
Maltreated Children Who Are 
Adjudicated Delinquent: An At-Risk 

i j - Prof i Ie

C h r is t o p h e r  A. m a l l e t t

Abstract

Children who are victims of maltreatment are at greater risk for later delinquency. While this 
connection is complicated, between 40 and 60 percent of all adjudicated delinquent youth have a 
maltreatment history. This paper examines this link and presents a delinquency profile for a popu- 
lation of victimized children in one Midwest county in the United States. This study utilized one 
population of maltreated youth (N = 9 ,942), comparing one group who were adjudicated delin­
quent (n =  2 ,090) and the second group who were not (n = 7 ,852). Bivariate tests identified the 
following risk factors that were significantly related to later youth delinquency adjudication: a child 
ha ving first contact w iththe children’s services agency after age eight; a child having more than one 
maltreatment referral or more than one maltreatment type; being a victixn of physical abuse, sexual 
abuse, or neglect; having a maltreatment perpetrator who was the child’s biological mother; being 
placed out of the home by children's services; and being adopted. Child welfare research, practice, 

and policy implications are set forth.
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OverView
In the United States and abroad, most youth have no contact with the juvenile justice system. If a 
youth does have one contact, 54 percent of males and 70 percent of females in the United States 
never have a second (Skowyra & Cocozza, 2001). This limited juvenile court contact is also true 
for youths with maltreatment (abuse and/or neglect) histories — a large majority of this group is 
never court-involved (Wiebush, Freitag, & Baird, 2001). However, a broad social policy concern is 
that youths with maltreatment histories who are involved with juvenile courts make up a dispro- 
portionately large percentage of the juvenile justice population and pose unique challenges to the 
courts and child welfare systems (Dembo, Schmeidler, Nini-Gough, Borden, & Manning, 1998; 
National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges, 2005; Wasserman & Seracini, 2001). 
Specifically, in the United States, these maltreated youth constitute between 40 and 60 percent 
of the total 1.6 million youth adjudicated delinquent annually (Currie & Tekin, 2006; Ford, 
2005; Ford, Chapman, Hawke, & Albert, 2007; Lemmon, 2006; Loeber & Farrington, 2001; 
Maxfield & Widom, 1996; Preski & Shelton, 2001; Stahl, 2006). Delinquency as defined in 
the USA is similar across States in that the juvenile court once adjudicates accordingly then has
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supervision and oversight authority over the youth -  often resulting in probation supervision. 
Thus making a child who is a victim of maltreatment at higher risk for later youth delinquency 
adjudication (Lemmon, 2006; Preski & Shelton, 2001; Widom & Maxfield, 2001; Wiebush, 
Freitag, & Baird, 2000; Wiebush, McNulty, & Le, 2001). While this connection between child- 
hood maltreatment and youth delinquency is complicated (Smith &. Thornberry, 1995), the 
concerns are eminent (Currie & Tekin, 2006; Egeland, Tuppett, Appleyard, & van Duimen, 
2002; Hamilton, Falshaw, & Browne, 2002; Wasserman & Seracini, 2001). Preventing these first 
juvenile justice system contacts and potential delinquency outcomes is important, particularly 
because once a youth is arrested and detained (more than just a contact or diversion program), 
he or she has a 70 percent chance of being rearrested or returned to detention within one year 
of release (Bezruki, Varana, & Hill, 1999; Skowyra & Cocozza, 2001).
The quagmire for child welfare personnel, law enforcement officers, judges, and vulnerable 
families, is in identifying which of these maltreated children are most at risk for later juvenile 
court involvement (Maas, Herrenkohl, & Sousa, 2008). If these children are identified, preven- 
tion efforts can then be utilized. To further these efforts, this paper examines the link between 
maltreatment and delinquency and presents child welfare measures and delinquency findings 
for a population of victimized children in one United States Midwest county. This line of in- 
quiry and research study contributes to child welfare practice knowledge in further identifying 
and delineating this population that is most at risk, who may in turn be able to be provided 
preventative juvenile delinquency interventions. These efforts may lead to intervention provi- 
sions to reduce delinquent outcomes for this maltreated youth population (Maschi, Bradley, & 
Morgen, 2008; Stewart, Livingston, & Dennison, 2008).

The Maltreatment to Delinquency Link
Identifying maltreated children at risk for later delinquency is difficult. Research findings have 
been contradictory and at times unclear, resulting from methodological and research design dif- 
ferences in the studies (Lemmon, 2006; Quas, Bottoms, & Nunez, 2002; Widom & Maxfield, 
1996).  Early reports of maltreatment histories for incarcerated individuals involved case stud­
ies (Kakar, 1996) and observational studies of aggressive behavioral outcomes for maltreated 
children. These reports were inconsistent (George & Main, 1979, Straker & Jacobson, 1981,
Wasserman & Allen, 1983, as cited in Kakar, 1996).  Retrospective case studies (Kakar, 1996)
suggested the link between maltreatment and delinquency, but often times these studies did not 
utilize comparison groups (Garbarino & Plantz, 1986; Widom, 1989).
More rigorous prospective studies have been conducted more recently. These studies followed 
maltreated children over time and some have included control groups. One study identified that 
maltreatment led to a 1.8 times greater chance of juvenile arrest, although the pattern of risk 
varied by gender, race, and maltreatment type (Maxfield & Widom, 1996). Some studies have 
identified victims of physical abuse and neglect to have elevated risk, but not victims of sexual 
abuse (Egeland, Yates, Appleyard, & van Duimen, 2002; Fagan, 2005; Herrenkohl, Egolf, & Her­
renkohl, 1997; Maxfield & Widom, 1996; Widom &. Maxfield, 2001). Narrower definitions of de­
linquency have been used in finding that maltreatment type did not have a significant impact on 
delinquency, but followed the youth only through age 15 (Zingraff, Leiter, Johnson, and Myers, 
1993); whereas others followed the individuals to age 32 (Maxfield & Widom, 1996). Significant 
relationships have been found between maltreatment severity and moderate to violent delin­
quency (Maxfield & Widom, 1996; Smith & Thornberry, 1995). Also, increased and repeated ex- 
posure to childhood maltreatment led to higher delinquency risks (Smith & Thornberry, 1995). 
Lemmon (1999; 2006) used cohort designs and found that maltreatment recurrence is a signifi­
cant predictor of the initiation, continuation, and severity of delinquency, even after controlling 
for other delinquency risk factors. Currie and Tekin (2006) found that maltreatment incidence
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rates and severity levels impact criminal behavior for males and victims of sexual abuse, and that 
experiencing multiple ferms of maltreatment increased delinquency outcomes. AlthougK these 
findings are contradicted by Ryan and Testa (2005) and Widom (1991) who found that out-of- 
home placement was harmful to children or of no value, and Johnson-Reid and Barth (2000) 
who found placement instability actually increased youth’s risk of delinquency.
Exposure to more severe maltreatment leads to a higher risk of children being placed out of 
their home or being placed for adoption, with the timing and duration of maltreatment found to 
influence later violent delinquency (Smith & Thornberry, 1995; Thornberry, Ireland, & Smith, 
2001). Harsh discipline at age eight and authoritarian parenting at age ten have been found to 
predict later violent crime convictions (Farrington, 1989). Harsh discipline at ages seven to nine 
was also found associated with later physical violence by females (Magdol, Moffitt, Caspi, & 
Silva, 1998), and being perpetrators of physical abuse for early adolescent males and females 
(Fagan, 2005) -  making these older children more at risk for juvenile court involvement.
To date, no single risk factor has been identified as a causal link to delinquency and youth violence 
outcomes (Howing, Wodarski, Kurtz, Gaudin, & Herbst, 1990; Maas, Herrenkohl, & Sousa, 2008; 
Stouthamer-Loeber, Wei, Homish, & Loeber, 2002; Preski & Shelton, 2001; Turner, Hartman, 
Exum, & Gullen, 2007; Widom & Maxfield, 2001). There exist multiple risks in children’s back- 
grounds including deficits in family, school, peers, and neighborhoods (Hawkins, Herrenkohl, Far­
rington, et al., 2000; Hay, Fortson, Hollist, Altheirmer, & Schaible, 2006; Heilbrun, Goldstein, & 
Redding, 2005; Howell, 2003; Loeber & Dishion, 1983; Loeber & Farrington, 2001; Mears & Aron, 
2003; Strouthamer-Loeber, Wei, Homish, & Loeber, 2002). These risk factors tend to be cumula- 
tive and to have interactive effects, making prediction difficult (Ford, et al., 2007; Lemmon, 2006). 
However, being a victim of maltreatment continues to be found even in the presence of these other 
risk factors (Lemmon, 1999; Smith & Thornberry, 1995; Wiebush, McNulty, & Le, 2000).
This study continued this inquiry focused on the link between maltreatment and delinquency 
and asked which of nine risk factors are significantly associated with later youth delinquency 
adjudication among a population of maltreated children?

Method

Population/Sample

This study utilized a population of all cases f’rom one Children’s Services Agency (CSA) from 
1991 to 2004 in one Midwest county in the United States (Institutional Review Board approval 
#27141-M A L-H S). Selection criteria from the full population of all child welfare hotline refer- 
rals from 1991 to 2004 included those children (and families) that were investigated by the 
County’s Children’s Services Agency for maltreatment with substantiated or indicated outcomes 
(n = 9,942). From this investigated population, two groups of children were identified. The First 
group were children investigated by the County’s CSA with a determination of substantiated or 
indicated maltreatment (abuse or neglect) and who were at a later time adjudicated delinquent 
by the County’s Juvenile Court (n = 2,090). The second group were children investigated by the 
County’s CSA with a determination of substantiated or indicated maltreatment (abuse or ne­
glect) who were not later adjudicated delinquent by the County’s Juvenile Court (n = 7,852). 
Within the total population (9,942) the majority of children were Caucasian (64.9 percent; 
African-American -  19.9 percent; Hispanic-American -  5.0 percent; other/unidentified -  10.2 
percent) and female (56.0 percent; males -  44.0 percent). When comparing the two sub-groups 
within the population reviewed here -  those with and without delinquency outcomes -  the 
court adjudicated youth were majority male (51.7 percent; females -  48.3 percent) and Cauca­
sian (62.6 percent; African-American -  24.3 percent; Hispanic-American -  5.8 percent; other/
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unidentified -  7.3 percent); while the non-court involved youth were majority female (58.1 
percent; males -  41.9 percent) and Caucasian (65.5 percent; African-American -  17.5 percent; 
Hispanic-American -  12.9 percent; other/unidentified -  4.1 percent).

Pilot Study

An initial pilot study of 250 children from the County's CSA, who were victims of substanti- 
ated maltreatment during the 1991 to 2004 time frame, identified nine possible risk factors 
from a predictive model that may be related to later delinquency. This pilot study compared 
child and family characteristics of 125 randomly selected maltreated children who were not 
later adjudicated delinquent to 125 randomly selected maltreated children who were later adju- 
dicated delinquent (in calendar years 2005 and 2006) by the County’s Juvenile Court. A series 
of statistical tests identified nine risk factors (variables) which are utilized in this study. This 
paper reports on a confirmatory study designed to determine if the variables significant in the 
pilot study retain their significance within the County’s full maltreatment population.

Data Collection

Tö collect measurements on these nine risk factors, the County’s CSA  provided aggregate data 
for years 1991 to 2004 on these 9,942 cases. The County’s CS A’s reports provided could not in- 
clude all maltreatment to delinquency risk factors identified in previous published research be- 
cause of limitations in the County ’s Information and technology data tracking system. However, 
the variables of interest for this study, that were identified by the pilot study, were available and 
provided -  children’s services referrals, type of abuse, number of maltreatment types experi- 
enced, perpetrator type, out-of-home child placement (including acloption), and whether the 
child was first referred to the children’s services agency before or after age eight. Frequencies 
for these variables were provided in a two by nine table; therefore, disaggregated data analysis 
was not possible. Data provided to this research team by the County CSA was de-identified and 
available only in this format for the full population.
To determine delinquency, the County's Juvenile Court provided the County’s CSA (CSA) a 
list of all youth that the County’s Juvenile Court judges adjudicated delinquent from 1991 to 
2008. This Juvenile Court list was cross-checked with the CSA s 9,942 case list to determine 
which youth were later in time adjudicated delinquent (n = 2,090). Utilizing the most cur- 
rent adjudication information available (through 2008) allowed accurate identification of delin­
quency status for the County’s population of maltreated children, and ensured that in. all cases 
maltreatment experiences preceded delinquency adjudication and enough time had lapsed to 
capture this delinquency measurement. Reliability checks with identifying information were 
provided between public entities to ensure accuracy.

Variables

Based on the identified maltreatment to delinquency risk factors discussed earlier in the paper 
and used in the pilot study, nine child and family variables were measured in this study (Cur- 
rie & Tekin, 2006; Fagan, 2005; Farrington, 1989; Lemmon, 2006; Magdol, Moffitt, Caspi, & 
Silva, 1998; Maxfield & Widom, 1996; Thornberry, Ireland, & Smith, 2001; Widom & Max- 
field, 2001). These nine independent variables and one dependent variable were all measured 
dichotomously. The independent variables included first CSA contact after age eight (contact
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was defined as a maltreatment referral that was investigated by the CSA) (y/n), more than 
one CSA  referral (defined as more than one maltreatment referral that was investigated by the 
CSA) (y/n), perpetrator was biological mother (y/n), child was placed out of the home by CSA 
(y/n), child was adopted (y/n), child was a victim of physical abuse (y/n), child was a victim of 
sexual abuse (y/n), child was a victim of neglect (y/n), and child was a victim of more than one 
maltreatment type (y/n). It should be noted that maltreatment types were measured according 
to Ohio state law definitions and subsequent CSA investigations and findings for sexual abuse, 
physical abuse, and neglect. The dependent variable was measured as adjudicated delinquent by 
the County Juvenile Court (or' not adjudicated delinquent).

Tabie 1
Risk Factors

Risk factor Delinquency (n,%) Chi Square Vaiuc
!:::!!  :!!!||piV': ■. "'Sl|l|! j S:;::: J lllllt '' :::ï'' S .....l l i l l i ...l i l Yes No .................... 1111,:,

First CSA contact after age 8* Yes 1538 552

No
74%
3022

26%
4830

P  (WO =  819.1

38% 62%
More than ons CSA referral* Vef 1732 : : 358

iN o
83%
4675

#  17% r
J 3117

7P (WO =  391.8

60% 48%
Victim of physical abuse* : Yes 449 1641

No
21%

1319
79%
6533

P  (1 ffl = 24.5

17% 83%
VM m ofseifaiabpse* Yes s t r ISIS

Ito
33%
2196 1 "

" "  67% 
5656

X* (W fl =  20.8

23%: 71%"
Victim of neglect* Yes 705 1385

No
34%
3123

66%
4729

P  (Idf) = 25.6

40% 60%
Victim of more than p o  m altreatfcffype* / v ' Yes «5wv 1721

: i l
fi%

r 1159 "
82%

16693 ;#
p ü m ^ w s

15% /■ * 85%"
Perpetrator was biological m othef Yes 300 1790

No
14%
213

86%
7639

P  (IM =  233.9

3% 97%
# ild  was placed out of home by CSA* .1 "  Yes 1666

/  No V 843
§ R

7009 #
P  {WO =  136,1

11% * 89%
Child was adopted* Yes 29 2061

No
1%
238

99%
7614 P  (WO =  16.0

3% 97%

* Significant p < .01
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Data Analysis

Due to confidentiality and privacy issues regarding access to disaggregated data, multivariate 
tests could not be performed; however, bivariate tests were conducted. In order to evaluate the 
bivariate relationship between the dichotomous independent variables and the dichotomous 
dependent variable, delinquency adjudication, a series of Chi Square tests were performed.

Results
Results of the statistical analysis found that each of the nine independent variables was statisti- 
cally related to delinquency (p c .0 1 ) (see Table 1). In other words, for all children in the popula- 
tion these nine factors all are related to later youth offending behavior and juvenile court delin­
quency adjudication: a child’s first children’s services agency contact after age 8 (X2 =  819.1, df 
=  1); more than one children’s services agency referral for a child (X2 = 391.8, df = 1); a child 
who was a victim of physical abuse (X2 = 24.5, df = 1); a child who was a victim of sexual abuse 
(X2 =  20.8, df =  1); a child who was a victim of neglect (X2 = 25.6, df = 1); a child who was 
a victim of more than one maltreatment type (X2 = 10.5, df = 1); if the perpetrator was the 
biological mother of the child (X2 =  233.9, df = 1); if the child was placed out of the home by 
children’s services (X2 = 136.1, df =  1); and if the child was adopted (X2 =  16.0, df = 1).

Discussion
There are statistically significant associations among these youth and family characteristics 
and child welfare agency measurements with later youth delinquency adjudication. This study 
contributes some unique findings to this growing body of research seeking to identify and 
explain these connections, but not surprisingly, also comports and contrasts with earlier re­
search (Lemmon, 2006; Smith and Thornberry, 1995; Widom & Ames, 1994; Wiebush, et al., 
2001) .

Two findings are unique to this study within the maltreatment to delinquency literature. First, is 
the identification that children having their first children’s services contact after the age of eight 
is associated with delinquency. Intuitively it makes sense that a longer duration of abuse (if that 
can be presumed), without intervention, could be more damaging; or that later physical abuse 
is significantly harmful (Fagan, 2005). Other research identified that earlier involvement with 
children’s services agencies may act as a protective delinquency factor for maltreated children 
(Currie & Tekin, 2006; Lemmon, 2006; Smith & Thornberry, 1995; Wiebush, et al., 2001), 
though not always (Ryan and Testa, 2005). Indeed, some early involvement efforts for vulnerable 
children are known to prevent later delinquent outcomes (Haugaard & Feerick, 2002; Mears & 
Aron, 2003; Roberts, 2004). This highlights the importance of prompt referral and subsequent 
core child protective services including maltreatment prevention, out-of-home placement, and 
adoption. However, research to date is unclear as to whether out-of-home placement positively 
or negatively impacts later delinquency adjudication (Currie and Tekin, 2006; Johnson-Reid & 
Barth, 2000; Lemmon, 1999; 2006; Ryan & Testa, 2005).
A second finding that is unique is the relationship between delinquency and having a mal­
treatment perpetrator who is the child's biological mother. Other research to date has either 
not identified this as significant, or what looks more likely, has not measured and tested for a 
relationship between these specific variables, requiring further investigation. It might be par- 
ticularly useful for future researchers to investigate if victimization by specific perpetrators is
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predictive of later youth delinquency, allowing practitioners and child. welfare personnel to be 
aware of this higher risk.
This study also found that being a victim of physical abuse, sexual abuse, or neglect was sig- 
nificantly related to later delinquency adjudication. Some researchers have identified physical 
abuse as a predictor of juvenile delinquency (Egeland, et al., 2002; Maxfield & Widom, 1996; 
Rebellon & Van Gundy, 2005) while others have not found this link (Grogan-Kaylor & Otis, 
2003; Zingraff, Leiter, Johnson, & Myers, 1993). Sexual abuse victimization has been found by 
others to be both significantly related to delinquency (Currie & Tekin, 2006; Siegel & Williams, 
2003; Swantson, Parkinson, O ’Toole, Shrimpton, & Oates, 2003) and not related (Grogan- 
Kaylor & Otis, 2003; Maxfield & Widom, 1996; Widom & Maxfield, 2001). Similarly, neglect, 
when reviewed as a distinct maltreatment type, has been found to predict delinquency (Eng- 
lish, Widom, & Brandford, 2002; Grogan-Kaylor & Otis, 2003; Maxfield & Widom, 2006) and 
not to predict delinquency (Egeland, et al., 2002; Zingraff, et al., 1993). A limitation in these 
comparisonsis that some previous study definitions did not differentiate, or made more broad 
or narrow, maltreatment types in the analysis -  combining abused or neglected children into one 
comparison group (Maas, et al., 2008; Smith & Thornberry, 1995; Strouthamer-Loerber, et al., 
2002).
This study identified that recurrent maltreatment, as measured by more than one children’s 
service agency referral, was also significantly related to delinquency adjudication. This is consist­
ent with other findings (Hamilton, et al., 2002; Maxfield & Widom, 1996; Smith & Thornberry, 
1995; Widom & Maxfield, 1996). Multiple and/or recurrent maltreatment is often a predeces- 
sor to eventual out-of-home placement of the child or youth (Wiebush, et al., 2001), and here 
this placement out of the home was also found to be related to later offending behavior and 
delinquency adjudication.
This study’s results expand the literature regarding the relationship between maltreatment 
and delinquency in reinforcing some already identified related variables (physical abuse, sexual 
abuse, neglect, and recurrent maltreatment), finding factors that are not clearly identified to 
date (adoption, out-of-home placement), and identifying two relatively unique risk factors 
(first children’s services agency contact after age eight, perpetrator being the biological moth- 
er).

Limitations

These results have some limitations. First, the findings apply to only one Midwest county (in 
the United States) of maltreated children, served by one children’s services agency, limiting 
the external validity. However, with previous research findings (Currie & Tekin, 2006; Lem- 
mon, 2006; Maxfield & Widom, 1996; Smith & Thornberry, 1995; Widom & Maxfield, 1996; 
Zingraff, et al., 1993) from other similar populations both supporting, and at times differing 
from these identified risk factors, some findings use is in order, though replication is necessarv. 
Second, variables chosen for inclusion and measurement in this study were based on previous 
pilot study outcomes and data availability. There is a chance that other variables that were not 
utilized could have been found to be statistically significant (or not) in identifying later delin­
quency. Third, only bivariate statistical analysis could be utilized due to the aggregated data 
source; precluding any multivariate analysis that may have confirmed, refuted, or furthered 
some of these reported findings. Fourth, the aggregated data provided by the County’s CSA 
was only as accurate as the initial information systems input. Fifth, the juvenile court may have 
under-counted the number of delinquency adjudications because it would be unknown if the 
child (and family) moved out of the county after CSA involvement -  this could have impacted 
the results. Sixth, this study's design does not allow for a prediction of delinquency; however, 
the significant associations found between maltreatment and these adjudication outcomes war­
rants further predictive model research.
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Conclusion

These results should be reviewed in light of research that has found delinquency to be a cumula- 
tive outcome for the child, with these risk factors having interactive effects (Ford, et al., 2007; 
Hawkins, et al., 2000; Wiebush, et al., 2000). Predicting delinquency is a difficult research to 
practice task for this county, and all child welfare jurisdictions in the United States and abroad, 
and one that should not be done in a vacuum of understanding. However, identifying maltreated 
children who are most at risk for later delinquency is an important endeavor: 1.6 million youth 
are adjudicated delinquent annually in the United States and, on any given day, an average 
of 54,500 of these youth are incarcerated in detention or correctional institutions (Office of 
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 2003; Sickmund, Sladky, & Kang, 2004; Stahl, 
2006). These incarcerations are increasingly found to be harmful to the youth (Dodge, Dishion, 
& Landsford, 2006; Holman & Zeidenberg, 2006; Torres & Ooyen, 2002).
Proactive preventative interventions during or after children's services agency supervision are 
important for these vulnerable children and their families. If practitioners working with this 
maltreated population are able to identify which of these children are most at risk for later 
offending behavior and delinquency adjudication, then these interventions, or potentially just 
monitoring, have a greater likelihood of effectiveness. Risk factor profiles, like that presented in 
this paper, can help identify these most at-risk children and then wisely use child welfare system 
and juvenile justice system resources collaboratively.
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