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ability of individuals to change their criminal trajectories via life-altering transitions, 
such as the possible effect of marriage on a man or woman, which is quite profound. 
In fact, recent research has consistently shown that marriage and full-time employment 
significantly reduced the recidivism of California parolees, and other recent studies have 
shown similar results from employment in later years.18 Other types of transitions, such 
as getting a great job that one would never want to lose or having children, are also 
examples of transitions that can radically alter an individual’s trajectory away from 
criminal offending.

Moffitt’s Developmental Taxonomy
Another primary developmental model that has had a profound effect on the current 
state of criminological thought and theorizing is Terrie Moffitt’s developmental theory or 
taxonomy, proposed in 1993.19 Moffitt’s framework distinguishes two types of offenders: 
adolescence-limited offenders and life-course persistent offenders. Adolescence-limited 
offenders make up most of the general public and include all persons who committed 
offenses when they were teenagers or young adults. Their offending was largely caused 
by association with peers and a desire to engage in activities exhibited by the adults they 
were trying to emulate. Such activities are a type of rite of passage and quite normal 
among all people who have normal social interactions with their peers in teenage or 
young adult years. It should be noted that a small percentage (about 1% to 3%) of the 
population are nonoffenders who, quite frankly, do not have normal relations with their 
peers and therefore do not offend at all, even in adolescence.

On the other hand, there exists another, smaller group of offenders, referred to in this 
model as life-course persistent offenders. This small group, estimated to account for 4% 
to 8% of all offenders—albeit the most violent and chronic—commit the vast majority 
of the serious, violent offenses in any society, such as murder, rape, and armed robbery. 
In contrast to the adolescence-limited offenders, the disposition of life-course persistent 
offenders toward offending is caused by an entirely different model: an interaction 
between neurological problems and the disadvantaged or criminological environments 
in which they were raised.

For example, if an individual has only neurological problems or only came from a poor, 
disadvantaged environment, then that individual will be unlikely to develop a life-course 
persistent trajectory toward crime. However, if a person has both neurological problems 
and came from a disadvantaged environment, then that individual will have a very high 

Moffitt’s 
developmental 
theory or taxonomy: 
a theoretical perspective 
proposing that criminal 
acts are committed  
by (1) adolescence-
limited offenders or  
(2) life-course persistent
offenders.

Studies have shown that getting married and obtaining steady employment significantly reduce the offending 
rates of even chronic offenders.

adolescence-limited 
offenders: a type of 
offender who commits 
crimes only during 
adolescence and desists 
in his or her 20s or 
adulthood.

life-course persistent 
offenders: a type of 
offender who starts 
offending early and 
persists through 
adulthood.
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