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Abstract 
Background: Parental offending is associated with a wide-range of adverse outcomes in offspring, 

but the emphasis has been on examining the role of fathers on offspring offending in adolescence 

and adulthood. Little intergenerational research has been conducted in Australia on the relationship 

between maternal and paternal offending and diverse offspring developmental vulnerabilities in 

childhood.   

Aim: To determine the associations between parental offending histories and offspring 

developmental outcomes in a large population-based study of Australian children. This study 

focused on child outcomes in early and middle childhood, which are key developmental periods for 

intervention and prevention of antisocial behaviour and aggression. 

Method: Data were drawn from the New South Wales Child Development Study (NSW-CDS) cohort 

of 87,026 New South Wales children. The NSW-CDS is an intergenerational data linkage study 

combining information from cross-sectional surveys at age five and 11 years with administrative 

records. Analyses were conducted on the first two waves of record linkage conducted to date. 

Firstly, data were analysed from Record Linkage 1, to determine relationships between parental 

offending and a range of early childhood (age 5 years) offspring outcomes (i.e., social competence; 

emotional maturity; language and cognitive development; communication and general knowledge; 

physical health and wellbeing; and, aggressive behaviour). Secondly, using data from Record Linkage 

2, the associations between parental offending and offspring conduct problems in middle childhood 

(age 11 years) were examined. 

Findings: Mothers with a history of offending experienced greater risk factors (e.g., socioeconomic 

disadvantage, mental illness, and offending partners) compared to non-offending mothers. Analyses 

revealed associations between parental offending and offspring vulnerabilities across a range of 

developmental domains in early childhood and conduct problems in middle childhood. In early 

childhood, associations were greatest for cognitive outcomes. Violent and frequent offending had a 

greater magnitude of association compared to nonviolent and infrequent offending. Both maternal 

and paternal offending histories were associated with adverse offspring outcomes at both 

developmental periods. Maternal offending initially seemed to have greater associations compared 

to paternal offending; however, once both parents’ offending was included in the models, the 

associations were similar. High levels of assortative mating were observed; the majority of mothers 

with a history of offending had a partner with a history of offending. 

Conclusions and Implications: Prevention and intervention efforts should start early in 

development, include mothers and fathers, and target both behavioural and cognitive problems in 

children. Future research should examine assortative mating among offending parents and how this 

influences the development of antisocial behaviour among offspring. 
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Literature Review 

Intergenerational Transmission of Crime and the Concentration of Crime in 

Families 
Extensive research has demonstrated that the experiences, life events, and decisions made 

by members of one generation can significantly impact those of the next. Intergenerational 

transmission is defined as the continuity of a pattern of behaviour of interest over subsequent 

generations, that is, how members of one generation (i.e., children) are similar to members of 

another generation (i.e., their parents) with respect to the particular behaviour pattern (Boyd et al. 

1999; Thornberry 2009). A well-established example of this phenomenon is the intergenerational 

pattern of antisocial behaviour and criminality, with criminal parents tending to have criminal 

children (Farrington & Welsh 2007). Improving our understanding of the extent of intergenerational 

transmission of behaviour at key developmental periods can potentially help inform preventative 

interventions for children who may be at risk of delinquency. 

The very nature of the intergenerational transmission of crime implies a high concentration 

of criminality within families, as multiple criminal family members are required for the transmission 

to take place (van de Weijer et al. 2015). In criminology, seminal longitudinal cohort studies have 

consistently established that a disproportionate amount of crime is committed by a small number of 

people (e.g., DeLisi 2005; DeLisi & Piquero 2011; Fox & Tracy 1988; Moffitt 1993; Piquero 2000; 

Wolfgang, Figlio & Sellin 1972). Similarly, intergenerational research has also found that a small 

proportion of families account for a large proportion of crimes. In the Cambridge Study in Delinquent 

Development, six percent of families accounted for half of all convictions in the cohort (Farrington, 

Barnes & Lambert 1996), and in the Pittsburgh Youth Study, approximately eight percent of families 

accounted for almost 43 percent of arrests (Farrington et al. 2001). More recently, data from the US 

National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health revealed that five percent of all families accounted 

for 53 percent of all arrests (Beaver 2013). 

The intergenerational transmission of antisocial and criminal behaviour is not limited to 

high-crime families; simply having a parent with a history of antisocial behaviour or offending 

increases the risk of antisocial behaviour or offending in offspring across the life-course. In the past, 

criminological studies tended to focus on the antisocial behaviour or criminality of fathers 

(Farrington 1979; Loeber & Stouthamer-Loeber 1986; Walters 1992). One of the primary reasons for 

this focus is likely the fact that antisocial and criminal behaviour occurs less frequently in females 

(Lauritsen, Heimer & Lynch 2009). However, subsequent studies have increasingly examined the role 

of mothers, revealing that there is a relationship between maternal antisocial behaviour and a range 

of offspring outcomes at different developmental periods including: early childhood aggression 

(Tzoumakis, Lussier & Corrado 2012), childhood externalising behaviour (Thornberry, Freeman-

Gallant & Lovegrove 2009), juvenile delinquency (Bijleveld & Wijkman 2009), and violent offending 

(Frisell, Lichtenstein & Langstrom 2011). Although the intergenerational transmission of antisocial 

behaviour is increasingly acknowledged as beginning in the earliest development periods (DeLisi & 

Vaughn 2014; Tremblay 2015), much of the research examining the impact of parental offending has 

focused on the offspring outcomes in adolescence and adulthood rather than childhood (e.g., 

Farrington, Barnes & Lambert 1996; Farrington et al. 2001; Loeber & Stouthamer-Loeber 1986; van 

de Rakt, Nieuwbeerta & de Graaf 2008). The next sections review the literature examining the 

impact of parental offending on offspring outcomes in adulthood, adolescence, and childhood. 
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Parental Offending and Offspring Outcomes in Adolescence and Adulthood 
Glueck and Glueck (1950) were some of the earliest to examine the relationship between 

parental offending and offspring outcomes in a sample of boys in Boston, Massachusetts. They 

found that 66 percent of delinquent boys had a criminal father, compared to 32 percent of non-

delinquents, and 45 percent of delinquents had a criminal mother, compared with 15 percent of 

non-delinquents.  Similarly, in a sample of 1,349 boys in Glasgow, Ferguson (1952) demonstrated 

that having a family member with a criminal record predicted a boy’s likelihood of delinquency 

independently of other factors that were associated with crime (i.e., poor housing, overcrowding & 

low school attainment).  Furthermore, the percentage of boys with a criminal record increased as 

the number of other criminal family members increased (0=9%, 1=15%, 2=30%, 3+=44%).  

Since these early studies, several key longitudinal studies have examined the 

intergenerational continuity in antisocial behaviour and offending on offspring outcomes (for 

reviews, see Loeber & Stouthamer-Loeber 1986; van de Rakt, Nieuwbeerta & de Graaf 2008). The 

Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development, which followed 411 males from age eight to 

adulthood and now includes three generations, has conducted a number of studies on the 

intergenerational transmission of offending (Farrington, Ttofi & Crago 2017). By the time the men in 

the Cambridge Study were in their early 20s, 48 percent of males with a convicted father and 54 

percent of males with a convicted mother had a conviction (Farrington, Coid & Murray 2009). Data 

from this study also showed that adult males with a criminal parent or sibling were significantly 

more likely to have been arrested than males without a criminal parent, and that having a convicted 

parent by the age of ten years was the strongest predictor of criminal offending up until the age of 

50 years (Farrington, Coid & West 2009). This continuity of offending between parents and children 

is not limited to official convictions. For example, in the Pittsburgh Youth Study of 1,517 boys, the 

relationship between parental offending and offspring juvenile delinquency was established for 

arrests, convictions, and self-reported offending (Farrington et al. 2001).  

Though many early prospective longitudinal studies focused on males, studies are 

increasingly including females.  For instance, there are several studies that are limited to fathers in 

the first generation, but include both sons and daughters in the second generation (e.g., Besemer 

2014; Hjalmarsson & Lindquist 2012; van de Rakt, Nieuwbeerta & de Graaf 2008). These studies 

indicate that paternal criminality is a risk factor for the development of criminality among both male 

and female adult offspring. Other studies have included mothers, fathers, sons and daughters (e.g., 

Frisell, Lichtenstein & Langstrom 2011; Kendler et al. 2015; van de Rakt, Nieuwbeerta & Apel 2009). 

Some of these studies have found that paternal offending had a greater impact on offspring 

offending compared to maternal offending (Farrington, Coid & Murray 2009; Farrington et al. 2001). 

However, others found that the risk conferred was similar for fathers and mothers (Beaver 2013). 

Moreover, there is some evidence that the mechanisms by which mothers and fathers transmit 

offending to their children differ (Auty, Farrington & Coid 2017; Thornberry, Freeman-Gallant & 

Lovegrove 2009). These findings underline the importance of understanding the impact of offending 

of both parents on their children, and whether these influences may operate differentially in 

different periods of development.  

Research examining the relationship between parental and offspring offending has often 

focused on an aggregate measure of offending (i.e., “any” offending), which includes a 

heterogeneous range of behaviours (e.g., burglary, assault, fraud etc.) that are likely associated with 
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different trajectories of offending. van de Weijer, Bijleveld and Blokland (2014) proposed that 

focusing on specific types of crime, which may share certain skills and characteristics, may be useful 

in understanding the aetiology of the intergenerational transmission of crime. Using criminal record 

data from the Netherlands, across five generations, they found that the intergenerational 

transmission of offending from fathers to sons was stronger for violent compared to non-violent 

offending (van de Weijer, Bijleveld & Blokland 2014). Other studies have also made a distinction 

between violent and non-violent offences, with findings suggesting some specificity in the 

transmission of violent criminal offending (Besemer 2012; Kendler et al. 2015) and sexual offending 

(Långström et al. 2015). A large Swedish study including 12.5 million men and women found much 

continuity between violent crime in families, reporting that first-degree relatives (i.e., parents and 

siblings) were 4.3 times more likely to engage in violent crime than matched controls (Frisell, 

Lichtenstein & Langstrom 2011). The findings from these studies suggest that considering specific 

types of offenses may reveal different patterns in the intergenerational transmission of offending.  

There are few intergenerational Australian studies that include data on antisocial behaviour 

or offending in parents and children. Kinner et al. (2007) used data from the Mater-University of 

Queensland Study of Pregnancy birth cohort (n=2,399) to examine the relationship between fathers’ 

arrests and imprisonment and offspring externalising behaviour at age 14 years. However, the 

prevalence of paternal arrest and imprisonment in this study was low (7.6% and 5.7% respectively), 

which is likely due to the measurement of this indicator (i.e., maternal report at the children’s 14-

year follow-up). The authors found that, after adjusting for social and family factors, there was no 

relationship between paternal arrest and imprisonment and externalising behaviour for male or 

female offspring (Kinner et al. 2007). A small Tasmanian study identified six extended families with 

known criminal offending histories across several generations (Goodwin & Davis 2011), and found 

that minor offending in parents was not associated with offspring’s convictions, while more serious 

parental offending did increase the likelihood of offspring conviction. Moreover, paternal conviction 

history was more important than maternal convictions (Goodwin & Davis 2011). It is possible that, 

due to the small sample, the analyses were underpowered to detect differences among females. 

Parental Offending and Offspring Outcomes in Childhood  
Relatively few intergenerational studies have investigated the impact of parental offending 

on offspring outcomes in childhood. Some studies have examined the relationship between parental 

antisocial or offending behaviour and childhood conduct or externalising problems (Bailey et al. 

2009; Kim et al. 2009; Raudino et al. 2013; Rhule, McMahon & Spieker 2004; Thornberry et al. 2003; 

van Meurs et al. 2009). For instance, Raudino et al. (2013) found continuity between parent and 

childhood conduct problems (at age 7 to 9 years) in the Christchurch Health and Development Study. 

Similarly, both maternal and paternal offending were related to conduct problems in boys (aged 8 to 

10 years) in the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development, with the number of antisocial parents 

being more influential than parent gender (Smith & Farrington 2004). Fewer studies have examined 

the effects of parental antisocial behaviour and offending on offspring during early childhood (ages 0 

to 5 years). Research during this early developmental period has found that maternal offending is 

associated with high levels of aggression in children (Tremblay et al. 2004; Tzoumakis, Lussier & 

Corrado 2014).  Others however, have not found strong evidence of intergenerational transmission 

of antisocial behaviour in childhood, or have reported continuity that is entirely mediated by 

parenting behaviour and other factors (e.g., Cairns et al. 1998; Cohen et al. 1998; Conger et al. 
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2003). An intergenerational study of 57 young mothers and their offspring observed 

intergenerational continuity more consistently for cognitive development than it was for aggressive 

development in childhood (Cairns et al. 1998).  

Parental Offending and Other Offspring Outcomes   
The effect of parental antisocial behaviour and offending is not limited to externalizing 

behaviour problems, with several studies finding effects on internalizing problems (e.g., Coley, 

Carrano & Lewin-Bizan 2011; Herndon & Iacono 2005; van Meurs et al. 2009), social competence 

(Rhule, McMahon & Spieker 2004) and cognitive abilities (e.g., Cairns et al. 1998; Latvala et al. 2015). 

In one study, paternal antisociality during children’s preschool years was a significant predictor of 

internalising behaviour problems in early childhood, but the relationship was not sustained into 

middle childhood (Coley, Carrano & Lewin-Bizan 2011). Another study found that both fathers’ and 

mothers’ antisocial behaviour impacted children’s risk of developing internalising disorders by age 

11 years, even when accounting for the co-parent’s antisociality (Herndon & Iacono 2005). 

Furthermore, this study reported that by age 17, having an antisocial father increased the likelihood 

of alcohol abuse and drug use in offspring (Herndon & Iacono 2005).  

 A few studies have investigated the relationship between parental offending and cognitive 

functioning of offspring. A study using Swedish register data of over a million male military 

conscripts and their fathers found an association between paternal criminal convictions and their 

sons’ cognitive ability at age 18 years (Latvala et al. 2015). In contrast, using data from the Pittsburgh 

Youth Study of over one thousand youth, Murray, Loeber and Pardini (2012) found that parental 

criminality was not related to poor academic performance in offspring aged 7-16 years. Better 

understanding of the relationship between parental offending and offspring cognition is important, 

as childhood cognitive ability is also a robust predictor of early onset and persistent offending up to 

age 18 years (McGloin & Pratt 2003).  

Aims 
Parents’ involvement with the criminal justice system has been shown to contribute to 

antisocial behaviour among their children. Much of the research on the influence of parental 

offending on children has focused on the role of fathers rather than mothers, and few studies have 

included both parents. Moreover, previous emphasis has been on offspring outcomes in adolescence 

and adulthood, despite increasing evidence of the early childhood origins of antisocial behaviour 

(DeLisi & Vaughn 2014; Tremblay 2015). For example, children who are highly aggressive when they 

start school are at high risk of continuing on a high-aggression trajectory that manifests in offending 

in adolescence (Broidy et al. 2003). Furthermore, few studies have used a sufficiently large sample to 

examine more serious offending in mothers (i.e., frequent, violent offending). The findings 

presented here focus on the intergenerational transmission of antisocial behaviour and examine the 

association between parental offending and offspring aggression and conduct problems. Other 

offspring outcomes such as cognitive and physical vulnerabilities in early childhood were also 

investigated. The aim of this report is therefore to examine the association between parental 

offending and offspring developmental outcomes at ages 5 and 11 years using data from a record 

linkage study of a population cohort of New South Wales children. First, an overview of the sample 

and methods used to conduct the research is provided, followed by a summary of the findings on 

the early childhood outcomes (Record Linkage 1; RL1) and on the middle childhood outcomes 
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(Record Linkage 2; RL2). The report concludes with a discussion of the policy implications of the 

findings and plans for future research.  

Method 

Procedures 
Data were drawn from a large, Australian, multi-agency, intergenerational record linkage 

study of a population cohort of children and their parents: the NSW-CDS (http://nsw-cds.com.au/; 

Carr et al. 2016; Green et al, 2018). The NSW-CDS adopts a life-course epidemiological approach to 

examine the risk and protective factors associated with the development of mental illness, antisocial 

behaviour, and other outcomes from birth to adolescence and early adulthood. The NSW-CDS is a 

state-wide longitudinal, population-based study that uses successive waves of record linkage of 

administrative data collections from New South Wales. It is also an intergenerational study that 

includes both child and parent records. The NSW-CDS is unique, as it combines data linkage of 

administrative records from multiple sources (e.g., health, crime, welfare, and education) with 

information from two cross-sectional surveys conducted at key developmental periods: early and 

middle childhood. It includes a teacher-reported cross-sectional survey at approximately age five 

years and a self-reported cross-sectional survey at approximately age 11 years.  

An independent agency, the Centre for Health Record Linkage (CHeReL; www.cherel.org.au) 

conducted the record linkages using probabilistic data linkage methods in accordance with strict 

privacy protection protocols. Therefore, the researchers were not privy to the identities of the 

participants; all data received by the research team was de-identified. The CHeReL linked the child 

and parent records using name, date of birth, residential address, and sex. Matches with 

probabilities above 0.75 were considered as ‘true matches’, and those below 0.25 were considered 

as ‘false matches’. Clerical reviews were performed on all pairs with probabilities between 0.75 and 

0.25. False positive linkages in the NSW-CDS were low for both linkages conducted to date, with a 

rate of 3/1,000 persons (0.3%) associated with linkage of child data collections, and 5/1,000 persons 

(0.5%) for the linkage of parents to their children.   

Record Linkage 1 (RL1) - Data and Participants 
RL1 was conducted in 2014 and brought together records from pre-birth up to when the 

children were approximately five years old. It included: children’s birth, mortality, health, school and 

child protection records; their mothers’ perinatal records; and both parents’ mortality, health, and 

criminal records. The following data collections were used to derive variables for the present 

analysis:  

 NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research Reoffending Database (1994-2009)  

 Commonwealth Department of Education (AEDC; 2009)  

 NSW Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages Birth Registrations (2000-06)  

 NSW Registry of Births, Deaths and Marriages Death Registrations (2000-09)  

 Australian Coordinating Registry Cause of Death Unit Record File [2000-09; including 

Australian Bureau of Statistics Death Registrations (2000-06)] 

 NSW Ministry of Health Perinatal Data Collection (2000-06)  

 NSW Ministry of Health Admitted Patient Data Collection (2005-09)  

 NSW Ministry of Health Mental Health Ambulatory (2001-09) 

http://nsw-cds.com.au/
http://www.cherel.org.au/
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The RL1 cohort was defined by the 2009 Australian Early Development Census (AEDC), a 

census of 99.7 percent of children entering their first year of formal schooling (kindergarten) in the 

state of New South Wales in 2009 (n=87,026) (Brinkman et al. 2014). The children were 

approximately five years of age when they were assessed by their kindergarten teachers, who had 

known the child for a minimum of one month (and generally, for five months). The AEDC includes 96 

items that contribute to 16 subdomains within five broad domains. The five domains that index early 

childhood developmental functioning consist of: ‘social competence’; ‘emotional maturity’; 

‘language and cognitive development’; ‘communication and general knowledge’; and, ‘physical 

health and wellbeing’ (see Appendix A for a list of the subdomains; for individual items within each 

domain see Brinkman et al. 2014). The aggression subdomain (e.g., physical fights, kicks, bites, hits, 

etc.) was examined separately as it is of particular interest in examining the intergenerational 

transmission of antisocial behaviour. The psychometric properties of the AEDC have been 

demonstrated in Australia and internationally (Janus, Brinkman & Duku 2011: 292). Moreover, the 

AEDC’s predictive validity has been established in association with middle childhood literacy and 

numeracy, and peer relations (Brinkman et al. 2013: 703; Guhn et al. 2016: 81). Children were 

considered developmentally vulnerable on the domains and subdomains if they scored in the bottom 

10 percent of the national AEDC population distribution. 

The NSW-CDS is representative of New South Wales and Australian populations in terms of 

sex, socioeconomic status and geographic remoteness (Carr et al. 2016). Parents were identified via 

linkage of the child’s AEDC record with New South Wales birth registration records; as a result, it was 

possible to link parental records for 72,245 children (83.0% of the cohort) whose births were 

registered in New South Wales. Comparisons between the full cohort (n=87,026) and the cohort 

with linked parental data (n=72,245) were completed for child age, sex, English as second language, 

socioeconomic status, and AEDC measures, and no substantive differences were found (see Carr et 

al. 2016, Supplementary Tables 1-X and 2-X). 

Of the 72,245 children for whom it was possible to link parental records, valid AEDC data 

were available for 69,116 children, as children with special needs were excluded. These children 

were identified as having special needs by their teachers, based on medical diagnosis, if they 

required special assistance due to chronic medical, physical, or intellectually disabling conditions. 

After then excluding children whose parents had non-criminal regulation offences only (e.g., 

speeding fines or debts), the final sample included 66,477 children. Therefore, the RL1 results in the 

present report are based on 66,477 children and their parents. 

Record Linkage 2 (RL2) - Data and Participants 
 RL2 was conducted in 2016 and brings together records from pre-birth up to when the 

children were 11/12 years old, covering the period from birth to middle childhood (Green et al., 

2018). A key feature of RL2 is the addition of the Middle Childhood Survey (MCS), a cross-sectional 

assessment of the children’s mental health and wellbeing, completed in 2015 for a subset of the 

sample. 

The 2015 Middle Childhood Survey (MCS)  

The MCS enabled the combination of administrative records with a cross-sectional self-

report assessment of mental health and wellbeing in middle childhood. The aim of the MCS was to 
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follow-up with as many of the 87,026 original children from the initial AEDC cohort as possible. 

Active consent procedures were not feasible due to the large number of potential participants. 

Additionally, active parental consent has the potential to bias the sample as it can reduce the 

participation of disadvantaged individuals, decrease response rates, and underrepresent those 

involved in antisocial behaviour (Courser et al. 2009). Collection of the MCS data thus employed an 

opt-out consent model where parents could opt-out their children from participating in the MCS, 

and the children could choose not to participate.  

The MCS was an online self-report survey that was administered to students in Year Six 

(their final year of primary school) during class time (Laurens et al. 2017a). All New South Wales 

schools (government and non-government) with Year Six enrolments (n=2,371) were targeted for 

participation. Of the 2,371 eligible schools, 829 administered the MCS and a total of 27,808 children 

completed the survey (31.4% of eligible children). Opt-outs were few; 816 children and 573 parents 

opted out of the MCS. The representativeness of the MCS to the New South Wales population was 

demonstrated on a range of demographic indices (Laurens et al. 2017a).  

The survey consisted of 116 items including children’s demographic and social, emotional, 

and behavioural indicators; for a complete list see Laurens et al. (2017a). The key child outcome 

used in the present analyses is the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) Conduct Problems 

scale (Goodman 1997). The SDQ is widely used in longitudinal research of child development and the 

psychometric properties of the SDQ are well-established internationally (Goodman 2001). The SDQ 

Conduct Problems scale includes the following five items:  

1) I get very angry and often lose my temper  

2) I usually do as I am told (reverse scored)  

3) I fight a lot  

4) I am often accused of lying or cheating  

5) I take things that are not mine from home, school or elsewhere  

These items were measured on the following three-point scale: “Not True” (scored 0); 

“Somewhat True” (scored 1); and “Certainly True” (scored 2).  The five items were summed to create 

a total score ranging from 0 to 10. Internal consistency of the Conduct Problems scale in the MCS 

was high (ordinal α=.80) (Laurens et al. 2017a). Normative categories were then created based on 

UK population-based norms as follows: “Normal” (defined as ~80%: score of 0 to 3), “Borderline” 

(~10%: score of 4), and “Abnormal” (~10%: score of 5 to 10) (Goodman 1997).  

 Of the 27,792 children who started the MCS, 27,458 children completed the SDQ Conduct 

Disorder questions, and it was possible to identify mothers for 22,639 children and fathers for 

21,956 children via New South Wales birth registration records. Therefore, the RL2 results in the 

present report are based on 21,956 to 22,639 children and their parents. 

Ethical Approvals 
Ethical approvals for RL1 and RL2 were obtained from the NSW Population and Health 

Services Research Ethics Committee (HREC/11/CIPHS/14 and HREC/15/CIPHS/21), with data 

custodian approvals granted by the relevant Government Departments. Ethical approval for the MCS 

was obtained from the University of New South Wales Human Research Ethics Committee (UNSW 

HREC reference HC14307). 
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Record Linkage 1 Results 
The following section summarises findings from RL1 on the relationship between parental 

offending and offspring outcomes at age five years. 

Does Parental Offending History Influence a Diverse Range of Early Childhood 

Outcomes? 
The relationship between parental offending and a range of early childhood developmental 

vulnerabilities were examined. A series of logistic regression analyses were conducted to determine 

the association between mothers’ and fathers’ offending on the five broad domains of the AEDC 

(i.e., Social, Emotional, Physical, Cognitive, and Communication) (Laurens et al. 2017b). These 

analyses focused on any type of offending by mothers (9% of sample) and fathers (27% of sample). 

Figure 1 below provides odds ratios of offspring vulnerability on each domain after adjusting for the 

following covariates: child sex, age, English as a second language, socioeconomic disadvantage, and 

maternal age at child’s birth.  

Figure 1: Associations between parental offending and child vulnerability at age 5 years 

  

Note: n=66,477. Bars are odds ratios and error bars the 95% confidence intervals. Models adjusted for child sex, age, 

English as a second language, socioeconomic disadvantage, and maternal age at child’s birth. All models were considered 

statistically significant as the 95%CIs did not cross 1.00. Figure adapted from Laurens et al. (2017b). 

Results from these analyses indicate that having a parent with a history of offending was 

associated with offspring vulnerability on the full range of AEDC developmental outcomes. The 

greatest association was between parental offending and offspring cognitive functioning. After 

accounting for the demographic covariates, children whose mothers had a history of any offending 

were three times more likely to be vulnerable on the AEDC cognitive domain compared to children 

with non-offending mothers. The adjusted odds ratio for paternal offending was lower; children with 

offending fathers were two times more likely to have cognitive vulnerability compared to children 

with non-offending fathers. The smallest association was on the emotional domain. Mothers’ 
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offending involvement tended to have a larger magnitude of association with children’s vulnerability 

across the five domains compared to fathers. Importantly, this was despite the fact that they were 

involved in offending less frequently (9% of mothers compared to 27% of fathers). Additional 

analyses not presented here, examined parental violent offending (e.g., murder, manslaughter, 

assault, sexual assault, aggravated robbery; see Laurens et al. 2017b). Similar patterns of association 

were identified for violent offending, but the magnitudes of the associations between violent 

parental offending and the AEDC vulnerabilities were greater than those observed for any parental 

offending. Across the five domains, the odds ratios for paternal violent offending ranged from 1.8 to 

2.6, and those for maternal violent offending ranged from 2.5 to 4.2 after adjusting for 

demographics (Laurens et al. 2017b). 

What Are the Characteristics of Children with Mothers Who Have a History of 

Offending? 
A descriptive profile of the children with offending mothers was derived for the sample, 

stratified by maternal offending frequency. Due to the skewed distribution of the data, the following 

indicator for maternal offending frequency was created: no offences (91.3%); one offence (3.6%); 

two-to-five offences (3.2%); and six or more offences (1.8%). Results are presented in Table 1 below. 

Table 1: Characteristics of children and families with a history of maternal offending 

  Total 

sample 

Maternal offending frequency 

 

(n=66,477) 

0 

(n=60,702) 

1 

(n=2,459) 

2-5 

(n=2,134) 

≥6 

(n=1,182) 

Child vulnerable on AEDC aggression 8% 8% 11% 15% 21% 

Male child 51% 51% 51% 50% 49% 

Child English as a second language  16% 16% 13% 10% 6% 

Mother <26 years at child’s birth 22% 20% 40% 49% 51% 

Socioeconomic disadvantage a 45% 44% 59% 67% 72% 

Paternal offending 27% 23% 54% 66% 73% 

Maternal mental illness 11% 9% 22% 35% 64% 

Paternal mental illness 7% 5% 14% 21% 32% 
a 

Reflects the two most disadvantaged quintiles of the Socio-Economic Index for Areas (SEIFA), which is a measure of 

relative disadvantage based on the average income and employment status for each residential postcode in Australia 

(Pink 2013). Table adapted from Tzoumakis et al. (2017). 

Table 1 shows that the children of offending mothers had higher levels of aggression in 

kindergarten. Furthermore, the greater a mother’s offending frequency, the higher the prevalence 

their child was to also have a father who was involved in offending and to have a parent with mental 

illness. Frequent offending mothers were younger at their child’s birth, and their families 

experienced more socioeconomic disadvantage. Among children whose mothers had a history of six 

or more offences, 72 percent lived in the most disadvantaged areas in New South Wales, 73 percent 

had a father with a history of offending, and 64 percent had a mother with mental illness, compared 

to 44 percent, 23 percent and nine percent of children with non-offending mothers, respectively. 
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Is Maternal Offending Associated with Child Aggression at Age Five Years After 

Accounting for Key Risk Factors?  
To examine the relationship between maternal offending frequency and child aggression 

further, a multivariate logistic regression analysis was conducted, accounting for several key 

covariates including paternal offending (Tzoumakis et al. 2017). An indicator of paternal offending 

frequency was created as follows: no offences (91.3%); one offence (9.5%); two-to-five offences 

(10.1%); and six or more offences (6.9%). Results of this analysis are presented in Table 2 below. 

Table 2: Associations between parental offending frequency and offspring aggression at age 5  

  OR (95% CI) 

Child sex 

 Female 1 

Male 3.09(2.90-3.29) 

Child English as a second language 

 No 1 

Yes 0.89(0.82-0.97) 

Maternal age at child’s birth 

 ≥26 years 1 

<26 years 1.42(1.33-1.51) 

Socioeconomic status 

 Least Disadvantaged 1 

Most Disadvantaged a 1.21(1.14-1.28) 

Maternal offending frequency 

 0 offences 1 

1 offence 1.07(0.94-1.23) 

2-5 offences 1.33(1.16-1.52) 

≥6 offences 1.74(1.48-2.05) 

Paternal offending frequency 

 0 offences 1 

1 offence 1.29(1.18-1.42) 

2-5 offences 1.38(1.27-1.51) 

≥6 offences 1.57(1.41-1.74) 

Maternal mental illness  

No 1 

Yes 1.41(1.30-1.53) 

Paternal mental illness  

No 1 

Yes 1.29(1.16-1.42) 
a 

Reflects the two most disadvantaged quintiles of the Socio-Economic Index for Areas, which measures the average 

income and employment status for each residential postcode in Australia (Pink 2013). Note: n=66,044; OR=odds ratio; 

CI=confidence interval. Results were considered statistically significant as the 95%CIs did not cross 1.00. Table 

adapted from Tzoumakis et al. (2017). 

The results in Table 2 show an association between maternal offending frequency and 

child aggression accounting for child sex, child English as second language, young maternal age 

at child’s birth, socioeconomic disadvantage, paternal offending and parental mental illness. The 
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results showed that young maternal age at the child’s birth, socioeconomic disadvantage, and 

being male were all associated with vulnerability on the AEDC aggression subdomain. Boys were 

over three times more likely to show high levels of aggression at age five years compared to 

girls. Maternal history of one offence was not significantly associated with offspring aggression 

when accounting for these risk factors, but mothers with more frequent offending histories (i.e., 

2 to 5 offences and 6 or more offences) were more likely to have aggressive children. All 

frequency categories of fathers’ offending were associated with childhood aggression, as were 

maternal and paternal history of mental illness. The results showed that associations between 

mothers’ and fathers’ offending and offspring aggression were similar in magnitude.  

Record Linkage 2 Results 
The following section provides a detailed summary of parental offending data relating to 

children in RL2 who completed the MCS, when the children in the cohort were aged approximately 

11 years. It also provides findings on the relationship between parental offending and offspring 

conduct problems. Analyses in this section are based on 22,639 children for whom linked data 

parental was available and who completed the SDQ Conduct Problems items in the MCS. 

What is the Prevalence of Parental Offending in RL2? 
 Parental offending data were obtained from NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research 

Reoffending Database (1994-2009), which includes information on each parent who was convicted 

of a criminal offence in New South Wales and their subsequent criminal court appearance data. 

Table 3 provides the distribution of offence types of offending parents with children in the cohort, 

based on the 16 Divisions of the Australian and New Zealand Standard Offence Classification (Pink 

2011).  
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Table 3:  Distribution of offence types for children with an offending mother and father by the 
Australian and New Zealand Standard Offence Classification (ANZSOC) Divisions 

  
ANZSOC Division 

Maternal 
offending  

Paternal 
offending 

Offspring (n) Offspring (n) 

01 Homicide and related offenses ≤15 24 

02 Acts intended to cause injury  740 2,328 

03 Sexual assault and related offences  ≤15 107 

04 Dangerous or negligent acts endangering persons  211 1,004 

05 Abduction, harassment and other offences against the 
person  

39 212 

06 Robbery, extortion and related offences  35 151 

07 Unlawful entry with intent/burglary, break and enter  105 439 

08 Theft and related offences  743 1,150 

09 Fraud, deception and related offences  369 574 

10 Illicit drug offences  365 1,078 

11 Prohibited and regulated weapons and explosive offences  29 337 

12 Property damage  319 1,157 

13 Public order offences  427 1,301 

14 Traffic and vehicle regulatory offences  1,200 3,964 

15 Offences against justice procedures, government security & 
government operations 

554 1,656 

16 Miscellaneous offences  106 280 

Note: Frequencies reported are for the number of children with offending mothers and fathers. ANZSOC codes are missing 
for 6 children with offending mothers and 7 children with offending fathers; Ethical restrictions on the reporting of data for 
cell-sizes <15 have precluded reporting data that would otherwise exist in these cells.  

 

Table 3 shows that the most common ANZSOC offence division for both maternal and 

paternal offending was traffic and vehicle offences (n=1,200 children with an offending mother; 

n=3,964 children with an offending father). For maternal offending, the next most common offence 

division was theft (n=743 children with an offending mother), followed by acts intended to cause 

injury (n=740). For paternal offending, the most common offense division after traffic offences was 

acts intended to cause injury (n=2,328), followed by offences against justice procedures, 

government security and operations (n=1,656). Very few children had parents who were involved in 

serious offences such as homicide or sexual assault. 

To create mutually exclusive types of parental offending, maternal and paternal indicators 

were computed using the following hierarchical assignment based on most serious type of offence: 

0) none: no offences; 1) minor: at least one offence of minor type (e.g., traffic and vehicle offences, 
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public health, and safety offences); 2) nonviolent: at least one offence of nonviolent type (e.g., theft, 

burglary, fraud, and drug offences); and, 3) violent: at least one violent offence (e.g., homicide, 

assault, aggravated robbery, and sexual assault). Table 4 provides descriptive statistics for any 

offending and type of parental offending. 

Table 4: Prevalence of children with offending parents  

  Maternal offending Paternal offending 
  % (n) % (n) 

Any offending 10.8 (2,452) 28.4 (6,229) 

Type of offending   

None  89.2 (20,187) 71.7 (15,727) 

Minor 2.7 (612) 8.0 (1,747) 
Nonviolent 4.8 (1,087) 9.8 (2,153) 

Violent  3.3 (747) 10.6 (2,322) 
Note: Number of children with data for mothers is 22,639 and 21,956 children for fathers. ANZSOC codes are missing for 6 
children with offending mothers (n=22,633) and 7 children with offending fathers (n=21,949). 

 Table 4 shows that maternal prevalence of offending in the sample was less than 11 percent 

and paternal offending was over 28 percent; fathers were two and half times more likely to be 

involved in offending compared to mothers. Approximately three percent of mothers had a history 

of at least one violent offence, compared to 10.6 percent of fathers. Less than five percent of 

mothers and less than ten percent of fathers had at least one nonviolent offence. 

 To determine the co-occurrence of offending among children with mothers and children 

with fathers involved in offending, chi-square tests were conducted. The first chi-square test (see 

Table 5) shows the overlap between maternal and paternal offending for any offending. 

Table 5: Results of chi-square test and descriptive statistics for paternal offending (any) by 

maternal offending (any) 

Any paternal offending 
Any maternal offending  
No 

%(n) 
Yes 

%(n) 

No 76.2 (15,082) 29.9 (644) 

Yes 23.8 (4,716) 70.1 (1,513) 

Chi-square test 
X2(1)=2051.86, p<.001 

φ=0.31 
Note: n=21,956. Within column percentages and frequencies are reported.   

Table 5 shows that the co-occurrence of paternal offending in the sample was high for 

maternal offending; 70 percent of children whose mothers had a history of offending also had a 

father with an offending history. The chi-square test was statistically significant, and the strength of 

the association was moderately strong (φ=0.31). The cross tabulation for fathers (not shown) was 

lower; 24.3 percent of children whose fathers had a history of offending also had a mother with an 

offending history. To determine whether this co-occurrence was specific to offence type, a second 

chi-square test (see Table 6) was conducted for parental offending type (i.e., none, minor, 

nonviolent, and violent). 
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Table 6: Results of chi-square test and descriptive statistics for paternal offending type by 

maternal offending type 

Type of paternal 
offending 

Type of maternal offending  
None 
%(n) 

Minor 
%(n) 

Nonviolent 
%(n) 

Violent 
%(n) 

None 76.2 (15,082) 42.3 (240) 30.3 (292) 18.1 (112) 

Minor 7.8 (1,551) 13.2 (75) 7.7 (74) 7.4 (46) 

Nonviolent 8.7 (1,720) 20.4 (116) 22.3 (215) 16.3 (101) 

Violent 7.3 (1,439) 24.1 (137) 39.8 (384) 58.2 (360) 

Chi-square test 
X2(9)=3302.58, p<.001 

Cramer’s V=0.22 
Note: n=21,944. Within column percentages and frequencies are reported.   

Table 6 shows that the co-occurrence of paternal offending in the sample was high for 

maternal violent offending; 58 percent of children whose mothers had a history of violent offending 

also had a father with a violent offending history. Among children whose mothers had a history of 

nonviolent offending, approximately 40 percent had a father with a violent offending history and 22 

percent had a father with a nonviolent offending history. The chi-square test was statistically 

significant, and the strength of the association between offending types was moderate (Cramer’s 

V=0.22).  The cross tabulation for fathers (not shown) indicated that this overlap was lower for 

fathers; 15.5 percent of children whose fathers had a history of violent offending also had a mother 

with a violent offending history. 

What are the Characteristics of the Children in the Sample?  
Child data were obtained from the MCS, which was conducted when the children were in 

their final year of primary school (Year 6) in New South Wales. Table 7 provides descriptive statistics 

for the 22,639 children for whom linked parental data and SDQ Conduct Problems data were 

available. 
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Table 7: Descriptive statistics for the children in the sample  

Demographic indicators %(n) Missing 

Sex 
  Male 50.5 (11,439) 

0 
Female 49.5 (11,200) 

Age 
  <12 years 58.2 (13,181) 

0 >=12 years 41.8 (9,458) 

Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander 
  Yes 4.7 (1,010) 

1,299 No 95.3 (20,330) 

English as a second language 

  Yes 91.3 (20,630) 

39 No 8.7 (1,970) 

Country of birth 

  Australia 99.7 (21,412) 

1173 Other 0.3 (54) 

Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia 

  Major cities 72.9 (16,498) 

0 Regional or remote 27.1 (6,141) 

Socio-Economic Index for Areas (SEIFA) 

  Quintile 1 (Most disadvantaged)  18.3 (4,141) 

0 Quintiles 2 to 5 81.7 (18,498) 
Note: n=22,639 

Table 7 shows that just over half of the sample was male and 58 percent were less than 12 

years of age. Less than five percent of the children were Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. Almost 

the entire sample was born in Australia, and 8.7 percent spoke English as a second language. Based 

on the Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA) (Department of Health and Aged Care 

[Australian Government] 2001), approximately three quarters of the sample lived in a major city.  

Socioeconomic disadvantage was measured using the Socio-Economic Index for Areas (SEIFA), a 

measure of relative disadvantage that is based on the average income and employment status for 

each residential postcode in Australia (Pink 2013). A dichotomous indicator was created by recoding 

the national quintiles into the most disadvantaged (Quintile 1) and less disadvantaged (Quintiles 2 to 

5); 18.3 percent of the sample was in the most disadvantaged quartile. 

Since offspring conduct problems were the key outcome measure used in these analyses, 

detailed information on the SDQ Conduct Problems items and normative categories are provided in 

Table 8. 
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Table 8: Descriptive statistics for children’s Conduct Problems (SDQ; Strengths and Difficulties 

Questionnaire)  

SDQ Conduct Problems items 
%(n) %(n) %(n) 
Not  
True 

Somewhat 
True 

Certainly  
True 

I get very angry and often lose my temper 62.1 (14,054) 26.6 (6,031) 11.3 (2,554) 

I usually do as I am told (R) 3.2 (725) 43.8 (9,911) 53.0 (12,003) 

I fight a lot. I can make other people do what I want 83.3 (18,858) 14.0 (3,166) 2.7 (615) 

I am often accused of lying or cheating 62.7 (14,197) 26.3 (5,951) 11.0 (2,491) 

I take things that are not mine from home, school or elsewhere 88.3 (19,986) 9.6 (2,179) 2.1 (475) 

 
Normal Borderline Abnormal 

SDQ Conduct Problems normative categories 82.9 (18,776) 7.8 (1,768) 9.3 (2,095) 
Note: n=22,639. (R) denotes that the item that was subsequently reversed in the computation of the normative categories.  

As shown in Table 8, the majority of children in the sample answered “Not True” (~53% to 

88%) to the conduct problems items and few children answered “Certainly True” (~2% to 11%). The 

normative categories were calculated based on the total score of the five items, and approximately 

nine percent of children were categorised in the “Abnormal” category, eight percent in “Borderline”, 

and 83 percent in the “Normal” category. 

What is the Association between Parental Offending and Offspring Conduct 

Problems at age 11 Years? 
Bivariate analyses were first completed to investigate the association between parental 

offending and the SDQ Conduct Problems categories for offspring. Table 9 presents the results of the 

chi-square test for offspring conduct problems by maternal offending. 

Table 9: Results of chi-square test and descriptive statistics for offspring conduct problems by 

maternal offending 

SDQ Conduct 
Problems  

Type of maternal offending  
None 
%(n) 

Minor 
%(n) 

Nonviolent 
%(n) 

Violent 
%(n) 

Normal 84.3 (17,011) 75.3 (461) 73.5 (799) 67.1 (501) 

Borderline 7.4 (1,503) 10.1 (62) 10.5 (114) 11.8 (88) 

Abnormal 8.3 (1,673) 14.5 (89) 16.0 (174) 21.2 (158) 

Chi-square test 
X2(6)=282.39, p<.001 

Cramer’s V=0.08 
Note: n=22,633. Within column percentages and frequencies are reported.  

Table 9 shows that approximately 21 percent of mothers with a history of violent offending 

had children who were categorised in the “Abnormal” category of the SDQ Conduct Problems, 

compared to only around eight percent of non-offending mothers. Overall, there is somewhat higher 

prevalence of children in the “Borderline” and “Abnormal” categories when mothers had an 

offending history. The chi-square test was statistically significant and the strength of the association 

was weak (Cramer’s V=0.08). Table 10 provides the chi-square test results for conduct problems by 

paternal offending. 
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Table 10: Results of chi-square test and descriptive statistics for offspring conduct problems by 

paternal offending 

SDQ Conduct 
Problems  

Type of paternal offending  
None 
%(n) 

Minor 
%(n) 

Nonviolent 
%(n) 

Violent 
%(n) 

Normal 85.9 (13,504) 80.4 (4,781) 79.4 (1,710) 71.7 (1,666) 

Borderline 6.9 (1,092) 9.0 (158) 8.2 (177) 11.0 (256) 

Abnormal 7.2 (1,131) 10.5 (184) 12.4 (266) 17.2 (400) 

Chi-square test 
X2(6)=367.78, p<.001 

Cramer’s V=0.09 
Note: n=21,949. Within column percentages and frequencies are reported.   

Table 10 indicates that the results for paternal offending were similar to those for maternal 

offending (Table 9); there was a somewhat higher prevalence among fathers with a history of 

offending to have children in the “Borderline” and “Abnormal” categories compared to the “Normal” 

category. The chi-square test was statistically significant and the strength of the association was 

weak for paternal offending (Cramer’s V=0.09).  

Table 11 presents the results of three multinomial regression models examining the 

association between maternal offending type and offspring conduct problems. Model 1 provides the 

results of an unadjusted model, where the reference category for SDQ Conduct Problems is the 

“Normal” category and the reference category for the maternal offending type is no offending. 

Model 2 was adjusted for two demographic variables: child sex and socioeconomic status. 

Considering the high co-occurrence of maternal and paternal offending, Model 3 also adjusts for 

paternal offending. 
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Table 11: Associations between maternal offending type and offspring conduct problems 

 SDQ Conduct Problems 

 
Borderline Abnormal 

 
OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI) 

Model 1: Unadjusted     

Maternal offending 
    Minor 1.41 (1.05-1.88) 1.96 (1.54-2.50) 

Nonviolent 1.63 (1.32-2.02) 2.11 (1.75-2.53) 

Violent 2.01 (1.56-2.60) 3.43 (2.80-4.19) 

Model 2: Adjusted for demographic covariates 
  Maternal offending 

    Minor 1.37 (1.03-1.84) 1.89 (1.48-2.41) 

Nonviolent 1.57 (1.27-1.95) 1.99 (1.65-2.40) 

Violent 1.99 (1.53-2.57) 3.32 (2.71-4.07) 

Child male sex 1.69 (1.53-1.87) 1.86 (1.69-2.05) 

Socioeconomic disadvantage 1.25 (1.10-1.41) 1.44 (1.28-1.61) 

Model 3: Adjusted for demographic covariates and paternal offending 

Maternal offending 
    Minor 1.23 (0.91-1.65) 1.55 (1.21-1.98) 

Nonviolent 1.36 (1.09-1.69) 1.54 (1.27-1.86) 

Violent 1.64 (1.26-2.14) 2.41 (1.95-2.97) 

Child male sex 1.70 (1.53-1.88) 1.88 (1.71-2.07) 

Socioeconomic disadvantage 1.21 (1.07-1.37) 1.36 (1.21-1.52) 

Any paternal offending 1.41 (1.26-1.58) 1.81 (1.64-2.01) 
Note:  n=21,951. Reference category is “Normal” for SDQ Conduct Problems. Reference category is ‘no offending’ for the 

maternal offending type. OR=odds ratio, CI=confidence interval. Results considered statistically significant if the 95% CIs do 

not cross 1. 

 The unadjusted associations (Table 11, Model 1) show that the magnitude of association 

was greatest between maternal violent offending and offspring being categorised in the “Abnormal” 

category for SDQ Conduct Problems (OR=3.43; 95% CI=2.80-4.19). Overall, the ORs for “Borderline” 

Conduct Problems were lower than the ORs for the “Abnormal” category. The strength of the 

associations observed between maternal offending type and Conduct Problems increased in the 

pattern: minor < nonviolent < violent offending. These patterns held when adjusting for 

demographic covariates (Table 11, Model 2), although the ORs decreased somewhat. After adjusting 

for paternal offending in addition to the demographic indicators (Table 11, Model 3), the ORs 

decreased again, and maternal history of minor offending was no longer statistically significant for 

“Borderline” Conduct problems. Male children and children experiencing socioeconomic 

disadvantage were more likely to be in the “Abnormal” and “Borderline” categories of the SDQ 

Conduct Problems. Table 12 provides the results for same analyses but with paternal offending as 

the key exposure.  
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Table 12: Associations between paternal offending type and offspring conduct problems 

 SDQ Conduct Problems 

 
Borderline Abnormal 

 
OR (95% CI) OR (95% CI) 

Model 1: Unadjusted     

Paternal offending 
    Minor 1.39 (1.17-1.66) 1.56 (1.33-1.85) 

Nonviolent 1.28 (1.08-1.51) 1.86 (1.61-2.14) 

Violent 1.90 (1.64-2.20) 2.87 (2.53-3.25) 

Model 2: Adjusted for demographic covariates 
  Paternal offending 

    Minor 1.39 (1.16-1.66) 1.56 (1.32-1.84) 

Nonviolent 1.27 (1.07-1.50) 1.82 (1.57-2.10) 

Violent 1.88 (1.62-2.18) 2.80 (2.47-3.18) 

Child male sex 1.70 (1.54-1.89) 1.88 (1.71-2.07) 

Socioeconomic disadvantage 1.22 (1.08-1.38) 1.37 (1.22-1.54) 

Model 3: Adjusted for demographic covariates and maternal offending 

Paternal offending 
    Minor 1.36 (1.14-1.62) 1.50 (1.27-1.77) 

Nonviolent 1.21 (1.02-1.43) 1.67 (1.44-1.93) 

Violent 1.70 (1.46-2.00) 2.35 (2.05-2.69) 

Child male sex 1.70 (1.53-1.88) 1.88 (1.70-2.07) 

Socioeconomic disadvantage 1.21 (1.06-1.37) 1.34 (1.20-1.51) 

Any maternal offending 1.33 (1.13-1.57) 1.63 (1.42-1.88) 
Note:  n=21,949. Reference category is “Normal” for SDQ Conduct Problems. Reference category is no offending for the 

maternal offending type. OR=odds ratio, CI=confidence interval. Results considered statistically significant if the 95% CIs do 

not cross 1. 

Similar results were found when examining the association between paternal offending type 

and offspring conduct problems (Table 12). The highest magnitude of association was found 

between paternal violent offending and offspring in the “Abnormal” SDQ Conduct Problems 

category (OR=2.87; 95% CI=2.53-3.25). The same increasing pattern of the strength of association 

was also found between offending type and Conduct Problems for fathers (i.e., minor < nonviolent < 

violent offending). ORs were also somewhat higher between paternal offending type and 

“Abnormal” SDQ Conduct Problems compared to “Borderline” SDQ Conduct Problems. After 

adjusting for covariates (Table 12, Models 2 and 3) the magnitude of the associations decreased, but 

for fathers all types of offending remained statistically significant. The unadjusted ORs for maternal 

offending initially seemed higher (Table 11, Model 1) compared to paternal offending (Table 12, 

Model 1); however, after adjusting for the other parents’ offending (Model 3 in Table 11 and 12) the 

ORs were similar. 
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Discussion 
 This report described findings from the NSW-CDS on the associations between parental 

offending and offspring outcomes in early and middle childhood. Two key findings emerged from the 

analyses presented here. First, mothers with a history of offending tended to experience more 

disadvantage compared to non-offending mothers. Findings from childhood outcomes at age five 

years (RL1) showed that frequently offending mothers had a high prevalence of several risk factors 

such as socioeconomic disadvantage and mental illness. These mothers were also more likely to 

have partners with mental illness and offending histories. The co-occurrence of parental offending 

was particularly evident in the age 11 years (RL2) findings, where 70 percent of mothers with an 

offending history also had a partner with an offending history. Other studies have uncovered 

moderate to strong assortative mating for antisocial behaviour (Krueger et al. 1998: 180) and violent 

offending (Frisell et al. 2012). Beaver (2013) suggests that this type of assortative mating could mean 

that children are exposed to a “double dose” of risk factors, since they are at risk of inheriting 

genetic risk from parents as well as being exposed to social and environmental risk factors 

associated with antisocial behaviours. As the present study was not genetically informed, it was not 

possible to account for genetic risk owing to assortative mating. Few intergenerational studies 

include sufficient numbers of offending mothers and fathers to be able to examine the role of 

assortative mating in the intergenerational continuity of antisocial behaviour. More research is 

necessary on assortative mating and how this might influence parental offending trajectories and 

offspring development, as well as the mechanisms contributing to these findings.  

A second key finding emerging from the study was the consistent association between 

maternal and paternal offending and offspring vulnerabilities in both early and middle childhood. At 

age five years, parental offending was not only associated with emotional-behavioural 

vulnerabilities, but also with a range of offspring outcomes, including cognitive vulnerability. At age 

11 years, parental offending, and especially violent offending, was associated with children’s 

conduct problems. Research on the intergenerational transmission of antisocial behaviour and 

offending has established that offending parents tend to have antisocial or offending children 

(Farrington, Coid & Murray 2009; Thornberry, Freeman-Gallant & Lovegrove 2009), and our findings 

demonstrate that this transmission begins to be evident from early in the life course. This study 

underlines the potential value of working with families at, or prior to, school entry to mitigate the 

development of later antisocial behaviour.  

In both early and middle childhood, maternal offending initially seemed to have a greater 

magnitude of association, but once other risk factors were accounted for, associations were of 

similar magnitude for mothers and fathers. Other intergenerational studies that consider the 

influence of both parents on offspring outcomes in childhood have found that mothers and fathers 

conferred similar risk to their offspring (Beaver 2013) or have found that parent’s gender was less 

important compared to having both parents involved in offending (Smith & Farrington 2004). This 

underlines the importance of considering the offending histories of both parents in examining the 

intergenerational transmission of antisocial behaviour. Moreover, while prior research has focused 

on emotional-behavioural offspring outcomes of parental offending, our findings demonstrate that 

the impact may be pervasive across multiple developmental outcomes. Early family/parent training 

programs are an effective evidence-based strategy for preventing antisocial behaviour and 
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delinquency (Piquero et al. 2016), and supporting vulnerable families during this period is also likely 

to help mitigate other developmental vulnerabilities.  

Children whose mothers are involved with the criminal justice system represent a high-risk 

population. Disrupting the intergenerational transmission of antisocial behaviour needs to start early 

and target mothers as well as fathers. While women are traditionally less involved in offending and 

antisocial behaviour than men (Steffensmeier & Allan 1996), it is important to intervene and support 

female offenders when they become mothers, particularly those involved in frequent offending. 

Considering mothers that are more frequently involved in offending experience multiple and 

compounding disadvantages, there is compelling evidence to devise gender-specific support 

strategies for them. These interventions are a worthy subject of development and evaluation, given 

that rates of incarceration in Australia have been steadily increasing in the last ten years, with the 

number of female prisoners growing at a faster rate than male prisoners (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics 2017).  

Strengths & Limitations 
The NSW-CDS is the largest established Australian child sample for which successive waves 

of record linkage have been undertaken longitudinally. The study’s design avoids recall biases and 

minimises selection and attrition biases. Importantly, it provides sufficient statistical power for 

detecting relatively rare exposures and outcomes (i.e., female offending; violent offending). 

However, the NSW-CDS uses data from administrative records that were not collected for research 

purposes. Potential misclassification errors could have occurred in their original recording. Parental 

offence records prior to 1994 were not captured; therefore, this study also underestimates parental 

offending. In addition, the use of official data underestimates offending by failing to capture non-

charged offences, although evidence suggests that official and self-report offending measures over 

the life course are similar (Payne & Piquero 2016). The study is also limited by the absence of other 

important covariates such as parenting practices, parental contact with child, individual-level socio-

economic status, and genetic information.  

Future Research 
To date, offending data in the NSW-CDS record linkages have been limited to that obtained 

from the NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics Reoffending and Research Database, which is based on 

court appearance data. The offending indicators used in the current study are therefore likely to 

reflect the most serious offences, or those individuals for whom there is the most evidence for 

prosecution to proceed. However, the NSW Police Force has administrative police contact data for 

all criminal incidents in New South Wales. This more detailed source of crime data will be added to 

the RL2 data collection in 2018. NSW Police Force records include detailed information regarding 

police contacts as a person of interest, witness, or victim. This will enable the identification of young 

people’s pathways into offending. Obtaining victim contact data will be particularly relevant for 

understanding the development of female offending, since girls involved in offending tend to 

experience more victimisation compared to boys (Lanctôt 2015).  

The NSW-CDS team has also designed a study in collaboration with Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander health researchers, to specifically and sensitively examine the data for Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander children and young people. This mixed-methods study seeks to understand not 

only differences with other children and young people, but protective factors, and recommended 

solutions identified by service providers, Elders, and parents. Such research is crucial given that 
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Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people are especially over-represented in data on almost every 

social and health indicator (Boulton 2016) including youth detention (Australian Institute of Health 

and Welfare 2015).  

Future NSW-CDS record linkages will be completed with the overall goal to identify 

vulnerability and protective factors for a variety of health, justice, educational/vocational, social and 

wellbeing outcomes in adolescence and young adulthood. Ethical and data custodian liaison is 

currently underway to support a third record linkage when the offspring are adolescents.  
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Appendix 
Appendix A. Description of Australian Early Development Census (AEDC) developmental domains 

AEDC Domain Subdomain  

Social competence  Overall social competence  

 Responsibility and respect  

 Approach to learning (e.g., works independently and adapts to 

routines) 

 Readiness to explore new things (e.g., books, toys, games) 

Emotional maturity  Pro-social and helping behaviours  

 Anxious and fearful behaviour  

 Aggressive behaviour  

 Hyperactivity and inattention 

Language and cognitive skills   Basic literacy  

 Advanced literacy  

 Basic numeracy  

 Interest in literacy, numeracy and memory 

Communication skills and 

general knowledge  

 Broad developmental competencies and skills in communication 

and general knowledge (e.g., understands and uses language 

effectively) 

Physical health and wellbeing   Gross and fine motor skills  

 Physical independence  

 Physical readiness for the school day (e.g., tired, hungry, or 

unkempt) 

 

 

 

 


