some instances,
these demographic variables were missing. With respect to gender, in most instances
we could resolve disparities across datasets, but in some instances (N=97), we had to
delete cases with missing data on gender. With respect to inconsistencies in coding
Indigenous status across datasets, we followed the best practice principles of data
linkage, such that individuals identified as Indigenous in any database were coded as
Indigenous and any with missing data on Indigenous status from all sources were coded
as non-Indigenous. The final numbers are generally consistent with population numbers
and with evidence of Indigenous overrepresentation in the criminal justice system.

In addition, no information was available on migration into the dataset or attrition
from the dataset. This impacts our ability to correctly track an individual’s offending
pathway across the life course and may also create a numerator/denominator bias in
estimations of lifetime prevalence rates. Queensland experiences high levels of migra-
tion from other Australian states and overseas. In 1993 and 1994, there were almost
93,000 10-year olds in Queensland and by 2008/2009 there were 130,000 25-year olds
in Queensland, an increase of nearly 40 % over the 15 years of data collection [80]. It is
this latter figure that we use as our denominator, since it accounts for the influx of
individuals born in 1983/1984 who may get caught up in the criminal justice system.
Finally, few risk factors associated with chronic and adolescent offending are available
in the dataset to investigate which factors are associated with different offending
pathways. This would require links to other administrative datasets (e.g., health services
data, child welfare data, education data, employment data) and more complicated
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linking methods with tighter privacy and security restrictions. Smaller longitudinal
studies using self-report methods can also fill in some of these gaps and help articulate
how well existing theories account for the life course offending patterns we see among
Australian cohorts.

While there are limitations with the use of official data, these data also have
substantial strengths. Data are provided on an entire cohort of offenders enabling us
to examine rare offending (serious female offending), the offending of a marginalized
racial minority group, and the interaction between gender and race/ethnicity. It is very
difficult to obtain representative samples of Indigenous Australians as they only
represent 3 % of the Australian population and less than a third live in urban areas. It
is even more difficult to obtain samples that can be disaggregated across both gender
and Indigenous status.

Conclusions

As a whole, our findings suggest that patterns in Australia mirror those we see in other
countries, but also introduce the importance of examining the joint influence of gender
and race/ethnicity on these patterns. To begin, our results highlight the idea that gender
conditions life course offending pathways in important ways. The more serious and
stable the offending pathway, the more significant the gender gap in the likelihood of
group membership. Theoretical accounts of life course offending need to pay attention
to the way in which gender influences the relevant individual, social, and contextual
dynamics that frame risk and protection and shape broad behavioral repertoires. While
life course developmental models invoke mechanisms like early temperament, child
maltreatment, family and peer dynamics, and exposure to disadvantage that may be
gendered, they rarely outline the specific ways in which gender might be operant and its
implications for the differential distribution of males and females into offending
pathways. This is important not just for our understanding of developmental pathways
in Australia, but cross-nationally [57].

Also echoing the findings from prior studies with Australian cohorts, Indigenous
status shapes life course offending patterns. That both male and female Indigenous
Australians populate serious and chronic offending trajectories at rates higher than non-
Indigenous males and females suggests that the disadvantages that accrue to Indigenous
Australians appear to push them into the system in unique ways. While individual
differences that accrue in disadvantaged contexts are likely part of the explanation, it
seems unwise to ignore cultural and structural differences that might also come into
play. For instance, personal and vicarious life course experiences with the criminal
justice system are abundant in Indigenous communities, and these experiences likely
have important implications for life course offending patterns. Parental offending and
imprisonment, family disruption, distrust of the system, and related processes all help
explain the intergenerational cycle of system involvement that tends to characterize
backgrounds of Indigenous offenders, both male and female [29, 96, 97]. Explanations
of life course offending patterns in Australia cannot ignore these dynamics. Indeed,
there is evidence to suggest that these dynamics are not unique to Indigenous
Australians, but affect the life course offending patterns of minorities in other countries
as well [48, 84].
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Finally, our analyses clearly document that theory and research in developmental
and life course criminology should pay more attention to the ways that race/ethnicity
intersect with gender to frame the life course experiences of offenders (e.g., [72]). In
adolescence, for instance, race/ethnicity appears to play a central role in the processes
that generate and promote more serious and protracted offending among females. In
addition, the overall risk for offending is higher for males than females, but
race/ethnicity is also important here since it appears to exaggerate the risk of criminal
involvement and system contact for both males and females.

Moving forward, developmental and life course models need to highlight not just the
operant developmental dynamics across key life stages or the relevant, age-graded risk
and protective factors at play, but also the ways in which gender and race/ethnicity
condition these processes both independently and jointly.
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