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Aims of the Study 
 
The Edinburgh Study of Youth Transitions and Crime is a one of the largest 
longitudinal studies of young people in the world. It tracks around 4,300 young 
people who started their first year of secondary school in the City of Edinburgh in 
August 1998, when most of them were between 11½ and 12½ years of age. The 
study aims to further our understanding of criminal behaviour among young people 
by studying them over a key period of development. The study has five key 
objectives: 
 

i. To investigate and identify the factors which impact on young people’s 
offending behaviour and the processes which are involved. 

 
ii. To examine these factors and processes within 3 main contexts:  
 

 individual development through the life course; 

 the impact of interactions with agencies of social control and law 
enforcement; 

 the effect of the physical and social structure of the individual’s 
neighbourhood. 

 
iii. To examine the striking differences between the extent and patterns of 

criminal offending between males and females. 
 
iv. To contribute towards the development and empirical evaluation of 

theories which explain people’s involvement in criminal offending 
behaviour, particularly those who go on to become serious and persistent 
offenders. 

 
v. To inform and advise on the development of effective policies and 

practices amongst those who have responsibility for developing youth 
crime interventions and dealing with young people who offend. 

 
Design of the Study 
 
Age of the cohort 
The selected population was every pupil enrolled in the first year of secondary 
school in Edinburgh during the autumn of 1998, with an average age of 
approximately 12. There were two main reasons for this. From a practical point of 
view, it was easier to target secondary schools than primary schools, since there 



were far fewer of them. And from a methodological point of view, the majority of 
those at age 12 could be expected to cope with a self-completion questionnaire and 
give reliable information about themselves. In addition, available evidence suggested 
that very few children would have dropped out of the school system by this age. 
 
A census not a sample 
The study comprises a census of one whole cohort of young people within the City of 
Edinburgh alone, rather than a random sample of young people taken from across 
Scotland. This has the slight disadvantage that the subjects are not truly 
representative of the youth of Scotland. However, this is outweighed by the 
enormous advantages in terms of efficiency and cost-effectiveness.  In particular, it 
greatly reduces the number of organisations involved in the study. Yet at the same 
time, the city of Edinburgh comprises enormous diversity, including all the extremes 
of poverty and wealth, high and low crime areas, high and low incidence of drug 
abuse, that are contained within urban areas of Britain as a whole. There were also 
substantial advantages to linking the University’s research to its local community, 
such as enhancing the likelihood of support and benefiting the local community from 
the results.  
 
Sample size 
The scale of the sample size, at around 4,300, has particular advantages. First, there 
is a large enough sample to conduct detailed, disaggregate analysis on different 
types of delinquency by gender. And second, the sample was large enough to 
capture a significant number of persistent and serious offenders, who did become 
apparent until several years into the study, even allowing for some level of attrition.   
 
A multiple methods approach 
The Edinburgh Study involves multiple methods of data collection: 

 Self-report data were collected from the whole cohort annually from age 
12 to 17. 

 Interviews were held with a small sample of the cohort at specific time 
points. 

 Interviews with parents were conducted to contextualize and validate the 
children’s responses. 

 Official data were collected from school records (on attendance, truancy 
and exclusion), children’s hearings records (on referrals, decisions and 
outcomes), social work records (on interventions and supervision), police 
records (on informal warnings) and criminal records (on convictions). 

 A geographic information system was constructed in order to map data 
about the young people onto the City of Edinburgh, so as to analyse it 
spatially. 

 
Access to young people 
Self-report data was collected from the young people mainly in the context of school.  
All of the city’s mainstream state schools agreed to participate in the study. The 
majority of special educational resources and independent sector schools also 
participated. This ensured that the cohort was truly representative of all children in 
the city. Once parents were given the opportunity to opt their children out of the 



study, access was eventually secured to 89 per cent of the young people who were 
enrolled as first year pupils at Edinburgh secondary schools in the autumn of 1998.     
 
Confidentiality 
To reassure respondents about reporting sensitive information and encourage 
honest reporting, particularly about their own offending behaviour, a complete 
guarantee of confidentiality was given. Issuing a complete guarantee of 
confidentiality did have consequences for the content of the survey. It was 
considered that early sexual activity might be correlated with offending behaviour.  
However, there was a danger that such questions might elicit disclosures of sexual 
abuse which, under the child protection guidelines, would have to be reported to the 
school authorities. Since there was a danger that this could impact upon self-
reported offending, it was agreed that questions about sexual activity would be 
included only once the cohort reached the age of legal consent.  
 
Key findings from the Study 
 
Presented below is evidence to support four key ‘facts’ that have consistently been 
demonstrated by the Edinburgh Study findings: 
 
Fact 1: Persistent serious offending is associated with victimisation and social 
adversity 
 
A quarter (23%) of young people at age 15 was involved in one or more violent 
incidents in the last year – boys (33%) more than girls (12%). Those involved in 
violent offending at age 15 were more vulnerable and victimised in a broad range of 
ways.  They: 

 were from more difficult family backgrounds (in terms of family crises) 

 were from more deprived backgrounds (in terms of family poverty and 
living in poor neighbourhoods) 

 had more problems at school (such as truancy and exclusion, but also 
poor attachment to school) 

 exhibited various problematic health-related behaviours (especially 
drinking and drug use, but also self-harm) 

 demonstrated problematic lifestyles (risky behaviour, hanging around the 
streets) 

 started engaging in offending at an early age 

 had personality deficits (such as impulsivity)  

 and they were highly victimised. 
 
There is evidence that links between violence and vulnerability run in both directions; 
for example, engagement in violence in the early teens predicts later involvement in 
self-harm as well as the other way round. Risk factors predicting self-harm and 
violence showed some differences for boys and girls, but both groups were very 
vulnerable and disadvantaged.   
 
These findings support the Kilbrandon model, showing strong and consistent links 
between deeds and needs as violence is symptomatic of a broad spectrum of 
vulnerability amongst both boys and girls. Many of the adversities faced by violent 



offenders are not just structural (i.e. linked to deprivation itself) but also stem from 
close interactions with peers, family and other adults. Problematic behaviour 
(violence/self-harm) is often a mechanism they use to cope with the negative 
consequences of such interactions. Our findings favour a holistic approach to 
children in conflict with the law i.e. you can’t deal with their deeds in isolation of their 
wider needs.   
  
Fact 2: Early identification of at-risk children is risky and problematic 
 
Looking at the ‘institutional histories’ of young people in the Study, there was a sharp 
distinction between those who were identified at an early age as being ‘at risk’ and 
those who became later offenders. In all, 68% of young people who reported 
‘persistent serious offending’ at age 17 had not been referred to the social work 
department or children’s hearing system by age 15. And 76% of young people who 
reported ‘violent offending’ at age 17 had not been referred to either agency by age 
15. Those who were referred to social work or children’s hearings by age 15 were 
most likely to have been referred between the age of 11 and 15. However, very few 
of those involved in these types of offending were referred to social work or the 
children’s hearing system by the age of 5. In fact, only 5% of persistent serious 
offenders at age 17 and 4% of violent offenders at age 17 were known to either 
social work or the children’s hearing system by the age of 5. 
 
Young people who engaged in persistent serious and violent offending did not 
always receive convictions; but those who were convicted in court by age 17 were 
twice as likely as the groups above to have been known to social work or children’s 
hearings by age 5 (11%) and far less likely (37%) not to have been known to these 
agencies by age 15. 
 
Amongst those who were referred to either social work or children’s hearings by age 
5, a quarter reported involvement in persistent serious offending at age 13, rising to 
a third at age 15, but falling back to under a quarter by age 17. Their institutional 
outcomes were worse. Over a third were referred to the children’s Reporter on 
offending grounds at age 13 rising to nearly a half at age 15. And 46% them were 
convicted by age 22: 
 
These findings highlight the difficulties faced by agencies in the early identification of 
at-risk children. Most of those who report being involved in persistent serious and 
violent offending are not known to agencies in the early years and, of those that are, 
they tend to be referred after age 11. Those who are the ‘known’ offender population 
are more likely to have been known at an early age. However, early intervention 
seems to do little to stem involvement in offending. Indeed, for many it results in 
repeated and amplified contact via a labelling process that underpins agency 
decision-making, resulting in very poor criminal justice outcomes. 
 
Fact 3: Critical moments in the early teenage years are key to pathways out of crime 
 
There are different types of offending pathways which start and stop at different 
points in the life-cycle. Using criminal convictions data, we found four broad groups:  

 those with no convictions (‘not convicted’) 



 those who were convicted early and continued being convicted (‘early 
onset chronic’) 

 those who were convicted early age and stopped being convicted (‘early 
onset stopped’) 

 and those who were convicted later in the teens/early twenties but had 
started to decline (‘later onset declined’). 

 

 
 
Looking at the two ‘early onset’ groups only, there were no significant differences 
between them at age 12. They had similar family backgrounds, school histories, 
social deprivation, lifestyles, personalities and histories of engagement with agencies 
(police, social work, children’s hearings) and levels of engagement in serious 
offending. However, age 13 to 15 was a significant turning point in terms of 
explaining their diverging conviction pathways. Amongst the ‘early onset chronic’ 
group, there was greater truancy from school, greater school exclusion and more 
adversarial police contact (including warnings and charges).  However, there was no 
significant difference in their mean volume of serious offending over this time period, 
as shown below. 
 

 
Looking at the differences between the ‘early onset’ groups and the ‘later onset 
decliner’ group, there was no significant difference between the groups in terms of: 
gender (the vast majority was male); parental separation, supervision or conflict; 
weekly alcohol consumption; or personality measures. However, the early onset 
groups were more ‘problematic’ in terms of being: from deprived families and 
neighbourhoods; involved in serious offending; known to the police, social work and 



children’s hearings; truanting and excluded from school; hanging out on the streets; 
taking drugs; associating with offending peers; and poorer ‘moral reasoning’. 
 
Age 13 to 15 was also a key turning point for the later onset group, as various 
aspects of their lives deteriorated significantly. Some changes made them more 
similar to the early onset groups: an increase in parental separation; a reduction in 
parental monitoring; and a three-fold increase in alcohol consumption. Some 
changes made them worse than the early onset groups: an increase in 
neighbourhood deprivation; greater involvement in serious offending; increased drug 
use; and greater association with offending peers. Some changes got worse in the 
same way as for the early onset groups: greater truancy from school, greater school 
exclusion and more adversarial police contact (including warnings and charges). 
 
In summary, pathways of criminal conviction are associated with changes that occur 
at critical points in the early teenage years (between age 13-15).  Early convictions 
occur against a backdrop of social deprivation, broken and turbulent family 
relationships, early agency contact, and high levels of offending and substance 
misuse. Chronic pathways of conviction are closely connected with truancy and 
school exclusion in the early years of secondary school and engagement with the 
police. Later conviction is also associated with changes that occur in the early 
teenage years (age 13-15); however, these young people are less deprived, troubled 
and troublesome at age 12. Importantly, patterns of conviction do not necessarily 
match patterns of self-reported offending. 
 
Fact 4: Diversionary strategies facilitate the desistance process 
 
Three stages of youth justice decision-making were studied at age 15: 

 police decisions to ‘charge’ a youth with committing a crime;  

 police decision to ‘refer’ a youth to the Reporter on offending grounds;  

 Reporter decision to bring a youth to a ‘hearing’.   
 
Selection effects were found at each of these three stages in a way that ensured 
certain categories of young people – ‘the usual suspects’ – were repeatedly referred 
to the Reporter; whereas, other equally serious offenders escaped the attention of 
the agencies: 

 Young people who had been charged by the police in previous years were 
7 times more likely to be charged by the police at age 15.   

 Young people who had been charged by the police in previous years were 
4 times more likely to be referred to the Reporter at age 15.   

 And young people who had been referred to the Reporter in previous 
years were 3 times more likely to be brought to a hearing at age 15.    

 
Groups of young people who had experienced the 3 decision making stages (charge, 
referral and hearing) were matched against very similar children (control groups) 
who had not experienced these forms of intervention. The groups were compared in 
terms of the change in the percentage of young people still involved in offending a 
year later, at age 16. It is important to note that most young people started to desist 
from offending at around age 14 or 15. Between age 15 and 16, involvement in 
offending fell by about 50% overall. However, young people who went farthest into 



the system (to hearings) were more likely (70%) to still be engaged in serious 
offending a year later: 
 
The groups were also studied in terms of the change in volume of offending between 
age 15 and 16. All of the control groups showed a significant decline in volume of 
serious offending between age 15 and 16. Amongst the intervention groups, only the 
‘charge’ and ‘referral’ groups showed a significant decline in volume of serious 
offending. The group that was brought to hearings showed a slight, but non-
significant, reduction in volume of serious offending. 
 
These findings suggest a complex filtering process operates within the working 
cultures of agencies which means that certain groups of youngsters – the usual 
suspects – become the principal focus of agency attention. These working practices 
mean that even if the usual suspects manage to access programmes or services 
which address offending behaviour, this in itself will not diminish their chances of re-
referral into the system. Repeated recycling and labelling of young people places 
serious limitations on the capacity of the youth justice system to reduce crime 
because it may be damaging to young people in the longer term, even within the 
confines of a predominantly welfare-based system. It is not the welfare-based 
system that is damaging to young people (nor the nature of social work services on 
offer), but the cumulative effect of systemic contact over many years which 
stigmatizes and criminalizes. A key challenge for youth justice professionals and 
politicians is to balance the needs of the offender against the rights of the community 
and the broader public interest. 
 
 


