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Understanding juvenile delinquency, especially chronic delinquency, on its surface, is difficult.  Why would teenagers continue to commit antisocial acts that get them expelled from school, rejected by nondelinquent peers, and eventually incarcerated?  The mental health field has struggled for decades to understand this puzzle.  

In Juvenile Delinquency, Quinsey and his colleagues explicate this area by relying on the burgeoning research and theory in evolutionary psychology and behavioral genetics.  However, I must warn you: The initial sections of this book, where the authors review the principles of evolution and apply these principles to juvenile delinquency, are not easy reading.  There are discussions of mating effort, parental investment, polygenic and oligenic disorders, the OGOD hypothesis (one gene, one disorder), the heritability equation, phenotypic and genotypic variance, and monozygotic/dizygotic twin studies.  If the reader’s most recent course in genetics was some decades ago (as is the case for me), the discussions of these topics in Juvenile Delinquency are slow, challenging reading.  But the principles in this area are well worth understanding for those who wish to obtain a grasp of the genetic contribution to behavior.  Effort with this first section of the book will bring the reader up to speed on this relevant and current area of research and theory.  Moreover, familiarity with evolutionary psychology concepts is essential for understanding the authors’ explanations of the causal factors in juvenile delinquency.
After laying a foundation in evolutionary psychology, Quinsey and his colleagues systematically review the proximal factors in the development of delinquency.  Here, they consider more traditional causative factors, those with which the reader is more likely to be acquainted—socioeconomic causes, neurodevelopmental factors, and family and peer influences.  This section alone is useful for the forensic mental health expert.  It serves as a thorough review of the evidence for the strength (or lack of) each of these factors in contributing to the development of juvenile delinquency.
The authors then explore taxonomy systems for juvenile delinquents (focusing primarily on males), and they make an interesting suggestion for modifying Moffitt’s well-accepted taxonomy.  Moffitt divides juvenile delinquents into adolescence-limited and life-course-persistent classes.
  Moffitt noticed that more than 80% of adolescent boys and girls self-report engaging in delinquent behavior, such as shoplifting and assaults, suggesting that such behavior is, in fact, normative for adolescents.
  However, most begin such behavior in adolescence and terminate such behavior as they leave adolescence.  For these teens, as adult roles become available due to their advancing age, they find the punishments associated with delinquency to outweigh the previous benefits of increased access to property, sexual partners, and independence from adults that delinquency previously offered them.  These are adolescence-limited delinquents, and such behavior does not indicate psychpathology.  The authors propose an evolutionary basis to adolescence-limited delinquency:

[T]hese adolescents engage in delinquent behavior for a limited time.  Adolescence is a period of intense competition for resources, status, and mates.  Most males engage, at this time of their lives, in risky behaviors that are sometimes illegal.  Many of these risky behaviors are displays of hard-to-fake qualities that may reflect good genes. (at 113)
Hence, the delinquent behaviors by males serve as a signal to potential mates that the teen is strong, brave, and dominant.  Thus, the authors place adolescence-limited delinquency in an evolutionary context.

Moffitt proposed another class of delinquents—chronic delinquents whose problem behavior begins early in life with non-compliant and aggressive behavior.  These are life-course-persistent delinquents.  This widely used taxonomy is helpful to forensic mental health experts in juvenile transfer cases, for example, when reaching an opinion on a juvenile’s prognosis.
Quinsey et al.’s innovation is dividing life-course-persistent delinquents into two subclasses.  One subclass commits delinquent acts because of “neuropathology resulting from prenatal, perinatal, and/or postnatal problems, sometimes in combination with family and neighborhood adversity. (at 94)”  For this subclass, delinquency is a disorder, i.e., the result of pathological influences on their development.  The authors note, “Members of this group can be identified with neuropsychological tests and other markers of developmental instability. (at 114)”
The second subclass of life-course-persistent delinquents that Quinsey et al. propose is psychopaths.  Quinsey et al. review the evidence that psychopaths constitute a taxon, or a distinct group with idiosyncratic features, different in kind (and not solely in degree) from normal individuals.  Here, the authors review the accumulating empirical evidence—both psychological and physiological—that psychopaths constitute a different class from normal individuals.  The authors explain the evolutionary significance of psychopaths as follows:
The third group also consists of lifelong-persistent offenders, but the causes of their behavior are not pathological.  These offenders, often referred to as psychopaths, are pursuing a lifelong evolutionary adaptive strategy of defection, manipulation, dominance, coercion, aggression, and high mating effort.  The evolution of this life history probably occurred through frequency-dependent selection, in which a small group of men was able to fill a niche created by the fact that most people are social cooperators. Although much work remains to be done, studies show that this third group does not show the signs of developmental instability suggested by the pathological view of persistent offending.  These offenders form a distinct class in taxonometric studies.  (at 114)

This novel approach, for which Quinsey et al. marshal considerable evidence, suggests that psychopathy has evolutionary significance, that it is an adaptation to selection pressures.  Even those aspects of psychopaths that most experts traditionally have viewed as pathological—such as lack of empathy—are adaptive for psychopaths, given that it is easier to fill a niche where one manipulates and coerces others if one does not feel empathy.

Quinsey et al. conclude their analysis by reviewing treatment approaches to reducing delinquency.  They note, not surprisingly, that those treatment programs that intervene early and that focus on a number of interrelated systems have increased success.  They state, “We know that the programs that perform best are those behavioral- or cognitive-behavioral-oriented programs that target not only the youth but also the systems that interact with the youth and that are focused on the criminogenic needs of relatively high-risk individuals. (at 173)”  The authors make a case for increased accuracy in screening to determine those individuals most at risk and to develop differential treatment for the three different pathways to delinquent behavior discussed above.
Overall, this book provides an excellent review of the current state-of-the-art concerning etiology and treatment of juvenile delinquency.  Although the reader will not find concrete treatment recommendations—it is not a how-to book—the reader will be well rewarded by an increased understanding of delinquency and by a sophisticated presentation of evolutionary psychology and behavioral genetics.
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