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Abstract Hong Kong juvenile probationers are scarcely

studied. The purpose of this study was to explore the

6-month short-term recidivism rate of 92 male juvenile

probationers (aged 14–20 years), with and without con-

trolling for their index crime. Generally, 30% of the

juveniles reoffended within the 6-month follow-up period

(82 and 18% were adjudicated of a nonviolent and violent

offense respectively). Eight personality and psychosocial

properties (self-esteem, life satisfaction, social bond,

positive and negative affect, impulsivity, pro-offending

attitudes, and self-perceived life problems) were assessed

in both Wave 1 and Wave 2 periods. Only three properties

(negative affect, self-perceived life problems, and self-

esteem) yielded significant changes within the 6-month

period. Beyond the exploratory analyses, another aim of

this study was to identify significant predictors of recidi-

vism in these rarely sampled juvenile probationers. Results

indicated that type of crime, onset age of delinquent

behavior, frequency of delinquency involvement in the past

year, social bond, negative affect, impulsivity, and pro-

offending attitudes were significant risk factors for recidi-

vism. These findings highlight the need for social workers

and other youth justice personnel to prioritize the inter-

vention resources for juvenile probationers in light of the

high estimated lifetime cost of crime for young offenders.

Cognitive-behavioral treatment modalities with emphases

on family functioning and problem-solving strategies were

found to be an effective intervention approach for juvenile

offenders. Limitations and future research directions are

discussed.
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Introduction

Juvenile offending poses a serious concern to society

worldwide, including Hong Kong. Male and females aged

19 and below comprise roughly 12% of the total population

in year 2009 (Hong Kong Census and Statistics Department

2010). According to the Hong Kong police figures, juve-

niles (aged 10–15 years) and young persons (aged

16–20 years) arrested by the police constituted an

approximately 21% of the overall arrests made in year

2010 (Hong Kong Police Force 2011). Clearly, juveniles

were over-represented in the arrest population given their

12% representation in the Hong Kong population. The

terms ‘‘juveniles’’ and ‘‘juvenile offenders’’ were used

inter-changeably throughout this article to refer to indi-

viduals aged 10–20 years in accordance with the Hong

Kong official terms for juveniles (aged 10–15 years) and

young persons (aged 16–20 years).

However, not all arrested and subsequently adjudicated

juveniles were sent to closed detention facilities. A pro-

portion of the juveniles who committed less severe offen-

ses were adjudicated to serve on a probation order.

According to Gray (1999), over two-thirds of juveniles

adjudicated to probation homes in 1992 were first-timers

with no prior convictions, and only 8% had offended more

than once previously. A large majority of this population
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involved in property offenses, which were not violent in

nature.

Within the last decade, Hong Kong probation-related

topics are scarcely studied, let alone those that are peer-

reviewed published. Most of the published work focuses on

the areas of probation outcomes (e.g., Chui 2003, 2004,

2006; Chui and Chan 2011) and probation operational

structures and philosophy (e.g., Chui 2002). Admittedly,

none has been attempted to examine the recidivism rate

and/or risk factors of the juvenile probationers. Hence, the

general purpose of this study is to comprehensively explore

the reoffending rate and risk factors of this important but

yet often overlooked group of juvenile offenders. Prior to

further discuss the specific aims of this study, a brief

overview of the Hong Kong probation system is described

for readers who are unfamiliar with this system and follows

by factors associated with adolescent recidivism that are

found in the recidivism studies.

The Probation System in Hong Kong

In Hong Kong, probation has been a community sentencing

option for offenders who are above 10 years of age and are

adjudicated for committing minor offenses (Chui 2008).

Fundamentally, the Hong Kong probation system, under

the Social Welfare Department, is basically an import from

overseas [during British] colonial times (Chan 1996,

p. 101). The probation officer practice paradigm of

‘‘advise, assist, and befriend,’’ under Section 19 of the

Rules of the Probation of Offender Ordinance (Hong Kong

Government 1985), is adopted from the model used in

England and Wales in the 1960s, although these two

nations are no longer emphasized such functions in their

current probation system (Chui and Nellis 2003). The

operational key objective of this model is to reduce the

offenders’ risk of reoffending and to facilitate offenders to

reintegrate in society upon release (Chui 2006).

Juvenile offenders were originally the targeted popula-

tion for the probation service in Hong Kong since its

inception, with the enabling legislation of the Juvenile

Offenders Ordinance of 1933. Two decades later, this

ordinance was superseded by the Probation of Offenders

Ordinance of 1956 to extend this noncustodial sentencing

option to adult offenders (Chan 1996). In accordance with

the current legislation of the Probation of Offenders

Ordinance (Chapter 298), adjudicated juvenile offenders

aged 10 and above who committed less serious and non-

violent offenses are generally placed under the statutory

supervision of an assigned probation officer in a commu-

nity setting. The length of their probation order is largely

between one and 3 years depending on the severity of their

index offense. A violation of probation order conditions

imposed by the probation officer (e.g., work and residence,

submission of a urine sample for drug tests) can result in

caution, fine imposed, or re-sentence of the original index

offense.

Factors Related to the Criminal Recidivism

of Juvenile Offenders

Research has demonstrated that criminal recidivism in

juveniles is associated with static and dynamic risk factors.

Static risk factors are characteristics that are immutable,

whereas dynamic risk factors are attributes that are ame-

nable to change (Bonta 1996) through rehabilitative and

therapeutic interventions (Van der Put et al. 2011).

Although static and dynamic risk factors can be further

distinguished into individual- and environmental-level risk

factors, existing literature on the individual risk factors will

only be discussed here.

Onset age of delinquent behavior and age of first arrest/

adjudication, as static individual risk factors, have been

consistently found to correlate with juvenile criminal

recidivism (e.g., Ang and Huan 2008; Benda et al. 2001;

Cottle et al. 2001; Loeber et al. 2008; Moffitt 1993; Mulder

et al. 2011). Age of first arrest/adjudication was even

claimed to be one of the strongest predictors of juvenile

reoffending (Myner et al. 1998). In their meta-analysis,

Cottle et al. (2001) found that the predictive strength of the

age at first contact with the criminal justice system yielded

a weighted mean effect size of -0.341. Loeber and Far-

rington (2000) asserted that juveniles aged between seven

and 12 years have two to threefold increased risk of violent

and chronic recidivism. Besides, several studies have also

reported that number of past arrest/adjudication (e.g., Jung

and Rawana 1999; Lattimore et al. 1995) and type of offense

(e.g., Archwamety and Katsiyannis 1998; Katsiyannis and

Archwamety 1997) to be associated with adolescent recid-

ivism. However, not all studies examined these constructs

have found significant findings (e.g., Lueger and Cadman

1982; Wierson and Forehand 1995).

Delinquency and crime has long been reported to asso-

ciate with personality dispositions (Caspi et al. 1994), even

though some scholars criticized such notion (Tennenbaum

1977). Although not frequently tested, personality and

psychosocial factors were also reported to be related to

juvenile recidivism (Katsiyannis et al. 2004). To illustrate,

a number of studies that examined specific psychological

areas of focus used psychological assessment data to test its

effects in determining the recidivism rates (e.g., see

Anderson and Walsh 1998).

Research demonstrated that adolescents with greater

self-esteem are likely to restrain natural impulses to engage

in delinquent behavior (Benda 2001), such as smoking and
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alcohol and drug use (Abnernathy et al. 1995). Impulsivity,

another dynamic risk factor, has been argued to be one of

the best predictors of not just adolescent recidivism, but

also adult criminality (Nagin and Trembley 1999). Caspi

et al. (1994) and Krueger et al. (1994) asserted that high in

negative emotionality and low in constraint are associated

with delinquent behavior. Besides, weaker social bond is

documented to be a vital correlate of delinquency

involvement (Ge et al. 2003). Not unexpectedly, pro-

offending attitudes have also been consistently found to

positively correlate with recidivism, especially among

those who sexually offend (Willis and Grace 2009).

The Present Study

Limited effort has been attempted to study juvenile pro-

bationers in Hong Kong, let alone their reoffending rate.

Therefore, the overall purpose of this study is to explore

the short-term recidivism rate of juvenile probationers. Of

important note, the present study is among the first in Asian

societies to use psychometric measures in testing the

effects of personality and psychosocial attributes in pre-

dicting these juveniles’ recidivism risk. For the purpose of

the present study, criminal recidivism was operationally

defined as violation of the probation order, which could

include reoffending. Comprehensively, this study aims to

preliminarily investigate the differential reoffending rate of

these juvenile who were adjudicated of committing a vio-

lent offense and those who were found guilty of a nonvi-

olent crime. According to Hong Kong criminal law, violent

delinquent/criminal behavior classified in this study

includes crime of robbery, serious assault, indecent assault,

police assault, wounding, and blackmail. In contrast, non-

violent delinquent/criminal behavior includes property

crimes such as burglary, snatching, pickpocket, shop theft,

criminal damage, and deception; and other nonproperty

crimes such as vice/brothel keeping, sexual procuration/

abduction, illegal sexual activity, fighting, illegal posses-

sion of weapons, illegal possession of illegal drugs, resis-

tance to police arrest, admission of being a member of a

triad society, a member of a triad society, violation of

probation order, use of other’s identity, and public disor-

derly conduct. Besides, the change of score of the per-

sonality and psychosocial attributes over a 6-month period

will also be assessed to test the probation effect has on

these juveniles.

Beyond the exploratory analysis on the juvenile proba-

tioners’ recidivism rate, this study further aspires to

examine the effect of different static (i.e., offending his-

tory) and dynamic (i.e., personality and psychosocial

properties) individual risk factors in predicting the pro-

pensity for the juvenile probationers to reoffend. As

supported by past literature, it is hypothesized that early

age of delinquent behavior, early age of first adjudication,

higher number of past adjudication, and higher frequency

of self-reported delinquency involvement predict greater

risk of recidivism. Similarly for the dynamic risk factors, it

is hypothesized that lower level of self-esteem, life satis-

faction, social bond, positive affect; and higher level of

negative affect, impulsivity, pro-offending attitudes, and

self-perceived life problems predict greater recidivism risk.

Method

Participants and Procedure

The participants described in this study were 92 juvenile

male probationers aged 14–20 years (M = 17.02,

SD = 1.47) who were serving their probation order in a

juvenile transitional home. The transitional home targeted

for this study is the only transitional housing in Hong Kong

for juvenile offenders aged 14 and above (Hong Kong

Social Welfare Department 2010). The daily population

capacity of this probation home is 40 juveniles, with only

about 15–20 new intakes per month. The length of stay in

this probation home is commonly imposed by an assigned

probation officer. In this sample, approximately two-thirds

(62%) of the juveniles were adjudicated to serve their

probation period between 13 and 24 months. Apart from

the differential individualized conditions of their probation

orders, juvenile probationers sentenced to a transitional

home were generally permitted to carry out their daily

routines such as employment and schooling outside of the

residential compounds, with a sole mandated condition of

returning to the transitional home in the evening.

Essentially, over a 5-month period of data collection

upon approval from the university Institutional Review

Board (IRB) started in the second quarter of 2010, a total of

104 juvenile probationers were recruited for the Wave 1

study (an approximately 90% response rate) out of a sat-

uration sample. The participants’ informed consent was

obtained after consultation with their social or youth

workers, along with their parents’ oral consent for those

who were under 18 years of age. During the Wave 2 study,

6 months after the initial wave of study, 92 juvenile pro-

bationers (89%) were successfully retained for the follow-

up study with complete Wave 1 and Wave 2 data.

A large majority (71%) of the 92 participants reported to

have started behaving delinquently at the age between 13

and 18 years (44% at age 13–15 years and 27% at age

16–18 years), with close to one-fourth (24%) of the par-

ticipants acknowledged their onset age of delinquent

behavior at the age 12 and under (M = 14.18, SD = 2.82).

With regards to the age of first adjudication, more than four
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out of five juveniles (86%) were first adjudicated between

the age of 13 and 18 years (42% at age 13–15 years and

44% at age 16–18 years; M = 15.89, SD = 1.79). Eighty-

three percents (N = 76) of the juveniles were repeat

offenders, whereby 46% of them had one or two past

adjudications while the remaining 37% were adjudicated at

least three times in the past (M = 2.52, SD = 2.47). In

terms of the participants’ self-reported frequency of

delinquent conduct in the past year, 78% of the juveniles

admitted to have delinquently acted 5 times or below

(M = 4.79, SD = 5.40) (Table 1).

Measures

Questionnaire was administered face-to-face by three

trained research assistants with the participants on the one-

on-one basis without any third party interference. Besides

questions propping for the participants’ demographic

information and offending history, a battery of psycho-

metric measures was used to assess the personality and

psychosocial properties of interest: self-esteem, life satis-

faction, social bond, positive and negative affect, impul-

sivity, pro-offending attitudes, and self-perceived life

problems.

Self-Esteem

Self-esteem is defined as an individual’s attitude or global

affective orientation towards himself/herself (Rosenberg,

1965). Simply put, self-esteem can be referred to as one’s

overall sense of worthiness as a person (Baumeister 1993;

Branden 1994; Rosenberg 1979). For the purpose of this

study, the Rosenberg’s Self-Esteem Scale (RSES; Rosen-

berg 1965) was used to assess the participants’ perception

of self-value and self-acceptance. The RSES is one of the

most widely used self-esteem measures in behavioral and

social sciences. This scale comprises of 10 items in a

4-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 4 = strongly

agree), with a total score of 40 points. Higher score indi-

cates higher self-esteem. Mean score of the sample in

Wave 1 was 27.23 (SD = 5.77). Sample items include, ‘‘I

feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an equal plane

with others’’ and ‘‘I certainly feel useless at times.’’ The

internal consistency reliability of the RSES reported in

recent studies with Hong Kong Chinese sample was good

(ranged from 0.67 to 0.88; Chan 2011a, b; Cheuk et al.

2011; Leung et al. 2011; Tse et al. 2011). The Cronbach’s a
in this study was 0.78, which was above the acceptable

level (see Cronbach 1951).

Life Satisfaction

Individual’s experience of subjective well-being (SWB) is

conceptualized as being comparable with what ordinary

people refer to as ‘‘happiness’’ (Diener et al. 2003). Cog-

nitive judgment about an individual’s life satisfaction is

one of the SWB measurement constructs. In this study, the

Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al. 1985)

was utilized to measure the participants’ cognitive evalu-

ation of their quality of life. The SWLS contains five items

in a 7-point response format ranging from 1 (strongly

disagrees) to 7 (strongly agree), whereby the overall score

was determined by summing all item scores (ranged from 5

to 35). Higher life satisfaction score signifies more positive

self-evaluation of subjective well-being. Mean score of the

sample in Wave 1 was 22.02 (SD = 6.09). Sample items

include, ‘‘In most ways my life is close to my ideal’’ and

‘‘If I could live my life over, I would change almost

nothing.’’ In general, the SWLS has been reported to be a

valid and reliable scale in studies with Chinese samples

Table 1 Demographic characteristics of Hong Kong male juvenile

probationers (N = 92)

Variable N Percentage

Age (N = 92)

14 1 1.1

15 10 10.9

16 28 30.4

17 26 28.3

18 8 8.7

19 12 13.0

20 7 7.6

Length of probation order (N = 91)

12 months 32 34.1

13–24 months 56 61.6

25 months and above 3 3.3

Self-reported onset age of delinquent
behavior

(N = 92)

Age 12 and below 22 23.9

13–15 years 40 43.5

16–18 years 25 27.2

19–20 years 5 5.4

Age of first adjudication (N = 92)

Age 12 and below 3 3.3

13–15 years 39 42.4

16–18 years 40 43.5

19–20 years 10 10.9

Number of previous adjudication (N = 92)

None 16 17.4

1 or 2 42 45.7

3 and above 34 37.0

Frequency of self-reported delinquency
involvement in the past 12 months

(N = 87)

1–5 times 68 78.2

6 times or above 19 21.8
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(e.g., Chan 2009; Shek 2004). In recent studies with the

Chinese population in Hong Kong (Chan 2010; Shek 2005;

Sun and Shek 2010), the internal consistency of SWLS was

found to be in the acceptable level (ranged 0.74–0.84). The

Cronbach’s a in this study was 0.82, which was high in

internal consistency for this scale.

Social Bond

Social bond is simply referred to as the affective attach-

ment; and in the words of Hirschi (1969), ‘‘attachment’’ is

an emotional tie that an individual has with various con-

ventional institutions and people. In this study, the Social

Bonding Scale (SBC; Chapple et al. 2005), based on Hir-

schi’s (1969) social bonding theory, was used to assess the

participants’ conventional social bond with and attachment

to parents, peers, school, and society as a whole. With the

exclusion of six delinquency items, this 18-item scale

measures five social bond elements in 4-point (two items)

and 5-point (16 items) Likert scale response format. Using

confirmatory factor analysis, parental attachment was

extracted into two separate latent variables (parental

bonding and parental dependence). The scores for the 18

items were then summed (ranged from 18 to 88), with

higher value denotes greater social bond. Mean score of the

sample in Wave 1 was 51.11 (SD = 8.36). Sample items

include, ‘‘I would like to be the kind of person my best

friend is,’’ ‘‘I talk over future plans with my parents,’’ and

‘‘I have lots of respect for the police.’’ The SBC was rarely

used with the Hong Kong Chinese population. The Cron-

bach’s a of SBC in this study was 0.60, which was below

the acceptable level of 0.70 (Nunnally 1978). However, the

Cronbach’s a estimate should be studied cautiously and

keeping in mind of the very limited utility of the Cron-

bach’s a, which primarily measures the ‘‘interrelatedness of

the items’’ (Sijtsma 2009). According to Straus and Kantor

(2005), low internal consistency may also be due to highly

skewed distributions of included items as this reduces ‘‘the

size of the correlation between items and therefore also the

alpha’’ (p. 25).

Affects

Affects are basically referred to as the individual’s sub-

jective experience of emotions, which can either be posi-

tive or negative experience. In this study, the positive affect

(PA) and negative affect (NA) subscales of the Positive and

Negative Affect Scales (PANAS; Watson et al. 1988) were

adopted to measure the participants’ positive and negative

emotions based on common mood descriptors. The PA and

NA subscales each contains 10 items that allow the par-

ticipants to rate their affective feeling level on a 5-point

Likert scale format (1 = very slightly; 7 = extremely),

with the overall score of each subscale was determined by

summing the scores of all PA and NA items, independently

(ranged from 10 to 50). Higher scores on PA and NA scales

indicate higher positive and negative affective feelings,

respectively. The sample mean scores of the PA and NA

scales in Wave 1 were 30.60 (SD = 8.28) and 27.02

(SD = 8.05), respectively. Sample PA items include,

‘‘Excited,’’ ‘‘Proud,’’ and ‘‘Enthusiastic,’’ while sample NA

items include, ‘‘Irritable,’’ ‘‘Hostile,’’ and ‘‘Jittery.’’ The

internal consistency of the PANAS has been found to be in

the acceptable level (ranged from 0.80 to 0.83 for the PA

scale and 0.73 to 0.84 for the NA scale) in recent Chinese

sampled studies in Hong Kong and the mainland China

(Yeung et al. 2011; Liu et al. 2011; Tse et al. 2011). The

alpha coefficients of the PA (Cronbach’s a = 0.71) and

NA (Cronbach’s a = 0.79) scales in this study were both

above the acceptable level of internal consistency.

Impulsivity

Impulsivity is broadly and widely defined as a ‘‘tendency to

act spontaneously and without deliberation’’ (Carver 2005,

p. 313). For many researchers, delinquent behavior is

regarded as a result of deficits in impulse control (e.g., Ey-

senck and Eysenck 1977; Robbins and Bryan 2004). For the

purpose of this study, the Impulsiveness Scale-Short Form

(IS-SF; Li et al. 2002) was utilized to measure the motor

impulsiveness of the participants. This 15-item scale, mea-

sures on a 4-point response format (1 = very few;

4 = almost always), was developed for the Chinese popu-

lation in Taiwan based on the Barratt Impulsivity Scale (BIS-

10; Patton et al. 1995). The single impulsivity score was the

summed scores of the 15 items (ranged from 15 to 60), with

higher score denotes higher impulsivity. Participants in this

sample averagely scored 35.58 (SD = 8.13) in Wave 1.

Sample IS-SF items include, ‘‘I act on the spur of the

moment,’’ ‘‘I often have extraneous thoughts when think-

ing,’’ and ‘‘I change my mind easily.’’ In two Taiwanese

sampled studies, the alpha coefficients were above 0.76 (Li

et al. 2002; Fu et al. 2007). Similarly, this study yielded a

high internal consistency (Cronbach’s a = 0.79).

Pro-Offending Attitudes and Self-Perceived

Life Problems

Widely used in the UK probation services, the CRIME-

PICS II (Frude et al. 2008) was adopted in this study to

assess the participants’ general attitude toward offending.

The 35-item CRIME-PICS II comprises of four attitude

scales on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = strongly agree;

5 = strongly disagree): (a) general attitude to offending

(scale G), (b) anticipation of re-offending (scale A),

(c) victim hurt denial (scale V), and evaluation of crime as
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worthwhile (scale E). In addition, the CRIME-PICS II also

contains a problem inventory (scale P), measuring on a

4-point Likert scale (1 = big problem; 4 = no problem at

all), to assess the participants’ perception of their current

life problems. In this study, twenty pro-offending attitude

items and 15 problem inventory items were then summed

to attain a single pro-offending attitudes score (ranged from

20 to 100) and self-perceived life problems score (ranged

from 15 to 60), independently. Higher pro-offending atti-

tudes score indicates higher favorable attitude towards

offending, whereas higher self-perceived life problem

score signifies that the participants have life problems in

many areas. Participants in this study were averagely

scored 47.64 (SD = 8.27) in their pro-offending attitude

domain and 30.96 (SD = 9.77) in their self-perceived life

problems domain in Wave 1. Sample items of pro-

offending attitudes include, ‘‘In the end, crime does pay,’’

‘‘Committing crime is quite exciting,’’ and ‘‘I always seem

to give into temptation;’’ whereas sample items of self-

perceived life problems include, ‘‘Problems with relation-

ships,’’ ‘‘Controlling temper,’’ and ‘‘Lots of worries.’’

Generally speaking, the CRIME-PICS II has been reported

as a valid and reliable measure in recent studies, with

moderate-to-high internal consistency (ranged from 0.55 to

0.83; Frude et al. 2008; Healy 2010; Wood et al. 2009).

Similarly, the CRIME-PICS II yielded a high internal

consistency (Cronbach’s a = 0.80) in this study.

Results

Six-Month Official Recidivism Rate of Juvenile

Probationers

Criminal recidivism in this study is described as the official

adjudication of juvenile offenders for committing another

offense while serving on their probation order. Out of a

sample of 92 juvenile probationers, 28 juveniles (30%)

were officially found to be violated the probation order

(herewith referred to as reoffending) with the remaining 64

juveniles (70%) were without any official adjudication

record during the 6 months follow-up period. Significant

Chi-square analysis (v2 = 4.52, p \ .05) as depicted in

Table 2 reveals that 82% of those who reoffended were

initially on probation order for committing a nonviolent

offense (N = 61) as compared with only 18% of juveniles

who were on probation for a violent crime (N = 31)

recidivated. Put differently, juvenile probationers who

were adjudicated for committing a violent offense were

less likely to reoffend (16%), than nonviolent crime adju-

dicated juvenile probationers (38%), during the 6 months

follow-up period.

The Psychological Well-Being of Juvenile Probationers

In order to examine the extent to which the probation order

served in a transitional home has an effect on the juveniles’

psychological well-being; paired-sample t-tests were per-

formed. Mean scores of the personality and psychosocial

properties in Wave 1 and Wave 2 were compared. Out of

the eight different personality and psychosocial properties

assessed, only three constructs (negative affect, self-per-

ceived life problems, and self-esteem) yielded significant

mean score disparities within the 6-month period. Compare

to the initial wave (M = 27.02, SD = 8.05), the juvenile

probationers were reported to have significantly lesser

negative affect in Wave 2 (M = 22.87, SD = 7.02,

t = 3.23, p \ .01). Similarly, they also reported to have

fewer life problems in the follow-up period (M = 28.09,

SD = 8.95), compared to their Wave 1 findings

(M = 30.96, SD = 9.77, t = 1.90, p \ .05). Finally, the

juveniles’ self-esteem level was also improved in the fol-

low-up study (M = 28.04, SD = 3.74), as to compare with

the initial wave of data (M = 27.23, SD = 5.77, t = 1.38,

p \ .10) (Table 3).

Table 2 Chi-square analysis of juvenile probationers’ 6-month offi-

cial recidivism rate by index crime (N = 92)

Official status Index crime Total

Violent crime Non-violent crime

Non-recidivist (N) 26 38 64

Row (%) 40.6 59.4 100.0

Column (%) 83.9 62.3 69.6

Recidivist (N) 5 23 28

Row (%) 17.9 82.1 100.0

Column (%) 16.1 37.7 30.4

Total (N) 31 61 92

Row (%) 33.7 66.3 100.0

v2(1) = 4.52, Phi = 0.22, p \ .05

Table 3 Juvenile probationers’ mean scores of the personality and

psychosocial properties in Wave 1 and Wave 2 (N = 92)

Personality and psychosocial Wave 1 Wave 2

M SD M SD

Self-esteem 27.23 5.77 28.04* 3.74

Life satisfaction 22.02 6.09 22.83 6.63

Social bond 51.11 8.36 49.75 8.59

Positive affect 30.60 8.28 30.55 8.10

Negative affect 27.02 8.05 22.87*** 7.02

Impulsivity 35.58 8.13 34.42 1.04

Pro-offending attitudes 47.64 8.27 48.85 9.70

Self-perceived life problems 30.96 9.77 28.09** 8.95

* p \ .10; ** p \ .05; *** p \ .01
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Identifying the Recidivism Risk Factors of Juvenile

Probationers

Logistic regression was performed to identify the predic-

tors of reoffending risk. Official criminal recidivism served

as the binary outcome variable (e.g., 0 = not reoffended,

1 = reoffended). Static (e.g., type of crime, onset age of

delinquent behavior, age of first adjudication, number of

previous adjudication, and frequency self-reported delin-

quency involvement in the past year) and dynamic (e.g.,

self-esteem, life satisfaction, social bond, positive and

negative affect, impulsivity, pro-offending attitudes, and

self-perceived life problems) independent variables were

included in the multivariate analysis model. Pearson cor-

relations of the tested variables were calculated and find-

ings did not reveal any correlations at or above 0.70,

indicating no collinearity.

Table 4 outlines the findings of the logistic regression

with the odds ratios when recidivism is the predicted

outcome. Out of the 13 variables in the logistic regression

model, only four remained statistically significant at the

0.05 level (i.e., type of crime, social bond, negative

affect, and pro-offending attitudes). Adjusted odds ratios

were computed, exp(B) - 1 9 100 = adjusted odds ratio,

to report the statistically significant effects on the per-

centage change in the odds. When the index crime was

nonviolent in nature, compared with juveniles adjudicated

of a violent offense, the odds that these nonviolent

juvenile probationers to reoffend within a 6-month period

increased by 215%. In terms of the personality and psy-

chosocial properties, a one unit decrease in social bond

has thus increased the recidivism odds by 6%. If the

juvenile probationers’ pro-offending attitudes were

increased by one unit, their odds of recidivism were then

increased by 6%. Similarly, a unit change in the negative

affect of juvenile probationers was subsequently increased

the odds of reoffending by 5%.

Additionally, three risk factors (i.e., onset age of

delinquent behavior, frequency of self-reported delin-

quency involvement, and impulsivity) were found to reach

the significance at the 0.10 level. When a unit decreased in

the onset age of delinquent behavior, the juveniles’ odds of

recidivism was then increased by roughly 10%. Besides, if

the past year frequency of self-reported delinquency of the

juveniles increased by one unit, the odds that these pro-

bationers to reoffend were then increased by approximately

6%. Finally, a unit increased in impulsivity has thus led to

the increase of the recidivism odds by 4%. In general, the

Chi-square analysis indicated a significant model fit

(v2 = 23.90, p \ .05), while the Hosmer–Lemeshow Test

(Hosmer and Lemeshow 2000) suggested no difficulties

with the fit model (v2 = 6.96, n.s.). The variance accoun-

ted for by the set of predictors was 36% (Nagelkerke

R2 = 0.36). Regression model diagnostic signified an area

under the curve (AUC) of the receiver operating charac-

teristic (ROC) value of 0.81, suggesting that this model

reached an adequate level of predictability, specificity, and

sensitivity (see Kleinbaum and Klein 2010).

Table 4 Logistic regression of juvenile probationers’ 6-month official recidivism rate (N = 92)

Predictor variable Model I (recidivism) Lower CI Upper CI

B SE Odds ratio

Index crime 1.15 0.56 3.15** 1.06 9.34

Onset age of delinquent behavior -0.11 0.08 1.10* 0.76 1.05

Self-reported delinquency frequency 0.06 0.04 1.06* 0.98 1.15

Social bond -0.06 0.03 1.06** 1.00 1.12

Negative affect 0.05 0.03 1.05** 1.00 1.11

Impulsivity 0.04 0.03 1.04* 0.99 1.10

Pro-offending attitudes 0.05 0.03 1.06** 1.00 1.11

-2 log likelihood 76.95

Model chi-square 23.90**

Hosmer–Lemeshow test v2(8) = 6.96, p = .54

Nagelkerke R2 0.36

N 92

AUC 0.81

No significant findings were yielded for age of first adjudication, number of previous adjudication, self-esteem, life satisfaction, positive affect,

and self-perceived life problems

AUC area under the curve, CI confidence interval

* p \ .10; ** p \ .05
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Discussion

One of the key purposes of the current study was to gain

insight into the recidivism rate of juvenile offenders who

were on probation in Hong Kong. Indeed, this study was

among the first to provide evidence of a short-term recid-

ivism rate, with and without controlling for the juveniles’

index crime, and the recidivism risk factors of the juvenile

probationers. Nearly comparable with the findings of a

recent short-term juvenile recidivism study (Vermeiren

et al. 2000; 46% of the 104 juvenile offenders committed a

new crime within the 8 month follow-up period), the short-

term recidivism rate in this study was 30%.

What makes this study unique was that juvenile proba-

tioners who were adjudicated of a violent offense, com-

pared with those whose index crime was a nonviolent

offense, were found to be significantly less likely to reof-

fend within the 6-month period. Consistent with past

research (e.g., Loeber and Dishion 1983; Moore et al.

1979), offenders who have committed nonviolent or

property offenses as their index crime are more likely to

reoffend than those who have committed more serious

offenses. However, conflicting results were found. Some of

a more recent studies reported that offenders who com-

mitted serious and violent types of offenses are at greater

risk to reoffend than those who committed less serious

offenses (e.g., Cottle et al. 2001; Myner et al. 1998).

Notwithstanding these differences in finding direction,

Ganzer and Sarason (1973) stated that type of offense

committed does not differentiate between recidivists and

nonrecidivists. However, the current finding should be

studied cautiously. Unlike most of the conflicting findings

in the past longitudinal studies that typically spanned more

than 3 years, the present study aimed to measure only the

short-term recidivism outcome. Anyhow, cautious inter-

pretation should be applied as two-thirds of these juveniles’

index crime was nonviolent in nature.

Meanwhile, three personality and psychosocial charac-

teristics yielded significant positive changes within the

6 months of assessment. Juvenile probationers were

reported to have lesser negative affect, fewer self-perceived

life problems, and higher self-esteem during the follow-up

period. However, none of the other personality and

psychosocial attributes yielded any significant changes. A

possible rationale for such condition is that a 6-month

period may be too short for any significant changes to

emerge. A longer duration between the initial wave and the

follow-up period for significant changes of these person-

ality and psychosocial characteristics may seem promising.

Of important note, although there were social activities

organized by the social workers stationed at the probation

home to foster pro-social attributes of the juvenile proba-

tioners, these social activities were not on a regular basis.

Furthermore, the mandatory monthly face-to-face report to

their assigned probation officer was rather brief. As a

whole, with all the inconsistencies in addressing both

criminogenic and noncriminogenic needs of the proba-

tioners by mean to reduce their recidivism risk, it is

unsurprisingly to observe insignificant positive personality

and psychosocial changes among these juveniles.

Another intention of this study was to identify risk

factors significantly associated with the criminal recidivism

in these rarely sampled juvenile probationers. Not unex-

pectedly and consistent with previous research findings,

nonviolent index crime, early onset of delinquency

behavior, higher frequency of self-reported delinquency

involvement, weaker social bond, higher level of negative

affect, more impulsive, and greater favorable of pro-

offending attitudes were significant risk factors for criminal

recidivism. What was surprising was that age of first

adjudication and number of previous adjudication did not

emerge as significant predictors of criminal recidivism.

These findings were incompatible with previous literature.

Nevertheless, the significant level of these two constructs

was approaching the 0.10 level. It is plausible that larger

sample size may be able to yield significant results.

Although several personality and psychosocial character-

istics (self-esteem, life satisfaction, positive affect, and

self-perceived life problems) failed to emerge as significant

criminal recidivism predictors, the direction of their rela-

tionship in predicting recidivism seems accurate as

hypothesized and supported by past literature.

Implications of the Findings

Criminal recidivism has a grave effect on the economy.

Entorf and Spengler (2002) suggested that the costs of

crime in developed nations might be 10% of the GDP or

more. High-risk chronic youths are estimated to cost the

society as much as $1.3–$1.5 million per person (Cohen

1998), whereby the amount is much larger for those who

are career criminals who started their offending career

when they are young (Ludwig 2010). Hence, resources for

intervention with young offenders should be prioritized

(O’Brien 2010). Adequate intervention may provide not

only monetary benefits beyond reduced crime and victim

costs (Welsh and Farrington 2000), but also to reduce, if

not prevent, the escalating costs of frequent and chronic

offending across the life-course (Cohen et al. 2010). Given

the estimated lifetime cost of crime for young offenders is

high, it is sensible to develop programs and interventions

that could effectively address and remediate issues of

juvenile offending, especially issues of reoffending among

juvenile probationers in the present study. Although sig-

nificant static risk factors are not particularly targeted for

intervention, these factors should be considered along with
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dynamic risk factors when conceptualizing intervention

program planning.

According to Andrews and Bonta (2010), various review

studies indicate that interventions that are adopting the

cognitive-behavioral treatment modalities are effective in

targeting criminogenic needs and subsequent delinquent

behavior. For instance, multisystemic treatment (MST), with

an emphasis on family functioning, is found to be an effec-

tive intervention in reducing the reoffending behavior of

juvenile offenders (see Henggeler et al. 1998), specifically in

the positive effects of family functioning has on the devel-

opment of the juveniles’ social bond and correcting their

cognitive distorted thoughts on favoring pro-offending

behaviors and attitudes. In addition, individual counseling

sessions targeting interpersonal cognitive problem-solving

strategies have demonstrated its effectiveness in reducing the

characteristics of impulsivity, instantaneous anger, and

negative emotionality of the juveniles (Benda 2001).

It is noteworthy that the detrimental effect of cumulative

risk (Loeber et al. 2008) as a result of the inter-connected

risk factors is probable. Put differently, positive changes in

one domain might not only have direct impact on delin-

quency, but also affect the changes on other domains.

Hence, all target areas of intervention should be closely

monitored concurrently during the intervention process. To

relate back to the present study, social workers and other

social services personnel should pay extra attention in

conceptualizing and planning their intervention programs,

in a consistent manner, for the juvenile probationers under

their supervision in an effort to address the risk factors of

their recidivism.

Limitations and Directions for Future Research

The results of the present study should be interpreted

carefully given its inherent methodological shortcomings.

First, the sample comprised with only juvenile offenders

who were adjudicated to serve on probation. Although

some have committed offenses classified as violent crimes,

the offenses committed by most of these juveniles were

less serious and nonviolent in nature. Therefore, the

findings in this study cannot be generalized to those

moderate- and high-risk juvenile offenders with higher risk

of criminal recidivism. Second, the present study only

referred to the general recidivism of juvenile probationers,

and did not distinguish between different types of recidi-

vism (e.g., violent, nonviolent, and sexual recidivism).

Future research should reveal whether the findings found in

this study only apply to different type of recidivism.

In addition, the use of official data as the benchmark for

the recidivism rate involves the inherent risk of underes-

timating the actual nature of the juveniles’ delinquency

involvement, as Van der Put et al. (2011) claimed that

criminal conducts are usually under-registered in the offi-

cial systems. Nevertheless, self-reported data also have

their limitations as well, whereby juvenile offenders are

having the tendency to underreport their delinquent

behavior, especially on serious offenses (Breuk et al.

2007). Most importantly, the present two-wave study only

consisted of a 6-month longitudinal project. Clearly, the

follow-up period is too short to detect significant psycho-

logical changes among these juvenile probationers. More

waves of data collection with consistent interval period

may yield a different kind of results and should be exam-

ined in future research with this population of juvenile

probationers.

Another notable limitation of this study is unavailability

of information on the exact time spent on probation for

those who were found violated their probation order in

Wave 2 data collection period. The absence of this piece of

information (i.e., time to fail) has further limit the analysis

of recidivism risk for all participants. This relatively sparse

data has prompted the need for more in-depth information

regarding the participants’ probation order if more accurate

estimates are to be computed. Future research should

clearly document the participants’ time spent on probation

prior to their violation of probation order as a measure of

recidivism. Using probabilistic analytic methods such as

survival analysis (Maller and Zhou 1996), this piece of

information is useful to offer estimates of recidivism risk

that has been found valuable not only in treatment efforts

and preventive measures as a mean to reduce the recidi-

vism risk of juvenile offenders, but also the potential

implications in penal policy making or refinement

(Broadhurst and Loh 2003). Notwithstanding these limita-

tions, the present study has offered a solid contribution the

existing literature in better understanding the criminal

recidivism rate of and risk factors associated with these

rarely sampled Hong Kong juvenile probationers. Undoubt-

edly, more research is needed.
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