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Abstract

Juvenile delinquency establishes a critical social and public well-being issue on a global scale, reproduced in
approximately 900,000 annual youth arrests in the United States alone. Historical methods mainly focused on
separate risk factors, whereas modern research has highlighted the worth of multi-systemic perspectives that
bring together psychological, cognitive, developmental, and contextual effects. This thematic review produces
current literature from psychology and criminology to clarify the multifaceted trails leading to juvenile felonious,
with specific attention to the interaction among psychological risk profiles, cognitive processes, developmental
contexts, gender-differentiated pathways, and adverse experiences.

The examination separates three central theoretical mechanisms concerned in youth delinquency: (1)
Psychopathy and externalizing disorders, such as Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), which are
marked by impulsivity, emotional dysregulation, and behavioural disinhibition; (2) Cognitive constructs like
criminal identity and deviant thought patterns, which bear antisocial attitudes, and (3) Developmental and
ecological contexts, including ancestral relationships, peer networks, community resources and adversities,
together with adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). Notably, while ACEs signify potent risk factors, their role
must be understood within a gathering of consistent determinants rather than as isolated causal agents.
Interferences that address these multidimensional causes—such as cognitive-behavioural therapies, identity-
focused strategies, trauma-informed clinical practice, and systemic supports—have established a reduction in
recidivism by 15-30% in empirical evaluations. Furthermore, gender-sensitive and developmentally geared
methods are highlighted for their critical importance, given the different risk routes and action needs among male
and female youth populations. The review eventually asserts that vigorous juvenile justice policies must include
comprehensive multi-domain risk assessments, targeted interference modalities tailored to specific needs,
addition of evidence-based practices, and simultaneous efforts to reduce risk factors while stimulating protective
resources. These references carry practical implications for forward policy and practice within the spheres of
Juvenile justice, mental health, educational systems, and community outreach.
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I.  Introduction

Juvenile delinquency remains a determined apprehension within social, psychological, and public health
areas worldwide, with important consequences for individuals involved, as well as for victims, their families, and
broader communities. In the United States, annual arrests of adolescents aged 10 to 17 approach 900,000, with
considerable extents attributable to both violent and property offenses. Comparable designs are observed globally,
where youths establish approximately 15-20% of total crime in advanced nations. A nuanced understanding of
the multifactorial backgrounds of youth antisocial activity is vital for designing effective inhibition and
interference approaches. Traditional models that assign crime to remote individual features or singular ecological
variables have shown incomplete explanatory power, as they fail to account for contrasting outcomes among
similarly exposed youths. Consequently, current study prioritizes integrated multi-systemic frameworks that
examine the complex interplay of psychological propensities, developmental contexts, environmental settings,
and social dynamics manipulating adolescent offending.

Central to the forecast and understanding of juvenile delinquency are psychological and personality
theories linked to expressing pathology. Traits related with psychopathy—including scheming interpersonal
styles, emotional instability, impulsivity, and antisocial tendencies—have been strongly connected to early onset
offending, diversity of criminal activity, sharp risk-taking, and raised recidivism. In addition, the presence of
Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), particularly when comorbid with oppositional defiant or
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conduct disorder, significantly elevates the likelihood of delinquency; individuals diagnosed with ADHD and
comorbid conduct disorder before age 18 are at particularly high risk for subsequent offending. Longitudinal
studies reveal that approximately 20—30% of those diagnosed with ADHD during childhood later engage with the
criminal justice system, compared to 3—5% of their general population peers. These psychological vulnerabilities
are neither static nor isolated but operate within broader developmental, ecological, and social contexts. The
transformation of dispositional risk into criminal behavior is moderated by cognitive variables—such as criminal
identity, deviant thought structures, and criminal self-efficacy—as well as social environments, including family
functioning, peer association, educational climates, and community resources.
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Modern theoretical and empirical work recognizes that youth offending emerges not primarily from
individual pathology, but from dynamic interactions among a constellation of risk and protective factors operating
at multiple ecological levels. This acknowledgment underpins the development of integrated models including
the General Personality and Cognitive Social Learning (GPCSL) framework, the Risk-Need-Responsivity (RNR)
approach, and developmental taxonomy models, each of which aims to capture the complexity of juvenile
delinquency. Furthermore, emerging scholarship has highlighted distinct gender-based pathways, demonstrating
that risk exposure, developmental trajectories, and protective factors often diverge significantly between male
and female juvenile offenders, thus requiring gender-responsive theoretical and therapeutic interventions. For
instance, while males account for about 75-80% of juvenile arrests, the presence of females within the justice
system is increasing, accompanied by specific risk profiles marked by heightened trauma exposure and self-
injurious behaviors.

The juvenile justice system represents a critical juncture where psychological assessment, developmental
sensitivity, and evidence-informed intervention can substantially redirect youth trajectories toward desistance or,
conversely, perpetuate criminal involvement. Early detection of risk factors, trauma-sensitive screening, and
delivery of developmentally tailored therapies—particularly cognitive-behavioral intervention—have been
shown to decrease recidivism rates, with meta-analytic data indicating a 15-30% reduction relative to
conventional approaches. In contrast, punitive, developmentally insensitive strategies risk exacerbating criminal
involvement and contribute to phenomena such as the “school-to-prison pipeline”. Identifying modifiable
intervention targets and optimizing their delivery remains a central concern for policy leaders, practitioners, and
researchers alike.

This review adopts an interdisciplinary stance, integrating insights from psychology (cognitive
dynamics, personality theory), criminology (identity development, risk management), education (school factors,
peer relations), and public policy (evidence-based practices, prevention implementation) in order to form a
comprehensive approach to juvenile delinquency. By blending these perspectives, the analysis emphasizes the
importance of coordinated, cross-sectoral responses, advocating for collaborative strategies among psychology,
criminology, educational systems, and policy frameworks rather than isolated efforts by individual disciplines.

In sum, this integrative model underscores that addressing juvenile delinquency demands coordinated
interventions spanning mental health evaluation, school-oriented prevention programs, family support services,
and rehabilitation approaches responsive to developmental stages.

This thematic review tries to address the following research question:

RQ: How do psychological risk factors (including psychopathy and ADHD), cognitive processes (criminal
identity and thinking styles), developmental contexts, and gender-specific pathways interact to shape juvenile
delinquency trajectories, and what evidence-based intervention strategies effectively target these multifaceted
pathways to reduce reoffending and promote youth desistance?

II.  Research Methodology

This thematic review of the literature integrates up-to-date psychological and criminological studies that
analyse the multi-determinant causes of juvenile delinquency. Systematic online searches were conducted across
peer-reviewed databases such as PubMed, PsycINFO, and Google Scholar using search terms such as "juvenile
delinquency," "offending in adolescence," "adverse childhood experiences," "psychopathy," "ADHD," "criminal
identity," and related concepts. Inclusion criteria included empirical research, meta-analyses, and theoretical
articles from 2005 to 2025 with a focus on recent studies (2023-2025) that indicate current knowledge. The
review favoured peer-reviewed materials and excluded opinion pieces and non-English language publications.
Literature was thematically arranged under major determinants: personality and psychological factors (notably
psychopathy and ADHD), cognitive processes involved in criminality (criminal identity and thinking styles),
ecological and developmental contexts, gender-specific pathways, and evidence-based intervention styles. The
each theme was analysed critically to determine convergent findings, theoretical mechanisms, and research gaps.

Theoretical Mechanisms: Psychopathy, ADHD, and Criminal Identity

Understanding juvenile delinquency involves consideration of the psychological and cognitive processes
by which individual tendencies are converted into antisocial behavior. Three related theoretical concepts—
psychopathy, attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and criminal identity—give critical insight into
such pathways.

Psychopathy and Externalizing Personality Traits

Psychopathy is understood to be a dimensional personality disorder made up of features across
interpersonal (e.g., egotism, manipulation), affective (e.g., callousness, emotion dysregulation), lifestyle (e.g.,
impulsivity), and behavioural (e.g., antisociality) spectrums (DeBlasio & Mojtahedi, 2023, p. 14).
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The triarchic model develops this theoretical framework into three symptomatic structures: disinhibition
(impulsivity, emotional instability), meanness (callousness, predatory aggression), and boldness (dominance, low
fear), all supposed to underlie different pathways to antisocial behaviour (DeBlasio & Mojtahedi, 2023, p. 15).
Empirical data strongly confirm the link between psychopathic tendencies and criminal behaviour; psychopathic
subjects are often found to exhibit earlier criminal initiation, more offense diversity, riskier behaviour, and greater
recidivism (DeBlasio & Mojtahedi, 2023, p. 14). Importantly, psychopathy does not exist as a solo typology.

The moderated-expression theory of psychopathy indicates that resilience social factors like solid
interpersonal connections or superior intelligence might help to cushion the translation of psychopathic
characteristics into offense behaviour (Hart et al., 2024, p. 2). This psychological disposition and environmental
interaction demonstrate a key principle: risk factors of individuals are moderated by developmental as well as
social conditions, including adversarial contexts. Though negative childhood experiences (ACEs) like abuse,
neglect, and family dysfunction can further heighten the expression of psychopathic tendencies, effective social
support and healthy interpersonal relationships can impede their expression in offending behavior (Hart et al.,
2024, p. 2).

ADHD, Comorbidity, and Externalizing Pathways

The same developmental trajectories leading to offending are found in people with Attention-
Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder, especially if they have comorbidities of oppositional defiant disorder (ODD),
conduct disorder (CD), and substance use disorders (SUDs).

These comorbidities substantially raise the risk of antisocial behavior (Modesti et al., 2025, p. 2).
Oppositional defiant disorder, in fact, has been recognized as an antecedent to conduct disorder and a valid
predictor of criminal behavior (Modesti et al., 2025, p. 2). Evidence shows that adult men with ADHD and
comorbid ODD or alcohol use disorder have significantly increased offending risk, with diagnosis at age 18 or
younger further increasing the risk (Modesti et al., 2025, pp. 2, 5). Statistical analyses verify that both ODD and
alcohol use disorder are highly correlated with offending behavior, highlighting the necessity for early assessment
and intervention for co-occurring disorders (Modesti et al., 2025, p. 6). The processes that connect ADHD with
delinquency work through compromised executive functioning, emotion dysregulation, and behavioral
disinhibition.

Youth with ADHD have impairments in impulse control, planning, and delayed gratification—processes
instrumental in inhibiting antisocial impulses and thinking ahead to consequences. When combined with
adversity—such as ACEs—these neurobiological risks produce increased risk to criminal pathways (Modesti et
al., 2025, p. 6). Early intervention in emotion regulation and control of impulses, combined with support for
addressing environmental sources of stress, can minimize offending risk in populations of ADHD (Modesti et al.,
2025, p. 8).

Criminal Identity and Cognitive Mechanisms

In addition to personality and psychiatric disorders, cognitive structures serve an essential function in
perpetuating antisocial conduct.

Criminal identity—the way that people imagine their roles, abilities, and position in a criminal
ideology—is posited as a leading cause of chronic criminal engagement and a key site for desistance-focused
intervention (Veysey & Rivera, 2017, p. 1249). Criminal identity has two separate dimensions: explicit criminal
identity (ECI), which is intentional social-cognitive self-conceptualization as a criminal, and implicit criminal
identity (ICI), which arises out of nonconscious associations formed as a result of criminal encounters (Veysey
& Rivera, 2017, p. 1251). Notably, ECI and ICI frequently are uncorrelated, in the sense that people may actively
disavow a criminal identity but retain entrenched nonconscious criminal self-associations—a pattern that makes
intervention and prediction of desistance difficult (Veysey & Rivera, 2017, p. 1252). Criminal thinking style—
the typical thought content and cognitive processes that support habitual antisocial behavior—is another vital
mechanism.

Offending behavior is maintained by criminal thinking styles that contain attitudes of minimizing
personal responsibility, justifying deviance, and ignoring societal norms if not targeted (DeBlasio & Mojtahedi,
2023, p. 23). Criminal self-efficacy—the conviction that one is able to effectively carry out criminal activities—
also serves as an antecedent to procriminal attitudes and increased offending risk (Boduszek et al., 2013, p. 15).
Early detection of maladaptive cognitive profiles in high-risk youth, especially for those with high psychopathy
or ADHD dimensions, can guide secondary and tertiary prevention efforts (DeBlasio & Mojtahedi, 2023, p. 23).
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Integration: From Disposition to Behavior

Together, these theoretical processes show a similar thread: psychopathic or externalizing individuals
are typically less able—either by way of personality organization, neurobiological limitation, or cognitive
structure—to internalize moral codes and suppress antisocial behaviors (Hart et al., 2024, p. 2). This does not
mean determinism. Multi-systemic strategies that integrate individual-level intervention (managing personality
characteristics, cognitive distortions, and skill deficits) with social-contextual support (building relationships,
mitigating environmental stressors, and offering prosocial opportunities) are critical in interrupting criminal
pathways and fostering long-term behavior modification. The literature emphasizes the importance of early
detection, focused treatment, and preventative programming that are addressed to psychological disposition as
well as developmental context, acknowledging that even those with high levels of personality or neurobiological
risk can desist when supported by protective social mechanisms.

Developmental, Ecological, and Moral Contexts

Criminal activity is also fully explained through a developmental and environmental framework,
considering participation as a changeable process instead of an unchangeable personal state (Taylor & Horgan,
2006, p. 586). Criminal paths are dynamic, characterized by developmental sequences and sequences of
transitions (Taylor & Horgan, 2006, p. 588). Youth delinquency results from complex interactions between
environmental factors (e.g., peer groups, parent factors) and personal factors (e.g., genetics, temperament)
(Cicerali & Cicerali, 2018, p. 138). Parental factors are influential mediators but not direct causes of juvenile
delinquency (Cicerali & Cicerali, 2018, p. 138). Developmental theories imply that the connection between age
and criminality is mediated by genetic predisposition and negative environmental influences, including early
maltreatment (Cicerali & Cicerali, 2018, p. 140). Moffitt's Developmental Taxonomic Theory also differentiates
between life-course-persistent (LCP) antisocial behavior, which is regarded as a neurodevelopmental disorder,
and adolescence-limited (AL) behavior, which tends to occur in the presence of antisocial peers (Cicerali &
Cicerali, 2018, p. 140).

This ecologically grounded approach calls for an overt integration of psychological considerations
within their larger political and social settings (Taylor & Horgan, 2006, p. 586). Problem behavior theory, for
instance, sees problematic behaviors as embedded within an intricate system including the individual's emotions,
values, contexts, and person—environment interactions encountered during young adulthood and youth (Bates et
al., 2022, p. 138; p. 145). The effectiveness of the Theory of Self-Control is illustrated by research indicating that
those who partake in dangerous driving behaviors, including drink driving or high-range speeding, are, overall,
more likely to have a complex offending history, as would be expected when viewing individuals with low self-
control as being involved in multifaceted antisocial behavior (Bates et al., 2022, p. 137; p. 145). In addition,
encouraging positive behavior, i.e., school violence prevention, necessitates a positive and supportive social
climate setting up norms and explicit expectations for conflict resolution (Stilwell et al., 2024, p. 848).

Moral philosophy is one perspective that comes in contrast with unrealistically simple economic models
based on cost-benefit calculations and models based on the normative nature of criminal law on "morally
imperfect persons" (White, 2012, p. 67). Kantian moral psychology, which considers character, strength, and
willpower, posits that motivational factors like affect (rapid, transitory emotional influence) and passion (a stable
inclination) directly affect criminal decisions and culpability through the doctrine of mens rea (White, 2012, p.
67; p. 68; p. 71). Moral constructs also function as possible protective factors; for those scoring high in
psychopathic traits, greater integrity (loyal commitment to a strict moral code) greatly disempowers the
expression of these traits into criminality (Hart et al., 2024, p. 112736; p. 112736).

Lastly, criminal behavior research should take into consideration the pathological and stigma
environments confronted by justice-involved individuals. Chronic victimization and childhood trauma, including
sexual and physical abuse, are prevalent in prison populations (Goff et al., 2007, p. 153). The rate of Post-
Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) in sentenced prisoners is considerably higher than in the general population,
with disproportionately more women being affected (Goff et al., 2007, p. 152; p. 153). Inadequate treatment of
PTSD in this group contributes to heightened risk for recidivism, self-injury, and suicide (Goff et al., 2007, p.
153). Such criminal history places a pervasive and disparate negative stigma on individuals, making reintegration
successful—obtaining employment, for example—challenging due to lack of legal safeguard and dealing with
intricacies of the system such as transportation and housing instability (Jones Young & Ryan, 2019, p. 497; p.
496).

Gender Differences and Predictors of Offending

Examination of gender differences and predictors of offending evidences not just overall trends, but also
essential differences that require gender-specific theoretical and methodological orientation. es (Gover et al.,
2008; Khalil & Da Silva Guerreiro, 2024). The more general conceptual models in criminal psychology recognize
gender as an important factor; for example, the General Personality and Cognitive Social Learning (GPCSL)
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model encompasses gender—along with age, ethnicity, and crime support at the neighborhood level—in its
general assessment of risk factors (Fortune & Heffernan, 2019). In addition, models forecasting individual
offending frequency ($\\lambda$) admit that it can be a function of time-stable factors, such as gender (Farrington
et al., 2016).

Gender as a Moderator and a Target of Criminogenic Research

Gender also serves as a key moderator variable in forecasting institutional outcomes (Walters, 2023).
Sex, for instance, together with age, race, and follow-up length, needs to be controlled when examining variables
that are associated with disciplinary misconduct among correctional populations (Walters, 2023). Meta-analytic
data indicate higher correlations among Psychological Inventory of Criminal Thinking Styles (PICTS) and
institutional misconduct outcomes for females than males (Walters, 2023). This suggests that sex has a moderating
influence and deserves more consideration in future studies regarding criminal thinking assessment and prison
conduct (Walters, 2023). Previous research has used PICTS specifically to examine disciplinary outcomes in
terms of female data (Walters & Elliott, 1999) and investigated previous literature on gender variations in
institutional misconduct (Gover et al., 2008).Outside of institutions, there is a strong need to make the scope of
root criminal justice models larger in order to allow for generalizability across genders (Boduszek et al., 2013).
For example, the need to have theoretical models, for instance, criminal social identity models, empirically tested
in a wider scope of offender groups, including female offenders (Boduszek et al., 2013), has been established.
Additionally, particular offense types reveal gender disparity, for example, Driving Under the Influence (DUI),
where the highest percentage of offenders were male (90%) (Spolander, 1997). Research seeking to forecast
recidivism with indicators such as criminal self-efficacy often involves female samples (e.g., 25.3% in a sample)
(Ung & Lloyd, 2024). In targeted research on psychological protectors of criminality, some research draws on
predominantly female samples (e.g., 81.2% female) to evaluate the protective function of variables such as
integrity (Hart et al., 2024). Researchers also commonly control for gender as a participant variable when
examining if intervention effectiveness, like cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT), differ between subgroups
(Smith et al., 2024).

Theoretical advancement has traditionally examined the intersection of gender, crime, and desistance,
with a specific focus on cognitive change mechanisms (Giordano et al., 2002). In addition, studies have been
committed to examining the role of criminal justice system participation and gender stereotypes on women's
explicit and implicit criminal identities (Rivera & Veysey, 2016).

Distinct Female Offender Pathways: Trauma, Dual Harm, and Extreme Violence

Women and girls in the criminal justice system have also experienced a significant rise in population,
with women contributing to more than 50% of self-injury cases reported in some correctional facilities (Khalil &
Da Silva Guerreiro, 2024). This group is a distinct segment marked by high levels of complex needs, such as
difficulties with emotion regulation, mental health issues, and long histories of victimization and trauma (De
Vogel & Nicholls, 2016; De Vogel et al., 2016; Huitema et al., 2021; Khalil & Da Silva Guerreiro, 2024). In light
of such an increase, it is more critical to discuss the theoretical knowledge deficit concerning dual harm—co-
occurrence of aggression and self-harm—amongst women offenders (Khalil & Da Silva Guerreiro, 2024).
Although dual harm is confined to a small female subgroup, making direct comparisons with male peers
challenging through methodological heterogeneity between studies (Huitema et al., 2021; Khalil & Da Silva
Guerreiro, 2024). Interestingly, covertly observed aggression within institutions indicates that women are more
likely to target staff members with serious aggressive behavior than other women offenders (Nicholls et al., 2009;
Selenius et al., 2016; Khalil & Da Silva Guerreiro, 2024).

In the case of high-impact violence, women's participation in acts of terrorism and mass shootings is a
relatively unexamined phenomenon (Jacques & Taylor, 2009; Turner, 2016; Wickham et al., 2020; Nicholson &
Allely, 2021). The literature heavily relies on case discussion, which impedes direct comparison between male
and female groups in terms of precipitating, motivating, and environmental factors (Nicholson & Allely, 2021).
Therefore, empirical research to define contributory factors and warning behaviors by gender is important to risk
minimization (Gonzalez et al., 2014; Nicholson & Allely, 2021).

Unique differences that have been found for women who belong to terror groups are a younger age of
radicalisation, higher education levels than might be speculated, and lower religious ideology and extremism
levels (Nicholson & Allely, 2021). Incentivization for membership in far-right groups was also dissimilar; the
women were recruited by relational affiliation (e.g., friends or family) or relative deprivation, while men were
incentivized by extreme Christian ideology (Gonzalez et al., 2014; Nicholson & Allely, 2021). In addition,
information about female mass shooters is limited (Katsavdakis et al., 2011; Nicholson & Allely, 2021).
Nevertheless, the one developing trend indicates that female mass shooters show a tendency to attack their current
or former sites of work (Nicholson & Allely, 2021). Even though there is no formal psychological evaluation data
available, family members evaluating female bombers have reported symptoms that are similar to those of
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Borderline Personality Disorder as well as Dissociative Disorder (Felthous et al., 2019; Nicholson & Allely,
2021).

Juvenile Processing and Adult System Impacts

Children's entry into the criminal justice system tends to result from early-onset psychological and
behavioral disorders. Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), most commonly diagnosed before the
age of 12, often endures into adulthood and has been associated with increased offending risks, especially when
combined with disorders like oppositional defiant disorder (ODD) and substance abuse disorders (Modesti et al.,
2025, pp. 95, 152). Early detection of these comorbidities seems to be important, since offenders were more likely
than non-offenders to be diagnosed before the age of 18 (Modesti et al., 2025, pp. 119, 145). These results
highlight the need for early intervention measures that consider psychiatric complexity and precursors of
behavior.

The school setting is an essential context for prevention and early detection. Adolescent violence and
peer victimization not only detract from academic achievement but also hinder social and emotional development
(Stilwell et al., 2024, p. 284). Studies indicate that creating safe and prosocial school environments makes a
significant contribution to positive developmental outcomes (Stilwell et al., 2024, pp. 284, 292). Approaches like
the Positive Youth Development (PYD) model provide ecologically based models of school safety, focusing on
the place of local community partnerships and culturally responsive policies (Stilwell et al., 2024, p. 301).
However, typical approaches—Ilike zero-tolerance mandates—can oversimplify the problem and feed into the
school-to-prison pipeline (Stilwell et al., 2024, p. 301).

An analogous paradigm shift resonates in school shooting research as well, with a focus shifting toward
a more comprehensive understanding of prevention at the systemic level and away from the individuation of risk
(Grendahl & Bjerkly, 2016, pp. 395—-396). This reconceptualization necessitates investment in examining general
indicators of school violence rather than narrowly targeting end cases.

The shift between juvenile and adult criminal justice systems also brings more into relief. While a few
risk factors—such as a background of antisocial behavior—are unchanging, others fluctuate by developmental
stage and population (Fortune & Heffernan, 2019, p. 545). Young offenders tend to have distinct psychosocial
patterns, requiring individualized interventions (Smith et al., 2024, p. 447). Static and dynamic risk constructs
like the Central Eight and Big Four might operate uniquely based on whether the target is a youth, an offender
with mental health issues, or someone who has been involved in substance-related crimes (Fortune & Heffernan,
2019, p. 545).

Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) has emerged as a staple of both juvenile and adult correctional
programs. It was introduced in the United States in the 1980s and embraced in the U.K. by the 1990s, evidence-
based practices such as Reasoning and Rehabilitation, Moral Reconation Therapy (MRT), and Aggression
Replacement Training (ART) are the foundation of behavioral treatment (Szifris et al., 2025, p. 13). These
treatments tend to be organized based on the Risk-Need-Responsivity (RNR) model, focusing on matching
treatment intensity with levels of individual risk and criminogenic needs (Fortune & Heffernan, 2019, pp. 547—
548).

Together, the literature calls for early intervention, trauma-sensitive care, and developmental sensitivity
in the treatment of juvenile offenders. The integration of mental health screening, school-based prevention, and
evidence-based rehabilitation methods can help to minimize the prospect of system entrenchment and long-term
recidivism.

Prevention and Intervention: Multi-Pathway Approaches to Reducing Juvenile Delinquency

Successfully tackling youth delinquency calls for intervention strategies that address the various
determinants outlined in this review—cognitive styles, psychological risk factors, developmental settings, and
gender-sensitive needs. Though there is no one intervention capable of tackling the complexity of youth crime,
evidence-based interventions rooted in multi-systemic models have proved significant in reducing reoffending
and facilitating youth desistance journeys.

Early Intervention and Risk Stratification

Early recognition and intervention are key points of leverage in the prevention of criminal careers. The
Risk-Need-Responsivity (RNR) model is the overarching framework for this model, which suggests that
intervention level needs to be consistent with offense risk level, address criminogenic needs (changeable risk
factors), and be responsive to the individual learning styles and characteristics (Andrews & Bonta, 2023). In this
context, differentiation of static risk factors (e.g., previous offense history, age of first offense) from dynamic risk
factors (DRF) allows practitioners to target resources toward modifiable areas most responsive to intervention
(Fortune & Heffernan, 2019, p. 664).
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Early identification of co-occurring psychiatric and personality risk factors is especially crucial. Youth
with ADHD diagnosis before the age of 18, and most notably youth with comorbid oppositional defiant disorder
(ODD) or conduct disorder (CD), are a high-priority group for intervention (Modesti et al., 2025, pp. 2, 5).
Identification of psychopathic features at an early stage—assessed by reliable measures like the Psychopathy
Checklist-Youth Version—may guide secondary and tertiary prevention strategies based on the individual
personality profiles (DeBlasio & Mojtahedi, 2023, p. 23). In addition, screening for adverse childhood
experiences (ACEs), such as abuse, neglect, witnessing domestic violence, and parental incarceration, is
important contextual information for understanding youth risk and guiding ACE-informed intervention strategies.
But ACE screening must be conceptualized not as a function to predict delinquency risk by itself, but instead as
recognizing one category of developmental stressors that combine with psychological, cognitive, and social
variables to influence offending pathways.

Cognitive and Identity-Focused Interventions

Cognitive-behavioral treatment (CBT) is one of the most empirically validated and most commonly used
intervention strategies in juvenile and adult criminal justice systems. Meta-analytic findings show that evidence-
based cognitive-behavioral programs decrease recidivism by 15-30% relative to control (Smith et al., 2024). The
theoretic model of CBT within correctional settings borrows from the Risk-Need-Responsivity model, which
focuses on correction of erroneous or malfunctioning cognitions that maintain criminal behavior. Criminal
thinking styles—assessed via measures like the Psychological Inventory of Criminal Thinking Styles (PICTS)—
can be categorized into proactive dimensions (cold, calculating cognition) and reactive dimensions (impulsive,
affectively dysregulated cognition) (Walters, 2023, pp. 101-106). By intervening in these pathological thinking
patterns, CBT targets a central criminogenic need.

Even so, CBT has faced legitimate criticism concerning its application within criminal justice systems.
Scholars observe that CBT, in contemporary corrections usage, has moved away from individualized therapeutic
origins towards standardized, group-based administration focusing on scalability rather than treatment fidelity
(Sziftis et al., 2025, pp. 5, 28). In addition, successful interventions for the treatment of depression or anxiety are
not necessarily likely to target criminogenic thought patterns, calling for increased theoretical unity and specificity
in CBT protocols (Smith et al., 2024, p. 523).

Augmenting classic CBT, newer models place greater emphasis on identity work and narrative models.
Criminal identity, and specifically the implicit criminal identity (ICI) developed through repeated offense
exposure, is a robust predictor of chronic offending. Intervention directly targeting identity reconstruction, leading
youth away from criminal towards prosocial identities, has been found to be effective in facilitating desistance
(Paternoster & Bushway, 2009; Stevens, 2012). The Criminal Narrative Experience (CNE) model, for example,
argues that the way in which people think about and tell their offending stories constructs cognitive distortions
and change readiness (DeBlasio & Mojtahedi, 2024, p. 280). From knowing a person's narrative theme and the
thinking patterns underpinning it, practitioners can adapt interventions to meet an individual's stage of change
and psychological readiness (DeBlasio & Mojtahedi, 2024, pp. 282, 353-354).

ACE-Informed Approaches Within Broader Intervention

ACE-informed care principles—defined by an awareness of the prevalence of trauma, a knowledge of
how trauma influences behavior and development, and a blending of trauma-responsive practices—are an
essential element in the wider intervention context but not an independent approach. ACE-informed principles
embrace trauma screening, knowledge of trauma responses, incorporating trauma into treatment planning, and
building physically and emotionally safe environments (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services
Administration, 2014). These values are especially timely with the finding that large percentages of delinquents
report high ACE exposure, and studies suggest that ACEs might combine with biological risk factors (e.g., ADHD
or psychopathic features) to heighten offending risk.

ACE-informed practices must still be coupled with other evidence-supported interventions that address
specific criminogenic deficits, not replaced. For instance, an adolescent with both high ACE exposure and high
psychopathic traits needs to be treated for both trauma response and the particular emotional dysregulation and
behavioural disinhibition of psychopathy. Likewise, adolescents with ADHD and ACE backgrounds are helped
by treatments targeting both executive function deficits and emotional dysregulation related to trauma. Therefore,
intensive intervention models tend to stack up several evidence-based elements—trauma-informed care,
cognitive-behavioural methods, emotion regulation skills, and prosocial skill building—into combined treatment
packages (Smith et al., 2024, p. 447).

Gender-Responsive and Developmentally Sensitive Approaches
Successful intervention needs to address gendered needs and developmental sensitivity. Female juvenile
offenders most often exhibit risk profiles that differ from those of males, with greater frequencies of trauma
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exposure, self-injury, and relational aggression (Khalil & Da Silva Guerreiro, 2024). Gender-responsive strategies
acknowledge that women's patterns to offending tend to include victimization of trauma, and the interventions
should deliberately address trauma processing, building healthy relationships, and femininity and prosocial role
reconstruction of identity (Gover et al., 2008). Interventions for boys may need to more directly deal with peer
influence and focus on masculine identity development around prosocial vs. antisocial roles.

Developmentally sensitive interventions acknowledge that adolescent brain development, especially in
areas responsible for impulse control, future thinking, and social awareness, extends into the teenage period and
early adulthood. This neurobiology fact explains why young people are likely more amenable to intervention
compared to their adult counterparts and justifies rehabilitation-oriented juvenile justice strategies (Steinberg,
2008). Interventions must be matched to the capacities of adolescent development, with specific focus on
scaffolding abstract thought, perspective, and planning ahead.

Systemic and Environmental Supports

In addition to individual-focused interventions, evidence increasingly favors multi-systemic
interventions addressing family, school, peer, and community levels. Family interventions that enhance parenting
skills, strengthen family bonds, and diminish household conflict yield strong effects in reducing delinquency (Aos
etal., 2006). School-based prevention programs developing prosocial relationships, coping with bullying and peer
victimization, and delivering academic support contribute to protective factors against offending (Grendahl et al.,
2017). Community-based supports such as mentorship schemes, employment opportunities for youth, and
organized leisure activities engender healthy peer affiliations and prosocial identity formation—essential
protective factors that buffer the expression of psychological risk factors for behavioral delinquency.

In addition, targeting acute environmental risk factors such as housing instability, food insecurity, and
exposure to community violence decreases offending risk regardless of individual-level interventions (Weiman,
2007). Therefore, effective prevention and intervention efforts must couple individual assessment and treatment
with systemic interventions that respond to the ecological environments in which youth grow up.

III.  Conclusion

This detailed literature review has brought together the modern psychological and criminal research on
the multi-model determinants of juvenile crimes. It demonstrates that young offences develop through crucial
interactions between certain psychosocial traits such as ADHD, Cognitive processes such as criminal identify,
developmental influence such as family, friends and community, gender differences and experience of adversity
including childhood trauma. Instead of seeing delinquency as caused by one key factor, the review explains it as
the consequence of mutual and cooperating influences from biological, psychological, cognitive, and social
systems.

There are many notable contributions of this study that can be used in policy making. First traits such
ADHD and psychopathy aren’t the only reasons for qualifying for an offence. It actually depends on social
connections, opportunities and environmental stress. This leads to show that youths that are at higher risk of
crimes may change owing to effective interventions. Next, there are various cognitive factors such as criminal
identity and distorted thinkings help maintain offerings and are extremely importance for change. Thirdly, trauma
and adverse childhood experiences play a major role must be addressed alongside other many risks using
integrated, trauma-informed, evidence-based approaches. Next, it was noted that girls and boys both have been
noted to adapt different routes. This means that interventions must be gender sensitive that reflects their
experiences and needs accordingly. Finally, reoffending could be reduced in youth by using effective programs
that combined integrating cognitive restructuring, identity work, trauma-informed principles, and systemic
supports.

The findings of this study can be used in multiple sectors. Juvenile justice systems should use
assessments that compromise of psychological, cognitive, developmental, and contextual factors in addition to
the category/type of offense.

Early intervention programs should target adaptable risk factors identified through multi-domain
assessment, with specific attention to ADHD screening and cognitive distortion identification. Schools, mental
health services, and community organizations should collaborate to create trauma-informed, developmentally
responsive environments that simultaneously address psychiatric and behavioral risk while building prosocial
identity and legitimate opportunities. Intervention protocols should be flexible enough to layer multiple evidence-
based components—cognitive-behavioral techniques, narrative approaches, family engagement, and community
support—into individualized treatment packages matching each youth’s specific risk profile and developmental
stage.

However, this review must acknowledge important limitations. First, this thematic review, while
comprehensive, was not conducted as a formal systematic review with predetermined search protocols and quality
rating criteria; thus, publication bias and selective reporting may influence the synthesized findings. Second, the
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review privileges recent literature (2023-2025) and may underrepresent foundational theoretical work that
remains empirically valid. Third, much of the reviewed research originates from developed Western nations,
limiting generalizability to diverse cultural and economic contexts. Fourth, the review primarily addresses
individual and family-level determinants; macro-level factors including criminal justice policy, socioeconomic
inequality, and systemic racism warrant greater integration in future work. Finally, research on juvenile female
offenders, though included here, remains less abundant than literature on males, potentially limiting
understanding of gendered pathways.

Future research should prioritize several directions. Longitudinal studies tracking interactions among
psychological traits, cognitive processes, developmental contexts, and intervention exposure would elucidate
causal mechanisms more definitively. Research examining racial and ethnic disparities in both delinquency
pathways and intervention access is critically needed. Investigation of protective factors and resilience
mechanisms—particularly how youth with significant risk exposure achieve desistance—remains
underdeveloped. Development and testing of integrated intervention protocols combining multiple evidence-
based components, as proposed in this review, would strengthen the empirical foundation for comprehensive
practice. Finally, research examining how systemic factors including educational inequity, economic opportunity,
and criminal justice policies shape delinquency trajectories would advance macro-level understanding. Through
continued interdisciplinary research and translation of findings into practice, juvenile justice systems can move
toward approaches that recognize psychological complexity, honor developmental potential, and create
meaningful pathways toward youth desistance and community reintegration.
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