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when the offender first begins offending, and desistance is when 
an individual stops committing crime. Frequency refers to how 
often the individual offends at certain times, whereas intensity 
is the degree of seriousness of the offenses he or she commits 
at certain times in the offending career. Persistence or duration 
involves the length of an individual’s criminal career in terms 
of time from onset to final offense. Finally, desistance refers to 
when the criminal career of an individual ends and he or she 
opts out of offending (or at least doesn’t get caught again).

Experts have long debated and examined these various aspects 
of the development of criminal behavior. Perhaps the earliest 
notable focus on such development was presented in 1950 and 
after by Sheldon and Eleanor Glueck of Harvard University, 
who for more than 40 years performed research that exam-
ined the development of criminal careers among 1,000 boys 
(500 were persistent delinquents and 500 were not).2 The 
Gluecks examined a plethora of variables, ranging from their 
subjects’ IQ scores to their body types to their personalities, 
as well as multiple sociological factors. The data from this 
research have been utilized by researchers in modern times, 
primarily Robert Sampson, John Laub, and their colleagues, in 
exploring the various reasons why individuals offend early in 
life, as well as why some desist and others continue to offend, 
sometimes throughout their lives.3 Many other studies have 
followed this model of examining a multitude of factors that 
may influence the development of individuals, especially in 
terms of criminality.

Virtually all studies on the life-course/developmental perspective 
show that most individuals who get arrested are never arrested 
again.4 However, for those who offend many times, a certain 
pattern emerges. This pattern involves an escalation from minor-
status offending (e.g., truancy, underage drinking, smoking 
tobacco), usually committed early in their preteen or early Chronic offending 

often starts with minor 
offenses, such as 
truancy, smoking, and 
underage drinking, but 
then escalates to more 
serious offenses, such 
as burglary, robbery, and 
assault.
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developmental 
theories: perspectives 
of criminal behavior that 
emphasize the evolution of 
individuals’ criminality over 
time, with the individual as 
the unit of analysis.


