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Concern about rising youth offending amidst a cost-of-living crisis in the United Kingdom has reig-
nited policy and academic debates about the relationship between childhood poverty and youth 
offending. International research findings are mixed, however, possibly due to the variety of poverty 
measures analysed or inconsistent examination of duration of poverty exposure. This study sheds 
new light on the issue by assessing the potential association between four measures of household 
poverty—experienced persistently or intermittently—and youth offending, using a birth cohort 
study from Scotland. Findings show that persistent exposure to financial strain is the only form of 
poverty predictive of offending by age 12. The paper highlights an overlooked perspective on the 
poverty-offending nexus, with important implications for policy and research.
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I N T RO D U CT I O N
From the early 1990s onwards, many Western developed countries experienced a downward 
trend in youth offending (see Svensson and Oberwittler 2021). In recent times, however, there 
has been a resurgence in political concern about rising youth crime, with some evidence that 
rates have increased again. This includes reports of a rise in homicides committed by children in 
the United States (USA Today 2024), growing gun violence amongst young people in Sweden 
(ETIAS 2024), and a large increase in youth crime in Australia (The Guardian 2024). Within 
the United Kingdom, there was a 9% increase in arrests of children in England and Wales in 
2022/2023 (Youth Justice Board 2024), and a 17% rise in offence-related referrals for children 
in Scotland in 2023/2024 (SCRA Dashboard 2024). While there is a lack of self-report data 
to verify these trends found in official statistics, reports from schools and victim surveys also 
reflect perceived increases in youth offending (NASUWT 2024; Scottish Government 2025).

The causes of rising youth crime are complex and country-specific, but it is widely 
believed amongst the UK public that poverty is a key determinant (Revolving Doors 2022).  
Media reports also identify poverty as a key factor driving increases in youth crime and violence 
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(The Conversation 2024). Certainly, recent increases in youth offending coincided with a 
period of chronic child poverty, with estimates that ‘4.3 million children, or 30% of all chil-
dren in the UK, were living in relative low-income households after housing costs in 2022/23’ 
(House of Lords 2024), and that 17 per cent of children were living in ‘persistent poverty’ 
(The Health Foundation 2024). Despite this, research evidence supporting the proposition 
that living in a poor household causes people to commit crime is somewhat mixed (Webster 
and Kingston 2014).

A subject of much theoretical debate several decades ago (see Braithwaite 1981;  Tittle 
1983), contemporary criminologists have shown less interest in exploring the association 
between household poverty and offending. Many studies treat measures of socio-economic sta-
tus (SES) as control or mediating variables rather than subjects of inquiry in their own right. 
Yet, the issue has significant policy relevance, especially given the current cost-of-living crisis in 
the United Kingdom (Harari et al. 2024) and its potential impact on children (see Barnardos 
2023). Youth crime is estimated to cost the UK taxpayer £1.5bn annually (UK Government 
Press Release 2023a), so a better understanding of whether or how household poverty influ-
ences youth offending could offer valuable insights around designing effective interventions or 
targeting scarce resources. For example, are policies aimed at reducing child poverty (Scottish 
Government 2022a; Cabinet Office 2024) more likely to reduce youth offending rates than 
getting parents into employment (Scottish Government 2022b; UK Government Press Release 
2023b)? Or do initiatives that relieve the strain on overstretched families by reducing the cost-
of-living (see Yunda 2024), allowing household incomes to go further, offer a more effective 
approach?

The first of its kind in the United Kingdom, this study contributes to both criminological 
knowledge and policy debates about the relationship between experiencing household poverty 
during childhood and early onset of offending. Using longitudinal data from a child cohort 
study in Scotland, we assess the extent to which exposure to four different dimensions of house-
hold poverty—low income, parental unemployment, material deprivation and parental percep-
tions of financial strain—is associated with self-reported offending starting at two age points 
(age 12 and 14). We also determine whether the duration of exposure to household poverty—
either persistent or intermittent—is related to offending onset. Findings indicate that persistent 
childhood exposure to financial strain, as perceived by parents, is associated with the onset of 
offending at age 12; however, there are no direct relationships for the other measures of poverty, 
whether persistent or intermittent. These findings are significant because they suggest that pol-
icy efforts to reduce cost-of-living pressures on over-stretched families may be more effective 
than other strategies in supporting efforts to reduce early youth offending.

L I T E R AT U R E  R E V I E W
The relationship between poverty and offending

Research on the association between poverty and offending has produced mixed findings (see 
Webster and Kingston 2014). Between the 1940s and 1970s, a plethora of self-report studies 
claimed strong relationships between ‘socio-economic status’ or ‘social class’ and offending 
(Danzinger 1976). However, the validity of these early studies was questioned by scholars 
who asserted that poor methodological design had produced biased or conflicting results, and 
that effect sizes, which were small at best, diminished over time (see Tittle and Meier 1990). 
Consequently, studies focused on poverty and offending gradually became less common.

In recent years, however, contemporary studies using more robust data and methodologies 
have once again indicated a positive association. In the United States, for example, Rekker et 
al. (2015) found evidence of individual associations between family SES (using a composite 
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measure) and youth offending using self-reported and conviction data from the Pittsburgh 
Youth Study, suggesting that both chronic exposure and short-term fluctuations in family SES 
influenced offending behaviour among young people. Using the National Longitudinal Survey 
of Youth (NLSY92) data, Jarjoura et al. (2002) found that past exposure to child poverty (meas-
ured by income) and recent poverty status were associated with self-reported delinquency. To 
reduce income measurement error, Bjerk (2007) applied an instrumental variable approach to 
National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY97) data measuring household net worth, and 
found a stronger association between household poverty and serious offending than had been 
observed in previous studies using the same data.

European studies have also shown an association between poverty and youth offending. For 
example, Galloway and Skardhamer (2010) found that low parental income averaged over a 
10-year period was associated with children’s onset of offending in an analysis of Norwegian reg-
ister data. Using Danish national registers and a case–control design, Mok et al. (2018) showed 
that being in the least affluent income quintile in childhood was associated with increased risk 
of conviction for violence between the ages of 15 and 33. A Scottish self-report study found that 
growing up in a low SES household (based on parental occupation) increased the probability of 
having a ‘chronic’ or ‘teenage-limited’ offending trajectory compared to a non-offending trajec-
tory (McAra and McVie 2022).

Not all recent studies have found an association between poverty and youth offending, how-
ever. Using Swedish official crime records, Bergman and Andershed (2009) did not find an 
association between SES (based on parents’ highest education level) and membership in several 
offending trajectories (i.e. adult onset, adolescence limited, persistent) relative to no offending. 
Findings from the Seattle Social Development Project also suggested that poverty (based on 
household income) was not a risk factor for offending type once family functioning variables 
such as family communication had been accounted for (Thornberry et al. 2003). Even Sampson 
and Laub (1993), who reconstructed the Glueck data on youth offending in the 1950s, indi-
cated that family SES did not have a direct effect on youth offending, proposing instead that 
any poverty effects were most likely transmitted indirectly through other family factors, like 
parenting and family bonds.

The question of whether poverty has a direct causal effect on offending or is mediated by 
other factors varies according to different theoretical perspectives. Many early sociological 
theories saw poverty as a driver of offending, including social disorganisation theory (Shaw 
and McKay 1942), strain theories (Merton 1938) and subcultural theory (Miller 1958). The 
main thrust of these theoretical perspectives was that living in the lower socio-economic 
margins of society created the conditions in which individuals were more likely to break, 
or adapt negatively to, social norms and rules. Indeed, Merton’s (1938) strain theory is still 
frequently used as a means of explaining youth offending amongst those living in poverty 
(see e.g. Galloway and Skardhamer 2010; Rekker et al. 2015). Strain theory contends that 
the inability to achieve the cultural goals of success through socially appropriate ways leads to 
strain and various adaptations; some of which involve achievement of blocked goals through 
illegal means (Merton 1938).

Other theoretical perspectives propose that poverty has a more indirect effect on youth 
offending. For example, the family stress model (Conger et al. 1992) proposes that financial 
hardships create day-to-day stresses on parents that weaken their ability to parent effectively. In 
turn, these stresses affect the well-being of the child, which elevates their risk of externalizing 
problems, potentially leading to involvement in offending. Moffit’s (1993) dual taxonomy the-
ory also places strong emphasis on the mediating effect of poverty on parenting behaviours in 
early childhood. Similarly, Sampson and Laub’s (1993) age-graded theory of offending implies 
that poverty influences youth offending via family processes.
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Regardless of whether studies focus on direct or indirect causal mechanisms, theoretical per-
spectives tend to be fairly consistent in their assertions that poverty and offending are positively 
linked. Nevertheless, there are two methodological issues that limit our understanding of the 
problem. First, the concept of household poverty is inconsistently defined, and many different 
measurements have been used (Webster and Kingston 2014). Second, studies have been incon-
sistent in terms of whether and how they account for the duration of poverty exposure (Hay and 
Forrest 2009). Addressing these issues is critical from a policy perspective, as determining what 
poverty-based policies might best prevent youth offending requires an understanding of what 
dimensions and duration of household poverty have the greatest impact. We consider these two 
issues in more detail below.

Dimensions and measurement of poverty
There is a vast literature on the definition and measurement of poverty (see Hagenaars 2017), 
which we cannot review in its entirety, so we focus on the measures most commonly used in 
research on youth crime. Early studies tended to focus on ‘socio-economic status’ or ‘social 
class’, often using the terms interchangeably. Yet, the measures used to represent these concepts 
varied widely between studies (see Tittle and Meier 1990). The term ‘social class’ is rarely used 
in modern criminological studies; however, SES is still used, albeit often as a ‘catch-all’ term. 
For example, Farrington et al. (2012) used SES to describe a host of factors (including housing 
tenure, employment status and income level).

Global studies of child poverty predominantly use income-based measures (White et al. 
2003), although self-report data on income is difficult to collect and prone to measurement 
error (Moore et al. 2000). Nevertheless, some studies of youth offending have used standard-
ized measures of relative poverty using an equivalized income threshold (e.g. lowest quintile) 
based on the national income distribution adjusted for household size/composition ( Jarjoura 
et al. 2002; Galloway and Skardhamer 2010; Mok et al. 2018). Measuring poverty based on 
relative income identifies those in society who are the most financially disadvantaged compared 
to the rest of the population.

Another objective measure of SES is parental employment or occupational status, which 
incorporates aspects of income and educational level, as well as more qualitative dimensions 
such as social standing and prestige (Fujishiro et al. 2010). Several studies of youth offending 
have used parental unemployment or low occupational status as a proxy for family poverty, 
either wholly (e.g. McAra and McVie 2022) or as part of a composite measure (e.g. Rekker et 
al. 2015). Compared to income, such information is easier and less intrusive to collect using 
surveys.

While income and employment status are common indicators of poverty, they are imperfect 
measures. For example, a rise in income does not necessarily equate to an improvement in liv-
ing standards (Berthoud et al. 2004), while fixing the problem of unemployment is insufficient 
to reduce levels of poverty ( Joseph Rowntree Foundation 2025). An alternative objective, but 
more qualitative, measure is ‘material deprivation’, which assesses whether people can afford 
certain activities, goods, and services that are considered standard for a good life. According 
to a recent study, 18% of children in the United Kingdom suffer from material deprivation, 
almost half of whom are not classed as living in a low-income household (Action for Children 
2023). To our knowledge, no studies of youth offending have included a measure of material 
deprivation; although, associations have been found with low subjective well-being (Main and 
Bradshaw 2012) and behavioural problems ( Schenck-Fontaine et al. 2019) amongst children.

In contrast to these three objective forms of poverty, a growing body of researchers focuses 
instead on subjective measures that tap into the level of difficulty families face on a day-to-day 
basis. The concept of ‘financial strain’ is based on parental perceptions of how they feel they 
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are managing financially (Li and Chzhen 2023), how much of a burden their financial situa-
tion is on their daily lives (Ponnet 2014), or how much difficulty they have making ends meet 
(Gibbons et al. 2023). Two families in the same financial situation may not experience the same 
level of strain: one study that examined financial strain over 6 years amongst a sample of low-
income mothers found that, despite very similar financial circumstances, mothers varied in the 
extent to which they experienced financial strain (Valentino et al. 2014). This study also found 
that increases in income over time were not always associated with decreased financial strain. 
Thus, although subjective perception of financial strain is likely correlated with objective meas-
ures, the two are not the same.

A well-studied concept in some literature (see Hassan et al. 2021), financial strain has been 
rarely included in criminological research. Most relevant studies come from psychology and 
assess its connection to children’s externalizing behaviours. For example, Ponnet et al. (2014) 
found that caregiver’s self-reported perceptions of financial need, insecurity, and burden were 
associated with child problem behaviour in low-, middle- and high-income families. While a 
study from Ireland found that financial strain, rather than household income, was associated 
with children’s behaviour problems in middle childhood and adolescence (Gibbons et al. 2023).

In short, household poverty consists of multiple dimensions and can be measured in differ-
ent ways. It is unlikely that single indicators provide sufficient information about the economic 
well-being of the household in a holistic sense. Even so, few prior studies have included multi-
ple poverty measures (see Rekker et al. 2015, for exception), and the criminological literature 
lacks measures of poverty that capture the experience of material deprivation and perceptions 
of financial strain.

Duration of poverty exposure
Another limitation of the extant literature on childhood poverty and youth offending is the 
inconsistent assessment of duration of poverty exposure (Hay and Forrest 2009). Some studies 
focus on persistent exposure to poverty, in line with the ‘accumulation of risk’ model, which 
posits that the negative effects of poverty snowball over time through positive feedback loops 
(McLaughlin et al. 2011). Like any negative experience, long-term exposure to poverty could 
reasonably be expected to result in greater harm than short-term exposure, as the challenges of 
poverty likely build up in an additive or even multiplicative manner. Hay and Forrest (2009) 
hypothesized that persistent poverty would be more influential on offending than intermittent 
poverty because causal processes (e.g. socialization) were more likely to occur over the long 
term. Correspondingly, they found that while both short and long-term exposure to low income 
was associated with persistent self-reported youth offending, the effect size was larger for long-
term exposure. Other studies have found similar results ( Jarjoura et al. 2002; Mok et al. 2018). 
Beyond criminology, research on the connection between poverty and other types of external-
izing behaviors has also found that persistent poverty is more influential (Mazza et al. 2016; 
Comeau and Boyle 2018).

Conversely, some studies have found that intermittent exposure to poverty is just as, if not 
more, influential than persistent poverty. For example, a Danish study found that intermittent 
poverty in childhood was associated with conduct problems in adolescence, whereas growing 
up in persistent poverty was not (Pryor et al. 2019). By explanation, the researchers suggested 
that economically vulnerable families who move in and out of poverty might have had more 
difficulty accessing financial supports, causing particular challenges for young people in such 
households.

In summary, most evidence suggests that living in persistent poverty has the strongest asso-
ciation with youth offending; however, intermittent exposure or ‘poverty churn’ might also 
impact on young people’s behaviour. Very few prior studies have examined the effects of both 
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persistent and intermittent poverty exposure on youth offending across multiple dimensions of 
poverty (Rekker et al. 2015).

T H E  C U R R E N T  ST U DY
This study aimed to advance criminological knowledge and offer insights for policy develop-
ment by examining the effect of exposure to different dimensions of household poverty in 
childhood, and duration of such exposure, on youth offending. Focusing on direct effects only, 
we used a quantitative research design drawing on data from a birth cohort study in Scotland, 
recognizing the value of using longitudinal data for examining the relationship between expo-
sure to poverty during the childhood years and onset of offending. We examined four measures 
of household poverty based on the literature: low income; parental unemployment; material 
deprivation and financial strain. For each measure, we identified exposure on a persistent basis 
(3 or more years), intermittently (1 or 2 years), or not at all during the study period. To assess 
whether exposure to child poverty was most strongly associated with childhood or adolescent 
onset of offending, we examined the prevalence of self-reported offending at two age points: by 
age 12 (during the primary school years) and at age 14 (in the early secondary school years). For 
each age point, our research questions were:

(1)	 Which (if any) of the four dimensions of household poverty are associated with youth 
offending onset?

(2)	 To what extent is the duration of exposure to each dimension of household poverty asso-
ciated with engagement in youth offending?

Research data
The Growing Up in Scotland (GUS) study is a nationally representative longitudinal research 
programme involving just over 5,000 children born in 2004/2005.1 The study collects data from 
main carers, their partners and the children themselves. Its primary aim is to track the devel-
opment of young people, as well as family and school factors which affect their development, 
across a variety of dimensions (e.g. cognitive, behavioural, educational). The parents of the chil-
dren in the GUS cohort were first interviewed in 2005/2006 when the children were 10 months 
old. Follow-up data were collected annually until sweep 6 (age 6), and then every 2 years there-
after. In this study, we focused on sweeps 6–10 (age 6–14) of GUS because some poverty meas-
ures and covariates important to our analysis were not collected prior to sweep 6. Unless stated 
otherwise (e.g. for self-reported offending), all measures were as reported by the main carer in 
the household (which was the mother in 94 per cent of cases). Only young people who had data 
from all waves analysed (6–10) were included in the analysis. Use of sample weights helped to 
reduce the attrition bias implied by sample reduction (see analytic strategy for more details).

The GUS study was ideal for this research for three reasons. First, the longitudinal nature 
of the data collection and the richness of the information gathered allowed us to measure all 
four dimensions of poverty over a prolonged period in the lives of these children. Second, the 
study collected self-reported information on a range of offences from around age 12, based on 
measures taken from the Edinburgh Study of Youth Transitions and Crime (see McAra and 
McVie 2025). Third, the timing of the data collection coincided with a period of financial aus-
terity within Scotland and the wider United Kingdom, which means any effects of poverty were 

1  GUS data were accessed through the UK Data Service at https://ukdataservice.ac.uk/ (SN 5760). Analytic code under-
pinning this study can be accessed on request by contacting the corresponding author.
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more likely to be apparent. The GUS cohort was aged around four in 2008 when the global 
financial crash occurred, and aged around six in 2010 when the UK Government introduced a 
raft of austerity measures, resulting in major cuts to welfare spending, including child benefit, 
housing benefit and disability living allowance (Berman and Hovland 2024). The UK austerity 
policy also impacted low-income families in Scotland (Scottish Government 2022c), with the 
Institute for Finance Studies estimating a 6 per cent reduction in resource spending in Scotland 
between 2010/2011 and 2017/2018 (during which the children aged from 6 to 13) (Phillips 
2021).

Measures
Dependent variable

Our outcome of interest is age of onset of offending, as prior studies have shown that offending 
that begins earlier in childhood is more likely to lead to a chronic and persistent offending path-
way over the life course than offending that begins in adolescence, and that poverty can play a 
part in the causal mechanism (see Moffitt 1993). In the GUS study, cohort members were first 
asked about involvement in a variety of offending behaviours at age 12 (sweep 9), both ever and 
in the past year. At age 14 (sweep 10), they were asked whether they had engaged in the same 
offending behaviours during the previous year only. No further sweeps of data were available at 
the time of the analysis.

The outcome variable was coded into three categories: no offending reported, any offending 
reported up to and at age 12 and any offending reported at age 14 only. The age categories were 
mutually exclusive; onset by age 12 includes young people who may also have reported offend-
ing at age 14; however, these people are not included in the onset at age 14 category. The offend-
ing behaviours covered by the study include: engagement in violence (e.g. hitting, punching or 
kicking someone with intent of injury; carrying a knife or weapon; and using force, threats or a 
weapon against someone); acquisitive crime (e.g. taking something from a shop or store; break-
ing into a locked place to steal something or stealing from other places); property damage (e.g. 
deliberately damaging or destroying property; writing things or spraying paint on property) and 
general anti-social behaviour (e.g. being rowdy or rude in a public place).2

Independent variables
Four measures of household poverty were used in this study. First, a standard measure of rel-
ative low income was used to identify whether the child’s household was in Scotland’s lowest 
equivalized income quintile (as defined by Scottish Government 2024). Second, a measure of 
parental unemployment indicated households where neither parent/carer was employed in full 
or part-time work during each survey wave. Third, a measure of material deprivation was based 
on the inability of the household to afford four items considered to be a social norm in UK soci-
ety: a holiday away from home at least one week a year; having their home in a decent state of 
decoration; household contents insurance; and making regular savings of £10 a month or more 
for rainy days or retirement (these measures were chosen because they were asked in all survey 
waves we examined). If the main carer reported that they could not afford two or more of these 
items, they were coded as materially deprived. Fourth, a measure of financial strain was based on 
the parent’s response to a question about how the family was ‘managing financially these days’. 
Children were identified as living in a financially strained household if the main carer stated that 
they were ‘not managing very well’, ‘having some financial difficulties’ or were ‘in deep financial 
trouble’ (relative to ‘getting by alright’ or ‘managing quite/very well’).

2  Further information about the study can be found at https://growingupinscotland.org.uk/.
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The four dimensions of poverty were measured at all five waves of the GUS study used, from 
age 6 to age 14. To indicate the duration of exposure, the number of waves that the child was 
recorded as having experienced each dimension was totalled. Duration of exposure to each form 
of poverty was coded as none (0 waves), intermittent (1–2 waves), or persistent (3+ waves). 
This definition of persistent poverty is in keeping with the Scottish Government Delivery Plan 
targets (Scottish Government 2024).

Covariates
Several control variables were included in the analysis to account for potential confounding 
of the poverty-offending association. First, we included the duration of exposure to neighbour-
hood deprivation. While the focus of our analysis is on household rather than neighbourhood 
poverty, household poverty is correlated highly with area deprivation (Bolster et al. 2007), and 
previous research has shown a strong association between area deprivation and youth offending 
in Scotland ( Jahanshahi et al. 2022). Those living in the 20 per cent most deprived quintile of 
the Scottish Index of Multiple Deprivation (SIMD) were compared to the remaining cohort 
members (reference group). Like the household poverty measures (see above), we included 
duration of neighbourhood deprivation to account for the possibility that the amount of time 
spent living in a deprived neighbourhood influences youth offending.

Demographic factors are well known to influence involvement in youth offending (Ferrante 
2013), so we controlled for sex (male = reference group) and ethnicity (non-White = reference 
group). Prior research has shown that low parental monitoring is associated with youth offending 
(Kerr et al. 2010), so a (child-reported) measure at age 12 based on whether parents knew what 
they did with their free time, hardly ever or some of the time (relative to all or most of the time), 
was included. Exposure to multiple adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) is also associated with 
increased risk of youth offending (Malvaso et al. 2022), as evidenced during prior analysis of 
the GUS dataset ( Jahanshahi et al. 2022). Therefore, a control variable was included to capture 
exposure to three or more of the following ACEs during the study period: death of a parent/
sibling; parent illness/accident; parental separation; familial mental health problems, drug use, 
or alcohol abuse; familial offending (including incarceration and problems with the police); 
domestic violence and corporal punishment. ACEs were measured at every wave except for 
corporal punishment (only measured at Wave 7) and domestic violence (measured in Wave 6).

As our analytical approach focused on identifying the direct effect of poverty on youth 
offending, two additional control variables were included to help ensure we are capturing the 
effect of the poverty measures themselves, rather than other correlated factors. These were main 
carer highest education level (categorized as no qualifications [reference], degree or equivalent, 
vocational qualification below degree, and standard grade or higher) and single-parent household 
(measured as whether the main carer reported that they were a lone parent versus a two-parent 
family).

Analytic strategy
Our analyses consisted of three stages. First, we estimated weighted descriptive statistics for the 
full analytic sample (Table 1) to assess sample characteristics. Second, we compared the pro-
file of the cohort based on which of the three offending onset groups they belonged to (i.e. no 
offending, Age 12, Age 14) to determine variation in the characteristics of each offending group 
(Table 2). Third, we estimated a series of unadjusted (Table 3) and adjusted (Table 4) multino-
mial logistic regression models to assess the associations between the duration of each dimen-
sion of household poverty and offending onset age (relative to no offending). Multinominal 
logistic regression was used due to its strength in modelling categorical, non-ordered depend-
ent variables (i.e. offending at two time points relative to none). We estimated four unadjusted 
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models (one for each measure of household poverty duration) and five adjusted models (one 
for each measure of household poverty duration and one empty model with only covariates for 
comparison).

All analyses adjusted for complex survey design and sample attrition using longitudinal 
household weights. As missingness on some items was substantial,3 we addressed item-level 
missing data using multiple imputation by chained equations (MICE).4 Re-estimation using 
the non-imputed data showed that the results were substantively similar to those reported in 
this article.

R E SU LTS
Descriptive analysis

The analysis included 2,012 individuals for whom data were collected over the whole study 
period. About one-third (30%) of the sample reported offending onset by Age 12 and a further 
16 per cent reported onset at Age 14 (see Table 1).5 Low income was experienced intermit-
tently by 18 per cent of the sample and persistently by 26 per cent of the sample; while material 
deprivation was experienced intermittently by 23 per cent of the sample and persistently by 
19 per cent the sample. Living in a household with unemployed parents was less common: 11 
per cent of the sample had intermittently unemployed parents and 10 per cent had persistently 
unemployed parents. Financial strain, based on parental perceptions, occurred intermittently 
for around a fifth of the sample (22 per cent), whereas persistent exposure was uncommon (5 
per cent).

Poverty exposure and covariates by offending onset group
It is important to note that most young people were not exposed to childhood poverty, regard-
less of which of the three offending groups they were in (Table 2). Nevertheless, amongst the 
age 12 onset group, 50 per cent had been exposed to low relative income (any duration), 47 per 
cent to material deprivation, 29 per cent to financial strain and 25 per cent to unemployed par-
ents. Compared to this early onset group, the prevalence of exposure to all four types of poverty 
was lower for those who began offending at age 14 and those who did not report offending.

Exposure to persistent poverty was most prevalent among those who began offending by age 
12 across all four measures. This was particularly evident for persistent low income: 31 per cent 
of age 12 onset offenders lived in a household with persistently low income, compared with 22 
per cent of those who began offending at age 14 and 25 per cent of those who did not offend. 
Differences by offending onset age were not as strong for intermittent experience of poverty. For 

3  Missing data were highest for income (15%), which is common in surveys (Kim et al. 2007), and age 14 offending (6.5%), 
which may be related to pandemic restrictions which affected data collection. As these explanations would both imply that data 
were missing at random (MAR), multiple imputation is a robust way to account for missing data. Analyses indicated that missing 
data on age 14 offending was not associated with low income.

4  MICE is a set of general linear models that substitute missing data with plausible replacement values derived from relation-
ships among the observed data (Li et al. 2015). Data were imputed 20 times using an iterative stochastic approach to account for 
uncertainty in estimating missing values. We included all variables from the analysis in the procedure. MICE assumes that data 
are missing at random (MAR), or able to be predicted by observed variables. Although unverified, the MAR assumption is less 
stringent than other missing data assumptions, such as the MCAR assumption implied by complete case analysis (Li et al. 2015).

5  Although not the focus of the current study, the prevalence of individual offending types varied. Violence (hitting, kicking, 
or punching someone with the intention of hurting or injuring them) was the most prevalent at both ages (e.g. 16% at age 14, 
15% at age 12 (past year) and 17% at age 12 (ever)). Stealing money or other things was second most prevalent at age 12 (10% 
ever and 8% past year). Being rowdy or rude in public was second most prevalent at age 14 (14%). Least common offence types 
included breaking into a locked place to steal something, using force/threats/weapons, and carrying a knife or weapon, which 
were each reported by 1% of the sample or less in each wave. Further information is available at https://growingupinscotland.
org.uk/scottish-government-reports.
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Table 1. Weighted descriptive statistics of study variables for analytic sample

Growing Up in Scotland (GUS) Study (sweeps 6-10; N = 2,012)

%
Offending onset

By Age 12 30
Age 14 16

Material deprivation
None (0 sweeps) 59
Intermittent (1-2 sweeps) 23
Persistent (3 + sweeps) 19

Low income
None (0 sweeps) 56
Intermittent (1-2 sweeps) 18
Persistent (3 + sweeps) 26

Unemployed parents
None (0 sweeps) 79
Intermittent (1-2 sweeps) 11
Persistent (3 + sweeps) 10

Financial strain
None (0 sweeps) 73
Intermittent (1-2 sweeps) 22
Persistent (3 + sweeps) 5

Neighbourhood deprivation
None (0 sweeps) 71
Intermittent (1-2 sweeps) 9
Persistent (3 + sweeps) 20

Female 49
Non-white ethnicity 4
Low parental monitoring 8
Single parent household 25
Three or more adverse childhood experiences 24
Main carer highest education level

No qualifications 7
Degree/equivalent 33
Vocational below degree 41
Standard/higher 20

  Notes: Estimates rounded. Estimated based on imputed data (20 datasets).
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instance, living in a household with intermittently low income was experienced by 18 per cent of 
non-offenders, 19 per cent of age 12 onset offenders and 16 per cent of age 14 onset offenders.

Some covariate characteristics were more prevalent amongst young people who began 
offending at either age than among non-offenders. For instance, low parental monitoring was 
experienced by 17 per cent of age 12 onset offenders and 8 per cent of age 14 onset offenders, 
but was experienced by only 3 per cent of non-offenders. Experiencing three or more ACEs, 
persistently living a deprived area and parental education below degree level were each most 
prevalent among age 12 onset offenders (Table 2).

Unadjusted models predicting offending
Table 3 presents the results of the four multinomial logistic regression models, predicting age 
of offending onset (by 12 or at 14) by each of the poverty exposure measures, unadjusted for 
covariates. Relative to no exposure, persistent exposure to material deprivation was associated 
with a 52 per cent increase in the odds of offending onset by age 12 (Model 3); whereas, per-
sistent exposure to parent financial strain (relative to no exposure) was associated with a 188 
per cent increase in the odds of offending onset by age 12 (Model 4). There was no statistically 
significant association between persistent low income or parental unemployment and onset of 
offending at either age. None of the measures capturing intermittent exposure to poverty were 
associated with offending, and there was no association between any poverty measure and onset 
of offending at age 14.

Adjusted models predicting offending
Model 1 in Table 4 shows the association between the covariates and youth offending without 
accounting for any measure of household poverty. Being male, experiencing low parental mon-
itoring, and parental education level were independently associated with onset of offending at 
both ages. Models 2–5 in Table 4 present the results of the multinomial logistic regression mod-
els for each poverty measure (as in Table 3), adjusted to account for the covariates. A statisti-
cally significant association between poverty and offending onset was found in only one model: 
persistent exposure to financial strain was associated with increased odds of offending by age 
12 by 155 per cent, after accounting for any effect of the covariates. Neither duration of poverty 
exposure for material deprivation, low income and parental unemployment was associated with 
odds of offending onset by age 12 or age 14 in the adjusted models.

D I S C U S S I O N
Child poverty has been a significant policy concern within the United Kingdom for decades. 
Following a pledge to ‘eradicate’ child poverty by 2020, the Child Poverty Act 2010 established 
targets for each of the four UK nations and placed a statutory requirement on the respective 
governments to publish child poverty strategies. The Child Poverty Strategy for Scotland was 
launched in 2011 with the aim of improving children’s outcomes ‘by maximising household 
incomes and reducing pressure on household budgets among low-income families – through 
measures such as maximising the potential for parents to access and sustain good quality employ-
ment’ ( Scottish Government 2011: 2). The Scottish Government re-asserted its commitment 
to the issue by passing the Child Poverty (Scotland) Act (2017), which included legal targets 
to reduce the proportion of children living in relative and absolute poverty, low income and 
material deprivation, and persistent poverty by 2030. Nevertheless, in the context of a cost-of-
living crisis which has reduced the affordability of goods and services, increased food insecurity, 
and increased the cost of bills, energy and housing (Harari et al 2024), it appears increasingly 
unlikely that the Scottish Government’s child poverty targets will be met (SPICe 2024).
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Against this backdrop, recent increases in youth offending have reignited concerns that 
poverty is a key driver of crime within the United Kingdom (The Conversation 2024). Yet 
prior criminological scholarship has produced inconsistent results with regard to the poverty-
offending nexus. Some studies have suggested that poverty (usually measured by low income) 
is linked to youth offending (e.g. Galloway and Skardhamer 2010; Mok et al. 2018), while oth-
ers have found no association (e.g. Thornberry et al. 2003; Bergman and Andershed 2009). 
One possible reason for such mixed findings may be inconsistency in the definition and meas-
urement of poverty (Webster and Kingston 2014). This study aimed to expand criminological 
knowledge and inform policymaking by examining this issue in the Scottish context. Key con-
tributions to the existing literature were the inclusion of four distinct dimensions of household 
poverty (low income, unemployment, material deprivation, and financial strain) and examining 
the relative importance of intermittent and persistent exposure in explaining onset of offending 
at two age points (during childhood up to age 12, and in early adolescence at age 14).

This study revealed that when the effect of each type of poverty was modelled alongside other 
potential explanatory variables, exposure to low income, parental unemployment and material 
deprivation had no significant direct association with offending onset, regardless of duration. 
However, growing up in a household characterised by persistent financial strain, based on par-
ent’s perceived inability to manage financially, was associated with involvement in offending by 
age 12 (early onset), even when other factors were taken into account.

Our findings are noteworthy from a theoretical perspective in three respects. First, lack of 
a direct relationship between youth offending and three of the four measures of poverty is in 
line with some other studies (e.g. Sampson and Laub 1993; Thornberry et al. 2003). Yet, this 
does not discount the possibility that some theoretical relationship exists, possibly indirect and 
mediated by other mechanisms, such as poor parenting processes. That neither intermittent nor 
persistent exposure to these forms of poverty was significant direct predictor of youth offending 
in the adjusted models, despite the descriptive findings which suggested some association, is 
certainly deserving of further exploration.

Second, our analysis found significant results with respect to early onset offending by age 12, 
but not offending that began later at age 14.6 Both the descriptive analysis and data modelling 
suggest that research on the impact of childhood poverty may be most fruitfully concentrated 
on early developmental offending pathways. This aligns with criminological theories that have 
emphasized the exacerbating effects of living in high-risk social environments in childhood on 
persistent, life-course offending that begins early in life (e.g. Moffitt 1993). Yet, there is scope to 
explore this further by understanding whether the effects of childhood poverty are manifested 
through neuropsychological deficit or other social and environmental factors (see Tibbetts and 
Piquero 1999).

Third, the strong association between exposure to persistent financial strain during child-
hood and offending onset by age 12 suggests that subjective assessments of poverty may offer 
more powerful explanatory value than traditional, objective poverty measures commonly 
used in both criminological studies and policy-focused research. Other researchers have also 
found subjective financial strain to be more predictive of externalising behaviour than income 
or material deprivation (e.g., Gibbons et al. 2023). This gives weight to the family stress per-
spective (Conger et al. 1992), which proposes that the day-to-day stresses caused by financial 
hardship impact parenting practices, which in turn affect the well-being and behaviour of the 
child. Importantly, our study showed that persistent, not intermittent, financial strain was asso-
ciated with early offending onset. This finding is consistent with the accumulation of risk model 

6  The COVID pandemic affected some of the data collection at age 14 (about 15% of cases were affected and collected 
through online only), which could have impacted results. However, the majority of our data were collected prior to these pan-
demic disruptions.
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(McLaughlin et al. 2011) and suggests that families blighted by perpetual financial hardship 
require the greatest attention. Two households on the same income level could differ widely 
in terms of whether and how they experience financial strain (Valentino et al. 2014); so, more 
detailed research on what influences parents’ perceptions of financial strain could significantly 
improve our theoretical understanding of children’s behaviour.

One important issue that should be taken into account when studying the association 
between poverty and youth offending is the economic context. The children in the GUS study 
grew up during a period of austerity characterized by cuts in welfare spending, including child 
benefits (Berman and Hovland 2024), so the impact of financial strain on already poor house-
holds may have been particularly acute. In such circumstances, financial strain may offer a more 
sensitive assessment of poverty than other, more objective measures because it allows respond-
ents to provide a more rounded assessment of their financial situation. For example, even if a 
household’s income level is very low or parents are unemployed, other aspects of family finances, 
such as savings, non-income resources, lack of debt, and a low cost of living could enable the 
family to cope financially. Notably, supplementary analyses (available by request) examining 
the correlation between the poverty measures indicated that financial strain strongly overlapped 
with unemployment and material deprivation but not with low income, which also implies that 
income may not provide as full a picture of a household’s finances as the other measures.

From a policy perspective, this study confirms that not all children growing up in poverty 
become involved in offending, and many other factors may play a role in influencing such behav-
iour; yet for some children, the strains of family life caused by financial hardship may be par-
ticularly difficult to cope with. This chimes with the results of an evaluation of child poverty in 
Scotland conducted almost twenty years ago, which emphasised that:

Growing up in poverty does not automatically make a child unhealthy, a failure at school or a 
teenage delinquent. The majority of children in low income families are none of these things. 
Yet the pressures of life on a low income makes it harder for families to function well, in par-
ticular because such families have fewer resources to deal with things when they go wrong. 
This also affects the ways in which young people relate to their environment outside the fam-
ily. (Hirsch 2008: 5)

The Scottish Government’s pledge to eradicate child poverty, as set out in the Child Poverty 
(Scotland) Act (2017), is ambitious and efforts to achieve it encompass many different strate-
gies, such as: the introduction, in 2021, of a Scottish Child Payment, a social security payment 
for all low-income families with children under age 16; expanding access to childcare services 
for low-income families; and introducing a Child Poverty Accelerator Fund to support new pro-
jects to tackle the root causes of poverty. However, the legal targets set by the government are 
mainly based on income measures. This includes goals to reduce by 10 per cent the number of 
children living in relative poverty (based on equivalized income) and by 5 per cent the number 
of children living in persistent poverty (i.e. living in relative poverty for three or more of the 
previous four years) by 2030. Even if such targets were met, which seems unlikely based on 
current projections (SPICe 2024), they do not take into account of the subjective experience 
of financial hardship.

Our findings imply that UK policies which focus on elevating household income levels or 
getting more parents into employment (e.g. Scottish Government 2022a, 2022b; Cabinet 
Office 2024) could overlook some families in dire financial circumstances. The strain placed on 
such families, who are especially likely to be impacted by the cost-of-living crisis, could elevate 
the risk of many negative childhood outcomes, including youth offending. To identify families 
who are struggling from economic problems in a way that impacts their children’s behaviour, 
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measures of a household’s overall financial situation or difficulty making ends meet should be 
incorporated. Moreover, policy efforts should focus more attention on children who are persis-
tently exposed to poverty during their formative years, as these are the children at greatest risk 
of involvement in offending from early life. Both policy and research should aim to understand 
the array of factors that make a given level of poverty particularly difficult to manage for parents. 
Doing so could influence child behaviours, such as offending, in addition to having impacts on 
the well-being of parents themselves.

Limitations
This study has some limitations. We analysed longitudinal data, which has benefits in terms of 
understanding how early-life experiences are associated with behaviour in adolescence. However, 
there was some sample attrition, which resulted in a non-random subset of households failing to 
respond to later sweeps of data collection. It is possible that this attrition varied by household 
poverty. Use of sample weights helped to reduce this bias; even so, weighting responses from par-
ticular individuals to represent other individuals has the potential to be problematic. Relatedly, 
although self-reported offending data have several benefits over official crime data, it is possible 
that children exposed to poverty underreport certain offending behaviours, which would lead to 
downward bias in our estimates of the association between poverty and offending. However, the 
antisocial behaviours portion of GUS was self-administered, and GUS is not explicitly a crime 
survey, which both reduces the possibility of such reporting bias (Gomes et al. 2019).

While some time-ordering was established by using measures of poverty that pre-dated the 
measures of offending, since the data were observational, this study should not be understood 
as testing causal effects. It is possible that some unmeasured confounding remains, which is 
largely unavoidable in the absence of randomized control trials. Even so, we were able to statis-
tically control for numerous covariates that plausibly account for most potential confounders, 
many of which are key predictors of offending in criminological literature (e.g. neighbourhood 
influences, ACEs), due to the richness of the GUS data. This strategy has typically been regarded 
as sufficient to undergird policy implications despite the correlational nature of the data (e.g. 
Jahanshahi et al. 2022).

This study analysed Scottish data, and the findings may not be generalizable to the rest of the 
United Kingdom or other nations, particularly nations with different policies regarding state 
assistance for financial hardship. Finally, we were only able to examine offending up to age 14. 
While existing theories suggest that poverty impacts most acutely on offending in childhood, 
it is possible that with further sweeps of data we may have observed significant effects later in 
adolescence or into adulthood.

CO N CLU S I O N
Single, objective measures of childhood poverty may fail to capture the dimensions of poverty 
that are most strongly associated with elevated risk of early onset youth offending. Measures 
based on parents’ reports of inability to manage financially should be incorporated in academic 
and policy conversations to supplement information on more traditional measures, such as low 
income and unemployment. Policy action based on assessments of family poverty that incor-
porate multiple dimensions, including subjective reports of financial difficulties, is preferable 
to assessments which only use one objective measure. Targeted policies focused on the aspects 
of child poverty that place young people at greatest risk of criminal involvement are critical for 
ensuring that all children grow up in households suitable for pro-social development and the 
opportunity to live a happy, healthy life.
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