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Nearly every child will commit at least one delinquent act before reaching adulthood.  Surveys of high school students found that as many as 95% of those questioned admitted to at least one act of delinquency.  Yet most children are only occasional delinquents whose misdeeds are minor and scattered throughout childhood.  Their misbehaviors may go unnoticed or are not serious enough to require intervention.

No single cause gives rise to delinquency in all children.  However, occasional delinquency is often associated with immaturity.  Continued delinquency, on the other hand, is usually the result of deeper problems.  The cause of continued delinquency may be one long-standing problem, but most often grows out of more than one problem experienced over time.

Delinquency is very often associated with a child's past, present or ongoing family experiences.  The types and frequency of delinquent acts often represent the family problems causing the behavior and the seriousness of their effect on the child.  Continued delinquents tend to come from homes where at least one problem has lasted a long time.

Neighborhoods where crime, drugs and other misbehaviors are present also may influence a child's misconduct.  Likewise, poor peer relationships can affect a child's behavior, for children are quick to copy the actions of their friends.

The roots of delinquency are usually noticeable by age 12.  During this early period, actual delinquent acts are not always obvious.  However, other forms of misbehavior may be evident such as cheating, lying, disobedience, moodiness and temper tantrums.  Continued misbehaviors like these signal a risk for delinquency.

Delinquency becomes most obvious during adolescence.  Between the ages of 12 and 17, children undergo a number of physical, psychological and social changes that can influence the rise of delinquent behavior.  For example, the teens are a time of rapid physical and sexual growth.  Adolescence is a time when kids rebel against authority, seek their independence, search for their identities and experiment with life.  This is a time of social change, wherein children experience a wider variety of people in more social situations.  These circumstances alone can contribute to occasional behavior problems or delinquent acts, but when combined with other problems the potential for continued delinquency increases.

The most obvious end to delinquency is when a juvenile reaches legal adult status (usually age 18).  From then on, adult laws judge behavior.  However, most juvenile delinquents end or reduce their misbehaviors before reaching legal adult status.  The process of ending delinquency is usually gradual and often accompanies the maturation that normally occurs during late adolescence and early adulthood.

The two factors most highly associated with illegal behavior continued into adulthood are the age at which delinquency begins and the age at which treatment begins.  In other words, the sooner delinquent behavior is detected and treated, the sooner the causes of that behavior can be resolved.

