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The usual suspects?
Street-life, young people and the police

LESLEY McARA AND SUSAN McVIE

University of Edinburgh, UK

Abstract

This article explores children’s experience of policing. Drawing on
findings from the Edinburgh Study of Youth Transitions and Crime,
it argues that the police may be unfairly targeting certain categories
of young people. Evidence is presented on the ways in which police
working rules (relating to previous ‘form’ and suspiciousness) serve
to construct a population of permanent suspects among children.
While street-life places youngsters at greater risk of adversarial
contact, ‘availability’ by itself, cannot explain this aspect of policing
practice. The police appear to make distinctions about the
respectable and unrespectable, children who can be accorded
leniency and those who cannot; distinctions which are based as
much on socio-economic status as serious and persistent offending.
The article concludes that the police act less as legal subjects and
more as class subjects in their interactions with young people and
that the policing of children may serve to sustain and reproduce
the very problems which the institution ostensibly attempts to
contain or eradicate.
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Background

Children and younger teenagers often lack the means, opportunity or
inclination to take advantage of organized activities and prefer the freedom
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and lack of restrictions offered by street-life. The tendency to congregate in
street-based groups provides young people both safety in numbers and an
environment in which they can demonstrate their independence. Suitable
ways of dealing with troublesome or anti-social behaviour among such
groups (whether real or perceived) have, in recent years, become a major
preoccupation for politicians in Scotland as well as in England and Wales.
The success of measures introduced1 (such as anti-social behaviour orders)
will depend, in part, on how far the police are able to retain the respect of
the young people who become the object of such controls, while at the
same time retaining the confidence of the wider communities which the
police serve. Of key importance will be the extent to which the police
appear to be even-handed in their dealings with young people and are seen
to be policing with consent (see Reiner, 2001; Walsh, 2002).

Although there is extensive literature on the policing of adults and older
teenagers in Britain, much less is known about the relationship between the
police and children. Of the research that does exist, most (predominantly
self-report) studies indicate that adversarial contact with the police is a
fairly common occurrence. Evidence from recent studies suggests that
between a third and one half of all young people aged 11 to 15 have had
experience of adversarial contact (see Anderson et al., 1994; MVA, 1998;
Jamieson et al., 1999). As might be expected, such contacts are reported to
be particularly prevalent among children who are serious and persistent
offenders, as well as those who commit ‘unusual offences’ (Flood-Page et
al., 2000; MVA, 2002). However, research has identified a range of factors
other than offending, which also appear to place children at risk of
adversarial police contact: being male; having an active ‘street-life’; and
coming from a lower class or less affluent background (see Aye-Maung,
1995; Flood-Page et al., 2000; MVA, 2002). Importantly there is little
evidence from recent research2 that children from ethnic minority groups
are over-policed; although Asian youth appear much less likely to experi-
ence adversarial contact than their black or white counterparts (see Aye-
Maung, 1995; Flood-Page et al., 2000).

While such patterns of police contact might indicate that the police are
appropriately targeting the most serious offenders in the younger age
groups, the patterns could also be the effect of: gender or class bias in
police officer decision making; lifestyle choices on the part of young people
which put them at greater risk of exposure to the police; or a combination
of these. Few of the studies on the policing of children have, however,
systematically addressed such issues. Thus it remains unclear as to how far
the repeated attention being paid to lower class boys amounts in practice to
unequal or discriminatory treatment. By contrast there has been long-
standing debate within the literature based on samples of adults and older
teenagers, as to why certain groups consistently appear to be at the
receiving end of police powers (in particular young, black, unemployed and
socially marginal men) and whether such patterns of policing are indicative
of direct discrimination against these groups.
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Working rules

A core theme within this broader literature has been the nature, source and
operation of police discretion and, in particular, the ways in which police
‘working rules’ function to construct a suspect population (see Smith,
1991; Reiner, 1997; Quinton et al., 2000). These rules, it is claimed,
originate from the informal culture of the police (thus bearing little relation
to the formal legal rules which should frame policing practice) and have a
differential impact according to ethnicity, class, age and gender. In the view
of McConville et al. (1991) working rules include: ‘previous’ (being known
to the police); the requirement to deal with disorder and challenges to the
authority of the police; and suspiciousness (being out of the ordinary,
displaying a lack of co-operation or keeping the ‘wrong’ company).

Social discipline

Choongh (1998) takes the argument a step forward to contend that a key
informal objective of policing is to enforce social discipline through the
punishment, humiliation and extraction of submissiveness from the groups
who consistently come within their purview. Such groups comprise the
poor, the underprivileged, certain ethnic minorities and those who have no
‘stake’ in society, groups whom the police consider to be anti-authority and
innately criminal. In the course of his observational study of police station
procedures, Choongh found that individuals would often be arrested,
detained for hours in the police station and then let go without further
action being taken. One incident of arrest was used as justification for
keeping someone under continued surveillance. As such, former arrestees
became permanent suspects rather than suspects for a particular offence.

Choongh’s description of social discipline is supported by many other
studies that have found evidence of disproportionate targeting of the
economically and socially marginal, practices which have their roots in the
late 19th century (see, for example, Brogden et al., 1988). Indeed a number
of commentators claim that a core police function during the late 19th and
early 20th centuries was to intervene against the ‘dangerous’ elements of
the working classes and their traditional street-based recreations, including
illegal economies and petty crime (see Thompson, 1963; Storch, 1975;
Emsley, 1991). Cohen, in particular, argues that the police were (and
continue to be) an integral part of the ‘educational state system’ in
capitalist society. As such they operated as ‘moral entrepreneurs of public
propriety’ and administered, what Cohen terms, a ‘juridical ideology of
crime’, privileging bourgeois conceptions of rights and property. Conse-
quently the police targeted those elements of working class and street-life
deemed ‘unrespectable’ as well as those perceived as potentially threatening
to urban order and industrial discipline (Cohen, 1979: 120–36).
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Availability

A slightly different (and less politicized) take on police targeting has
emerged in more recent research by MVA and Miller. Rather than compar-
ing the demographic profile of those stopped by the police as against the
profile of the resident or general population (as in many early studies, see
Willis, 1983; Norris et al., 1992), the researchers examined the rates of
stops among the ‘available population’. Using in-vehicle video cameras and
street observers, the researchers tried to calculate the demographic profile
of the people who used public space (whether hanging around or passing
through) at times where stops and searches took place. The study found
that white people tended to be over-represented among those stopped and
searched by the police and Asians under-represented. Findings for black
people were more mixed with over-targeting being evident in some areas
and under-targeting in others (MVA and Miller, 2000). The neutrality of
the concept of availability has, however, been questioned by Phillips and
Bowling (2002). They argue that certain groups may be more available
than others, due to direct discrimination against them in other contexts
(examples cited include the ways in which racism can contribute to
discriminatory patterns of school exclusion or high levels of unemployment
among black people) as well as cultural lifestyle factors (such as going out
in the evening) and work patterns (e.g. night-shifts).

Controlling discretion

The manner in which the suspect population is constructed has prompted
demands from some quarters of the literature for greater due process
constraints on the police (see McConville et al., 1997). The efficacy of such
constraints, however, has been called into question by commentators such
as Smith. He claims that in the early stages of investigation, policing is
‘bound’ to have an uneven impact on certain individuals and social groups.
Since the police rarely have all the facts available to them (and, indeed,
practices such as stop and search are for the purpose of evidence gathering),
they inevitably have to begin with surmise. The alternative, according to
Smith, is for the police to begin an investigation by working steadily
through the telephone directory starting with Aaron Aardvark! Moreover
he claims that random persecution of individuals is less justifiable than
persecution of individuals or groups who have at least given some grounds
for suspicion (whether or not such grounds are ‘vague and intuitive’)
(Smith, 1998: 621).

In a similar vein some commentators contend that the apparent ‘over-
targeting’ of certain groups may be justified by the results. This argument
has (for the most part) been played out in the literature on the policing of
ethnic minority groups. Studies undertaken by Smith and Gray (1985) and
Norris et al. (1992), for example, found that blacks were significantly more
likely than whites to be stopped by the police, but there was no significant
difference in the proportion of blacks and whites against whom formal
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action (arrests or recording of an offence) was taken as a result of the stop.
Higher rates of stops among blacks could therefore be justified by a high
‘strike rate’. Other research, however, contends that there may be a
complex interaction between social pressures leading to higher offending
rates among certain groups (specifically young, black males) and police
hostility/discrimination towards them (see, for example, Smith, 1991;
Reiner, 1993; Modood et al., 1997). These processes become mutually
reinforcing leading both to amplified offending and amplified arrest rates
(Smith, 1997).

Aims of the article

The aim of this article is to revisit the relationship between the police and
children in the light of the debates from the literature on the policing of
adults and older teenagers and in the light of findings from the Edinburgh
Study of Youth Transitions and Crime3 (see later).

Drawing principally on self-report questionnaire data from the first four
sweeps of the study, our argument will be that the police do disproportion-
ately target certain groups of children who might accurately be described as
the ‘usual suspects’. This suspect population comprises (for the most part)
young boys from lower class backgrounds and broken families, who live in
areas of high social deprivation, who have an active street-life (and who
consequently form a core component of the population available for
policing).4 Importantly, analysis indicates that it is the volume and serious-
ness of their offending, which is key to understanding why children first
come to the attention of the police. However, once identified as a trouble-
maker, this status appears to suck young people into a spiral of amplified
contact, regardless of whether they continue to be involved in serious levels
of offending (according to their self-reports, see Appendix 1).

These findings, we will suggest, have much in common with the social
disciplinary model of policing developed by Choongh, indicating that
specific categories of youngsters acquire the label of permanent suspect at
an early age. This model of policing we argue, sits uneasily within the
context of a youth justice system in Scotland aimed principally at decrim-
inalization and minimal intervention. We also argue that the model has
important implications for understanding individual development and, in
particular, for understanding the ways in which social reaction processes (in
the form of hostile policing practices) and identity construction have the
potential to become mutually reinforcing (as suggested by Smith, 1991;
Reiner, 1993; Modood et al., 1997) with deleterious consequences for the
individual child.

As our point of departure, we give a brief overview of the role of the
police in the context of the youth justice system in Scotland. This is
followed by a description of the aims and objectives of the Edinburgh
Study. We then set out the form of analysis undertaken for the purposes of
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this article and the detailed findings relating to the nature and prevalence of
police contact among the cohort. The article concludes with a review of the
implications of these findings for understanding policing practice and
individual development.

Policing and youth justice in Scotland

The current legal framework for policing was set in train by the Criminal
Justice (Scotland) Act (1980) (consolidated in the Criminal Procedure
[Scotland] Act [1995]). This Act gave the police statutory powers to stop,
search and detain individuals without arrest, charge or formal caution on
the basis that there were ‘reasonable grounds to suspect’ an offence had
been, or was about to be committed. The police also have powers to stop
and search without a warrant under common law and (with or without a
warrant) under various other acts such as Misuse of Drugs Act (1971), the
Civic Government (Scotland) Act (1982) and the Crime and Punishment
(Scotland) Act (1997).

Importantly, neither the Police and Criminal Evidence Act (1984) nor its
attendant codes of practice governing stop and search in England and
Wales, apply in Scotland. Similarly (at the time of writing), there is no
statutory equivalent in Scotland of the police reprimand and final warning
scheme for juveniles, introduced in England and Wales by the Crime and
Disorder Act (1998). Some Scottish police forces, however, employ desig-
nated juvenile liaison officers (Lothian and Borders Police) or community
safety officers (Tayside Police) with responsibility for screening the cases of
young people under the age of 16 who come to the attention of the police
and take the final decision as to whether the child should be given a formal
warning or be charged and referred on to the Reporter (the official in the
youth justice system who investigates cases and determines whether they
should be referred to a children’s hearing).5

While the Scottish police have traditionally enjoyed a high level of
discretion in their dealings with young people, efforts have been made in
some areas to standardize practice. In 1999, for example, the juvenile
liaison officers in Edinburgh adopted a set of decision-making guidelines
with regard to warnings and charges (which remain in force today). These
guidelines differentiate between serious and non-serious offences (although
interpretation of seriousness is at the discretion of the individual officer)
and whether the offence is admitted or not. All serious offences and any
offence that is not admitted by a youngster should result in a charge and a
referral to the Reporter. In the case of non-serious offences that are
admitted by the child, a warning letter should be issued for a first or second
offence. However a third non-serious offence admitted by the child, should
result in a charge and a referral to the Reporter.

The focus on ‘deeds’ in police officer decision making contrasts with the
core principles of the children’s hearings system. Based on the Kilbrandon
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philosophy,6 the main aim of the children’s hearings system is to deal with
the needs of the child with the best interests of the child paramount in
decision making (except in a small number of cases where the child is
considered to present a risk to others). The system deals with the cases of
young people aged between 8 and 16 years referred on offence grounds7

and young people from birth to 16 referred on care and protection
grounds. It is predicated on early and minimal intervention and, in the case
of offenders, is intended to avoid criminalizing and hence stigmatizing
young people.

Recent policy developments

At the time of writing (Autumn 2003), police powers in relation to
troublesome children are in the process of being extended. At a strategic
level, the police now form an integral part of local youth justice teams
(involved in the development of local service planning and development as
well as target setting) and youth justice strategy groups (set up to monitor
progress in implementing new national objectives and standards for youth
justice, introduced during 2003). Similarly, as a result of arrangements
introduced by the Criminal Justice (Scotland) Act (2003), the police have a
statutory duty to work with local authorities to develop strategies to tackle
anti-social behaviour.

The Anti-social Behaviour (Scotland) Bill (introduced into the Scottish
Parliament in October 2003), includes provisions for the extension of anti-
social behaviour orders to 12–15-year-olds (previously anti-social behav-
iour orders were only applicable to those aged 16 or above in Scotland).
Although anti-social behaviour is defined as behaviour that causes or is
likely to cause alarm or distress (and therefore not everything that is anti-
social falls under the ambit of the criminal law), a breach of an anti-social
behaviour order will be a criminal offence for 12–15-year-olds (in the same
way as it currently is for those aged 16 or over).

The Bill introduces, for the first time, a statutory power of arrest for
breach of an anti-social behaviour order, with the aim of allowing the
police to act immediately to stop further anti-social conduct. It also gives
the police greater powers for the dispersal of groups of young people. In
particular, part 3 of the Bill grants the police powers to ‘designate’ an area
where anti-social behaviour is a ‘significant and persistent’ problem. The
police then will have powers to disperse groups of two or more people in
that area whose presence or behaviour continues or is likely to cause
distress and alarm, and exclude them from that area for a period of up to
24 hours (in effect creating a curfew).

Arguably these new initiatives have immense scope for net-widening
within the youth justice system. Given that they also have the potential to
bring the police into direct confrontation with certain groups of young
people (particularly those who regularly hang around in public places), this
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brings into sharper focus the issue as to whether the police treat children in
an even-handed and fair way.

The Edinburgh Study of Youth Transitions and Crime

The Edinburgh Study is a longitudinal programme of research on pathways
into and out of offending for a cohort of around 4300 young people who
started secondary school in the City of Edinburgh in 1998, when they were
aged around 12 years. Children from all educational sectors are included in
the study (mainstream, special and independent), although a few independ-
ent and special schools refused to participate, with the result that 92 per
cent of eligible children were in participating schools. Letters were issued to
the parents of all eligible children informing them about the research and
giving them the opportunity to opt their child out of the study, which
resulted in a further reduction in the cohort size to 89 per cent of the
relevant school year population.

One of the key objectives of this study is to explore the extent, nature
and impact of the cohort’s contact with formal agencies of social control,
including the police. Information is collected on an annual basis from a
range of sources including: questionnaires completed by cohort members;
school records; and files held by police juvenile liaison officers, the child-
ren’s hearings system and the social work department. Closely integrated
with the cohort study is a parallel study of social geography and crime
patterns in Edinburgh, which primarily makes use of census and police-
recorded crime data.

At each sweep of the study, the period covered is the previous 12 months
(with the exception of sweep one in which the reference period was ‘ever’),
so that the study provides a continuous account of events in the lives of the
cohort, and not just an account of selected time segments. Key themes
included in the questionnaire are: self-reported offending, drug and alcohol
use; experience of victimization; friendship patterns, gang membership and
friends’ offending; leisure activities including hanging around; family struc-
ture and parenting; school experience; neighbourhood dynamics; and a
number of personality variables such as self-esteem and impulsivity.

A range of strategies has been used to achieve a very high response rate
among the cohort (as indicated in Table 1). Children who have difficulty
with reading or writing are given an appropriate level of help in completing
the questionnaire, or are interviewed where necessary. Children not present
at school after several visits are seen elsewhere (normally at home). It is
likely that non-response bias is minimal. (Further information on the aims
and methods of the study can be found in Smith and McVie, 2003.)

The overall aim of the analysis for this article was to explore whether
certain members of the Edinburgh Study cohort were more likely than
others to experience adversarial police contact. The analysis was under-
taken in two main phases. The first phase provided a descriptive analysis of
the nature and prevalence of police contact among the cohort at each of the
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four sweeps. The second phase used multivariate analysis to determine
which factors best predicted adversarial contact of varying levels of seri-
ousness.

Phase one: descriptive analysis

Seven types of adversarial police contact were included in the ques-
tionnaire. These ranged from relatively minor forms of contact, such as
being told off or told to move on by the police, to more serious forms, such
as being warned or charged. The measures are similar to those used in
other studies of policing and young people (see MVA, 2002) and, arguably,
provide a more realistic picture of young people’s experience of adversarial
contact than formal legal measures such as stops and searches.

After examining the prevalence of police contact at each study sweep,
detailed analysis was undertaken on the characteristics of two groups
within the cohort at sweep four (when the young people were aged around
15 years): first, the young people who reported any kind of adversarial
contact (the ‘adversarial group’); and second, a sub-set of this group,
namely the young people who reported being warned or charged (the
‘serious contact group’). Sweep four was used as this maximized the
number of cases having police contact that could be used in the analysis
and enabled the use of longitudinal as well as cross-sectional variables (see
Appendix 1). The characteristics examined fall into four broad categories:
(1) demographic factors including gender, socio-economic status, family
structure and neighbourhood deprivation; (2) risk behaviours including
volume of serious offending, as well as prevalence of drug and alcohol use;
(3) factors which may render young people more visible to the police as
measured by hanging round, truanting from school and level of parental
supervision; and (4) ‘previous’, being known to the police or having friends
who are known to the police as measured by: reporting any form of
adversarial police contact at an earlier sweep of the study; and reporting
that their friends had been in trouble with the police at an earlier sweep.
(Further details about these variables are given in Appendix 1.)

Importantly, although all of these variables (with the exception of
neighbourhood deprivation) are derived from the self-report questionnaire,
analysis (cross-referencing official records with self-report information)

Table 1. Edinburgh Study response rates

Study year Number achieved Response (%)

Sweep 1 (Age 111⁄2–121⁄2) 4300 99.6
Sweep 2 (Age 121⁄2–131⁄2) 4229 98.6
Sweep 3 (Age 131⁄2–141⁄2) 4296 98.0
Sweep 4 (Age 141⁄2–151⁄2) 4144 94.4

Note: Response rates exclude those who were not achievable, i.e. children attending non-
participating schools and those opted out by their parents
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indicates that there is no significant difference between social class groups
in reporting offending or police contact (see Appendix 1 for further
discussion).

Patterns of adversarial contact

In keeping with other studies on the policing of children, the findings show
that adversarial contact with the police is a fairly common occurrence
among the cohort. Table 2 shows that just under two-fifths of 12-year-olds
said they had ever had some form of adversarial police contact, while by
age 15 almost half had experienced such contact within the last year.
Simply being told off or told to move on was the most prevalent type of
adversarial police contact over the four sweeps of the study, while more
serious types of police contact, such as being warned or charged, were far
less commonly reported. There was an overall drop in adversarial police
contact between sweeps one and two, largely due to a fall in the proportion
who were told off or told to move on, but this trend could easily be
explained by the change in the reference period used between these sweeps,
from ‘ever’ to ‘the last year’. Despite this shorter reporting period, serious
forms of police contact increased between sweeps one and two and all
forms of police contact continued on an upward trend thereafter.

Also shown in Table 2 is the percentage among those who said they had
been charged by the police, that (according to official records) had been

Table 2. Prevalence of adversarial police contact according to cohort self-reports

Sweep 1
‘ever’a

(%)

Sweep 2
‘last year’
(%)

Sweep 3
‘last year’
(%)

Sweep 4
‘last year’
(%)

Any reported adversarial police contactb 38.1 34.2 40.2 *** 45.8 ***
Told off or told to move on by police 32.4 28.0 34.5 *** 40.6 ***
Stopped by police and asked questions
about something you had done

14.0 13.4 17.8 *** 21.3 ***

Stopped by police and asked to empty your
pockets or bag

7.5 9.4 13.1 *** 17.7 ***

Picked up and taken home by police 9.7 10.2 12.4 *** 13.6 ***
Picked up and taken to police station 4.1 5.6 8.7 *** 9.8 **
Formally warning by the police 6.4 8.6 11.4 *** 13.1 ***
Charged with committing a crime 4.4 5.8 8.0 *** 8.5 **

Percentage of those with self-report charges
who were referred to the Reporterc

34.8 36.3 36.2 NS 45.0 ***

Notes: Significance tests between sweeps two and three, and sweeps three and four, using
Wilcoxon non-parametric test: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; NS = not significant
a Sweep one is not comparable with subsequent sweeps as it had a longer recall period (‘ever’
rather than ‘during the last year’)
b Cumulative measure combining responses to each of the seven questions below
c Percentage of the cohort who self-reported being charged with a crime by the police who
were actually referred to the children’s  Reporter by the police on offence grounds (according
to official records)

Criminal Justice 5(1)14

 © 2005 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on August 2, 2007 http://crj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://crj.sagepub.com


referred to the children’s Reporter. On current official guidelines, all of
those charged by the police should be referred, but it turns out that this
does not happen in practice. At sweeps one to three, only around a third of
self-reported charges, in practice led to a referral. Age clearly has some
impact on this decision-making process since, at sweep four, the proportion
of charges which resulted in referral to the Reporter increased significantly
to 45 per cent. However, more than half of all individuals who reported
being charged at this sweep remained unknown to the Reporter.

Figure 1 illustrates the trends in police contact over the first four sweeps
of the study for the two groups that we are most interested in, namely
cohort members who had experienced any form of adversarial police
contact and the subset of these who had actually been warned or charged
by the police. As mentioned earlier, the fall in prevalence of adversarial
contact between sweeps one and two is probably explained by the change
in reference period. However, the trend from sweep two onwards repre-
sents a real and significant rise (p < 0.001) in adversarial police contact
among the cohort at every sweep. Although only around one in 10
respondents reported that the police had warned them or charged them at
each sweep, this also showed a significant (p < 0.001) increase in prevalence
over the four sweeps.

Characteristics of those experiencing adversarial contact

Turning to the characteristics of those experiencing adversarial contact at
sweep four, again the findings largely confirm the patterns of policing found
in earlier studies.

Demographic characteristics

Table 3 shows that at around age 15, males, individuals with low socio-
economic status and those living in some form of broken family were
significantly (around 1.5 times) more likely to report having had adversar-
ial police contact during the last year. The same characteristics were true of

Figure 1 Trends in adversarial police contact among cohort sub-groups
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the serious contact group. A comparison of means also revealed that those
who had experienced some kind of adversarial police contact had a
significantly greater neighbourhood deprivation mean score than those who
had not (see Table 4). The mean score was even greater among those who
had been warned and charged.

Risk behaviours

In a similar way children with experience of adversarial contact were more
likely to have a history of serious offending and to have experience of other

Table 3. Police contact by gender, socio-economic status and family structure at sweep
four (%)

% who had
adversarial police
contact

% of adversarial sub-
group who were
warned or chargeda

Gender
males 52.7 37.5
females 38.8 27.1
Significant difference between groups *** ***

Socio-economic status
those in manual/unemployed households 55.8 39.1
those in non-manual households 37.8 24.8
Significant difference between groups *** ***

Family structure
those in broken family 54.6 38.5
those living with 2 birth parents 40.9 29.2
Significant difference between groups *** ***

Notes: Significance tests between groups using Pearson chi-square test: *** p < 0.001;
** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; NS = not significant
See Appendix 2 for descriptive statistics
a Sub-group of those who had had adversarial police contact

Table 4. Neighbourhood deprivation at sweep four (mean)

Neighbourhood deprivation
(mean score)

did not have adversarial police contact 2.92
had adversarial police contact 3.93
Significant difference between groups ***

were not formally warned or chargeda 3.59
were formally charged or warneda 4.61
Significant difference between groups ***

Notes: Significance tests between means using t-tests: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05;
NS = not significant
See Appendix 2 for descriptive statistics
a Sub-group of those who had had adversarial police contact

Criminal Justice 5(1)16

 © 2005 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on August 2, 2007 http://crj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://crj.sagepub.com


risk behaviours, such as underage drinking and drug misuse, than others
within the cohort. The mean volume of offending scores (Table 5) was
generally low, since serious offending was not highly prevalent at this age.
However, those who had experience of adversarial contact had committed
almost seven times more serious incidents than those who had not.
Moreover, those with experience of warnings and charges had committed
just over one-and-a-half times more serious offences than those who had
less serious forms of adversarial contact.

There was also a strong relationship between police contact and other
types of risk behaviours. As shown in Table 6, around three quarters of
those who drank alcohol at least weekly and had used drugs within the last
year reported having adversarial police contact, again, around twice as
many as less frequent drinkers or non-drug users. Those who indulged in

Table 5. Volume of serious offending at sweep four (mean)

Volume of serious offending
(mean number)

did not have adversarial police contact 0.15
had adversarial police contact 0.98
Significant difference between groups ***

were not formally warned or chargeda 0.68
were formally charged or warneda 1.57
Significant difference between groups ***

Notes: Significance tests between means using t-tests: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05;
NS = not significant
See Appendix 1 for discussion of transforming this measure into a logarithmic scale for
regression analysis and Appendix 2 for descriptive statistics
a Sub-group of those who had had adversarial police contact

Table 6. Drug and alcohol use by police contact at sweep four (%)

% who had
adversarial police
contact

% of adversarial sub-
group who were
warned or chargeda

Alcohol consumption
weekly drinkers 74.0 41.5
non-weekly drinkers 37.0 27.7
Significant difference between groups *** ***

Drug use in last year
drug users 72.4 39.2
non-users 33.7 27.3
Significant difference between groups *** ***

Notes: Significance tests between groups using Pearson chi-square test: *** p < 0.001;
** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; NS = not significant
See Appendix 2 for descriptive statistics
a Sub-group of those who had had adversarial police contact
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these behaviours were also significantly more likely to be formally warned
or charged.

Visibility

The findings again suggest that the lifestyles of cohort members with
experience of adversarial contact rendered them more ‘available’ for polic-
ing. Table 7 shows that frequent truants and those who hung around public
places most days were twice as likely to have had adversarial police contact
in the last year and, within the adversarial group, were also twice as likely
to have been warned or charged by the police. As shown in Table 8, those

Table 7. Hanging around and truancy by police contact at sweep four (%)

% who had
adversarial police
contact

% of adversarial sub-
group who were
warned or chargeda

Truancy in last year
those who truanted > 5 times 77.8 51.0
those who truanted less often or not at all 40.3 27.2
Significant difference between groups *** ***

Hanging around
those who hang around most days 63.2 39.5
those who hang around less often 30.2 21.3
Significant difference between groups *** ***

Notes: Significance tests between groups using Pearson chi-square test: *** p < 0.001;
** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; NS = not significant
See Appendix 2 for descriptive statistics
a Sub-group of those who had had adversarial police contact

Table 8. Lack of parental supervision at sweep four (mean)

Lack of parental supervision
(mean score)

did not have adversarial police contact 2.30
had adversarial police contact 3.37
Significant difference between groups *

were not formally warned or chargeda 3.24
were formally charged or warneda 3.62
Significant difference between groups **

Notes: Significance tests between means using t-tests: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05;
NS = not significant
See Appendix 1 for discussion of transforming this measure into a logarithmic scale for
regression analysis and Appendix 2 for descriptive statistics
a Sub-group of those who had had adversarial police contact
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who had had police contact, particularly of a more serious nature, were
also far less likely to be closely supervised by their parents. The levels of
statistical significance shown in Table 8 are, however, weaker than for our
measures of public visibility.

Previous form

Previous experience of police contact was also significantly related to
adversarial contact at sweep four. Table 9 shows that around seven in 10 of
those who had had adversarial police contact at a previous sweep and more
than eight in 10 of those with a previous warning or charge had further
adversarial police contact at sweep four. Those with a previous history
were also around three times more likely to be warned and charged at
sweep four than those with no earlier contact. A previous warning or
charge, therefore, seems particularly likely to precipitate further serious
contact.

However, it is not just their own previous history that is implicated in
subsequent police contacts. Those who said their friends had been in
trouble with the police at an earlier sweep of the study were three times
more likely to have been in trouble with the police themselves at sweep four
than those whose friends had not been in trouble. And within the adversar-
ial group, those with ‘troublesome’ friends were twice as likely to have been
warned and charged than those whose friends had not been in trouble with
the police.

Table 9. Hanging around and truancy by police contact at sweep four (%)

Had adversarial
police contact

Formally warned
or chargeda

Adversarial police contact at previous sweeps
those with previous police contact 68.5 37.5
those with no previous contact 17.4 12.3
Significant difference between groups *** ***

Warned or charged at previous sweepsa

those warned or charged 83.6 60.9
those not warned or charged 37.4 18.9
Significant difference between groups *** ***

Friends in trouble with police at earlier sweep
those with friends in trouble 60.5 36.0
those with no friends in trouble 20.1 17.9
Significant difference between groups *** ***

Notes: Significance tests between groups using Pearson chi-square test: *** p < 0.001;
** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; NS = not significant
See Appendix 2 for descriptive statistics
a Sub-group of those who had had adversarial police contact

McAra & McVie—The usual suspects? 19

 © 2005 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on August 2, 2007 http://crj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://crj.sagepub.com


Phase two: multivariate analysis

Using simple descriptive statistics, we have shown that young people’s
experience of police contact is significantly related to various aspects of
their demographic profile, behaviour patterns, lifestyle and prior associa-
tions with the police. However, this form of analysis cannot ascertain the
direction or relative strength of these relationships nor test for any sig-
nificant interactions between variables. So, to assess the relative importance
of each factor or combination of factors in predicting young people’s
propensity to get in trouble with the police, it is necessary to estimate a
multivariate model in which differences in police contact are considered
while simultaneously taking each of the other possible explanatory vari-
ables into account.

In the second phase of analysis, a series of four binary logistic regression
models were specified (as summarized in Table 10) to explore which of the
above characteristics best predicted adversarial contact. The first model
examined factors predicting adversarial contact at sweep four among the
cohort as a whole and included ‘previous form’ as an explanatory (inde-
pendent) variable. The second model explored the factors that predicted
more serious forms of contact (warnings and charges) among those cohort
members with experience of adversarial contact. The third model examined
factors predicting onset of adversarial contact at sweep four and included
only those cohort members who had no experience of adversarial contact

Table 10. Regression models

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Question
addressed

What factors
best predict
adversarial
contact
(including
previous form)?

Among those
who have
adversarial
contact, what
factors best
predict
warnings/
charges?

Among those
with no previous
police contact,
what factors
best predict
onset of
adversarial
contact?

Among those
with no previous
police contact,
what factors
best predict
onset of
warnings/
charges?

Dependent
variable

Any adversarial
contact (Yes = 1)

Any warnings or
charges (Yes = 1)

Onset of
adversarial
contact (Yes = 1)

Onset of
warnings and
charges (Yes = 1)

Cases included
in analysis

All sweep 4
respondents
(n = 4144)

Sweep 4
respondents with
experience of
adversarial
contact
(n = 1844)

Sweep 4
respondents with
no police
contact at
sweeps 1 to 3
(n = 1584)

Sweep 4
respondents with
adversarial
contact at sweep
4 but no police
warning or
charge at sweeps
1 to 3 (n = 1139)

Criminal Justice 5(1)20

 © 2005 SAGE Publications. All rights reserved. Not for commercial use or unauthorized distribution.
 at SAGE Publications on August 2, 2007 http://crj.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://crj.sagepub.com


in previous sweeps. The final model examined onset of warnings and
charges among those experiencing adversarial contact for the first time at
sweep four.

The independent variables were entered into the models using a forward
stepwise procedure, thereby allowing the statistical package to exclude
those variables that did not meet the significance criteria.8 A maximum
likelihood paradigm with a p-value for entry into the model of 0.05 (i.e.
there is less than 5 in 100 chance that the variables entered might not be
predictive of the dependent variable) and for exclusion from the model of
0.1 was used. For each of the four models, the contribution of the variables
was assessed by comparing the deviance (–2 log likelihood) of the final
model to a model with no variables. In each of the models, the deviance
reduction was high, with p < 0.01, indicating that a statistically significant
relationship existed between the variables in the model at the 99 per cent
confidence level. All covariates were analysed for multi-collinearity prior to
regression, and no two had a correlation score above .400. Two factors
(socio-economic background and hanging about) were found to have a
significant interaction which meant it was not possible to interpret one
independently of the other, so this was reflected in the models.

Tables 11 and 12 present the ‘odds ratios’ for each of the factors and
covariates that proved to be significant within the four models. The odds
ratio is a value that measures the strength of effect of each independent
variable in the model on the dependent variable. For the purposes of this
article, any independent categorical variable with an odds ratio (OR) of
more than 2 is considered to be a strong predictor; those between 1.5 and
2 are described as moderate predictors; and those less than 1.5 are termed
weak predictors. The odds ratios for continuous variables have to be
interpreted in relation to the scale of measurement specific to each of these
variables (as described in detail below).

What best predicts police contact?

One of the most striking findings from Table 11 is that prior experience or
‘form’ is by far the most powerful of the categorical predictors of police
contact, both in terms of predicting any form of adversarial contact and
more serious involvement.

Model one shows that the odds of police contact at sweep four is four
times greater for an individual with prior history of adversarial police
contact than for someone with no previous form, controlling for all the
other variables in the model. Moreover, having friends with previous form
makes a youngster twice as likely to have such contact. Nevertheless, the
model indicates that a high volume of persistent offending is also a
significant predictor of police contact. As volume of serious offending is
based on a logarithmic scale, Table 11 shows that an individual with a
serious offending score 10 times that of another has an almost four times
greater odds of experiencing adversarial contact. Personal involvement in
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Table 11. Predictors of police contact at sweep four

Model 1
What predicts adversarial contact?
(n = 3149)

Model 2
What predicts a warning or charge?a

(n = 1460)

Independent variables Odds ratio Sig.

95% CI for odds ratio

Lower Upper Odds ratio Sig.

95% CI for odds ratio

Lower Upper

Gender = Male – – – – – – – –
SE status = Manual/Unemp. 1.5 < 0.001 1.2 1.8 – – – –
Family = Broken – – – – – – – –
Deprivation scale – – – – – – – –
Serious offending log scale 3.9 < 0.001 2.9 5.2 2.2 < 0.001 1.7 2.9
Drugs = In last yr 2.0 < 0.001 1.6 2.5 – – – –
Alcohol = Weekly 1.8 < 0.001 1.4 2.3 – – – –
Truancy = > 5 in last yr 1.5 < 0.001 1.1 2.0 1.8 < 0.001 1.3 2.3
Hanging about = Most days 1.9 < 0.001 1.6 2.3 – – – –
Unsupervised scale 1.1 < 0.001 1.0 1.2 – – – –
Previous police contact = Yes 4.4 < 0.001 3.6 5.3 5.1 < 0.001 4.0 6.7
Friends’ previous contact = Yes 2.0 < 0.001 1.6 2.5 – – – –
Interactionb = SE status* Hanging about – – – – 1.6 < 0.001 1.2 2.0

Notes: Those greater than the 0.05 cut-off criteria for inclusion in the model are marked –. Odds ratios and confidence intervals are rounded to one decimal
point. Significance of each variable improving the model fit measured using –2 log likelihood
a Subset of the cohort who had experienced adversarial police contact
b Two variables were entered into the regression model simultaneously to test the interaction effect

C
rim

inal Justice 5(1)
22

 
©

 2005 S
A

G
E

 P
u

b
licatio

n
s. A

ll rig
h

ts reserved
. N

o
t fo

r co
m

m
ercial u

se o
r u

n
au

th
o

rized
 d

istrib
u

tio
n

.
 at S

A
G

E
 P

ublications on A
ugust 2, 2007 

http://crj.sagepub.com
D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://crj.sagepub.com


Table 12. Predictors of onset of police contact at sweep four

Model 3
What predicts onset of adversarial police contact?
(n = 1348)

Model 4
What predicts onset of a warning or charge?a

(n = 941)

Independent variables Odds ratio Sig.

95% CI for odds ratio

Lower Upper Odds ratio Sig.

95% CI for odds ratio

Lower Upper

Gender = Male – – – – – – – –
SE status = Manual/Unemp. – – – – – – – –
Family = Broken – – – – – – – –
Deprivation scale – – – – – – – –
Serious offending log scale 3.6 < 0.001 2.1 6.1 2.5 < 0.001 1.8 3.7
Drugs = In last yr 2.8 < 0.001 1.9 4.0 – – – –
Alcohol = Weekly 2.0 < 0.001 1.3 3.0 – – – –
Truancy = > 5 in last yr – – – – 1.8 < 0.001 1.2 2.8
Hanging about = Most days 1.5 < 0.001 1.0 2.3 – – – –
Unsupervised scale – – – – – – – –
Friends’ previous contact = Yes 1.9 < 0.001 1.4 2.5 – – – –
Interactionb = SE status* Hanging about 1.8 < 0.001 1.1 2.9 2.1 < 0.001 1.5 3.0

Notes: Those greater than the 0.05 cut-off criteria for inclusion in the model are marked –. Odds ratios and confidence intervals are rounded to one decimal
point. Significance of each variable improving the model fit measured using –2 log likelihood
a Subset of the cohort who had experienced adversarial police contact
b Two variables were entered into the regression model simultaneously to test the interaction effect
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other risk behaviours, such as drinking and drug use (with ORs of 1.8 and
2.0), and having an active street-life, characterized by hanging around and
truanting from school (with ORs of 1.9 and 1.5), also emerge as moderate
to strong predictors of adversarial police contact. Importantly, demo-
graphic factors appear to be far less significant. Only low socio-economic
status emerges as a moderate predictor (OR 1.5). Even gender, which might
have been expected to be a strong predictor (given the higher rate of police
contact among boys), is insignificant within the context of model one. Lack
of parental supervision does appear in this model (OR 1.1), which suggests
that poor monitoring of young people’s activities contributes to their
likelihood to come to the attention of the police.

Turning to model two, far fewer variables emerge as predictors of a
police warning or charge among the adversarial group.9 However, again,
previous form dominates the model. The odds of being warned or charged
at sweep four are five times greater for those with experience of warnings
or charges at an earlier sweep than for those with no such formal contact,
controlling for all the other variables in the model. While keeping the
wrong company is a powerful predictor of adversarial contact generally,
the decision of the police to take formal action seems to be based on
individual circumstances, not guilt by association, as friends’ previous form
drops out of model two. Still, one’s own involvement in persistent serious
offending significantly predicts one’s likelihood to be warned or charged
within the adversarial group (OR 2.2). In addition, recurrent truants and
those of low social status who hang about frequently have a moderately
raised odds of being warned or charged (ORs 1.8 and 1.6, respectively). As
in model one, however, no other demographic factors appear to be
influential in determining a warning or charge.

What best predicts onset of police contact?

The overwhelming prominence of previous form as a predictor of police
contact masks the underlying importance of each of the other factors in
models one and two for predicting onset of police contact. Therefore, the
analysis conducted for these two models was repeated, this time excluding
all those who had previously had police contact (presented in model three)
and, among the adversarial contact group, excluding those who had been
warned or charged at an earlier sweep (model four). Interestingly, Table 12
shows that the nature and relative strength of the predictors presented in
models three and four are fairly similar to those within models one and
two, yet there are some important differences which must be highlighted.

The first point to note from model three is that onset of adversarial
police contact is indeed predicted by persistent involvement in serious
offending. Again, due to the logarithmic scale used, the odds ratio shows
that an individual with a serious offending score 10 times that of another
has a 3.6 times greater odds of experiencing adversarial contact. Involve-
ment in other risk behaviours, namely frequent drinking and previous drug
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use, also strongly predicts first police contact (ORs of 2.0 and 2.8,
respectively). Like model one, having friends with previous form is moder-
ately predictive of initial police contact (OR 1.9). However, model three
also shows an interaction between hanging around and socio-economic
status (OR 1.8), which is stronger than the influence of hanging around as
an independent factor (OR 1.5). The interaction means that the odds of
onset of adversarial police contact are 2.7 (i.e. 1.8 multiplied by 1.5) times
greater for those who hang around from less affluent backgrounds than
those who hang around from more affluent backgrounds. Unlike model
one, low socio-economic status itself, frequent truancy and lack of parental
supervision are non-significant in model three, which indicates that these
factors may influence adversarial police contact generally but they are not
individual predictors of onset at this age.

Model four reveals that far fewer variables are predictive of being first
warned or charged at sweep four.10 In fact, model four bears a striking
similarity to model two, with exactly the same variables appearing and
only marginal difference in the relative strength of the variables. Table 12
shows that the odds of receiving an initial warning or charge are two-and-
a-half times greater for those who are involved in extremely high amounts
of serious offending. Unlike model two, the interaction between socio-
economic status and hanging around most days emerges as a stronger
influencing factor than frequent truancy (ORs 2.1 and 1.8, respectively).
Nevertheless, these findings suggest that the factors that influence the
decision to issue an initial police warning or charge are essentially the same
as those for any subsequent warnings or charges. None of the other
independent demographic, behavioural, lifestyle or peer-related variables
had a significant impact on the police decision to issue a first warning or
charge.

Summary of findings

Simple testing has shown that adversarial police contact is significantly
related to a wide range of factors (as measured by self-reports), including
the demographic profile of the young person (male, low social class, from
a broken family and deprived neighbourhood); their involvement in serious
offending and other risky behaviours; propensity to be visible in public
places outside the purview of parents; and, importantly, earlier experience
of police contact, both personally and vicariously through others. Mean-
while, regression analysis reveals that, when controlling for each of these
factors simultaneously, certain characteristics prove to be far more pre-
dictive of police contact than others. Previous form is the most powerful
categorical predictor of later adversarial police contact and subsequent
warnings or charges, although persistent serious offending, low social class
and other risky and street-based behaviours also prove to be consistently
significant. When onset of police contact is considered, however, it is
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persistent serious offending and a complex inter-relationship between low
socio-economic status and hanging around on the street that most readily
explain police contact, wherein less affluent youth who hang around are
more likely to have contact than young people from more advantaged
backgrounds.

Discussion and implications

These findings, we would argue, are strongly supportive of a disciplinary
model of policing, one which has the potential to amplify levels of police
contact and (more controversially) to amplify levels of offending, among
certain sectors of the youth population. Importantly, patterns of police
contact are not gendered. The combination of the factors in each of the
regression models wholly explains the raw difference in prevalence of
police contact between boys and girls shown in the descriptive analysis.

Suspiciousness and previous form

The findings indicate that police working rules relating to both suspicious-
ness and ‘form’ (as described by McConville et al., 1991) are alive and well
in contemporary policing practice. While persistent and serious offending
(together with other risk behaviours, such as illegal drug use and underage
drinking) are strong predictors of first-time experience of adversarial
contact, youngsters also first attract police attention as a result of keeping
the ‘wrong’ company. The odds of police contact are almost two times
higher for children with friends who are known to police, than for children
who report that their friends have never had adversarial contact. Once
youngsters come under the purview of the police, they then become part of
the permanent suspect population and, as a consequence, any of their
friends and associates who have not had past experience of adversarial
police contact, become suspect too. This cycle of labelling contributes to
further and indeed more serious forms of contact. As shown by the
multivariate analysis, the odds of being warned or charged at sweep four
are five times greater for youngsters with a previous history of warnings or
charges than for those with no such history, even when controlling for
volume of serious offending.

This pattern of policing cannot be justified by results. At age 15, only 18
per cent of those with experience of adversarial contact were actually
charged with an offence and only 45 per cent of those charged were
referred to the Reporter to the children’s panel (as required by current
police decision-making protocols). This is not a high strike rate. That so
few of the youngsters who claim to have been charged by the police, are
referred on to the Reporter suggests that the police do not consider their
offending to be particularly problematic. Beat officers appear to be using
‘verbal charges’ (with no intention of taking the matter further), as a means
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of threatening youngsters. Such threats are used both for youngsters
coming to the attention of the police for the first time as well those already
regarded as troublemakers.

This style of policing, we would argue, creates a tension within the
juvenile justice system. The overarching aim of the system in Scotland,
according to the principles of Kilbrandon, is to avoid criminalizing young
people by implementing a minimal intervention approach. To a certain
extent it appears that the police are adhering to this principle by keeping
some young people out of the juvenile justice system. However, one
consequence of avoiding criminalization is that the police are afforded a
greater level of discretion. The police have the option of treating behaviour
as criminal, although they rarely exercise it. It can be argued, therefore,
that an unwanted consequence of Kilbrandon is that the police are allowed
to create a permanent suspect population, and left free to decide who
should belong to it. This serves to stigmatize certain groups of youngsters
(contra Kilbrandon principles) and importantly appears to have damaging
consequences for young people’s behaviour.

There is some evidence that early and repeated exposure to the police
may exacerbate rather than diminish young people’s offending or other risk
behaviours. In fact, analysis has shown that early experience of adversarial
contact is a strong predictor of later serious offending (even when control-
ling for early onset of offending, see McAra et al., forthcoming). Fur-
thermore, in keeping with other studies (see Flood-Page et al., 2000) there
is evidence that repeated exposure to the police serves to reinforce hostility
towards police officers—and that a strong relationship exists between
negative attitudes to the police and offending (McAra, 2003). All this
suggests that amplified levels of police contact and amplified offending
levels may become mutually reinforcing in certain cases. In this way police
working rules serve to construct a client group for policing and thereafter
contribute to the reproduction of the very behaviours among this group
which policing aims to control or eradicate.

Social class and urban discipline

The manner in which the police choose to exercise their discretion, we
would argue, also produces a form of urban discipline that appears to elide
moral status with affluence.

The findings show that among the available population of young people
(those who regularly hang out in public places), the police are consistently
more likely to pick on youngsters from less affluent backgrounds (as
indicated in three out of the four regression models). Importantly, the
multivariate analysis indicates that such ‘class’ bias is at the individual
level. Neighbourhood deprivation is not significant within any of the
regression models. Consequently these variations in police contact appear
to be the product of specific interactions between the individuals and the
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police rather than a product of more general police targeting of deprived
areas.

This raises the question as to how the police judge the socio-economic
status of an individual. It may be that youngsters from more affluent
backgrounds adopt a more deferential manner towards the police, which
inhibits the police from taking action against them. Indeed, there is some
evidence from interviews conducted with a sub-sample of the cohort at
sweep two, that deference towards the police is class related and that police
‘baiting’ is a routine activity among young people from less affluent
backgrounds (McAra, 2003). It may also be that the police make judge-
ments about the ‘respectability’ of an individual on the basis of their dress
and physical appearance. Indeed there is some supporting evidence from
Quinton et al. (2000) that items of clothing worn by youths (baseball caps
and hooded jackets in their research) render an individual more suspect in
the eyes of the police. However, further research would be required to
substantiate this.

Policing practice that discriminates according to class is profoundly
exclusionary. As a tactic in order maintenance, it serves merely to reinforce
social boundaries and reproduce social division. Such practices are particu-
larly worrying in the context of current proposals in Scotland to extend
anti-social behaviour orders to under 16s and to enhance police powers to
disperse groups who hang around public places. An implication of our
findings is that these new powers will impact differentially on youngsters
according to socio-economic status and serve to amplify rather than
diminish the problems presented by excluded youth.

Conclusion

In conclusion, our research findings suggest that the police may unfairly
target certain categories of children. The impact of police working rules, in
particular the rules relating to previous form and suspiciousness (keeping
the wrong company), serve to construct a population of young people
viewed by the police as innately criminal and who become the objects of
continual scrutiny. While street-life places youngsters at greater risk of
adversarial contact, availability, by itself, cannot explain this. Distinctions
appear to be made about the respectable and unrespectable, those who can
be accorded leniency and those who cannot; distinctions that do not always
take account of serious and persistent offending. The police in this context
act less as legal subjects and more as class subjects—enforcing urban
discipline, labelling and keeping under surveillance a group of permanent
suspects. That this may have a negative impact on the subsequent behav-
iour of young people, suggests that the policing of children may serve to
sustain and reproduce the very problems that the system ostensibly at-
tempts to contain or eradicate.
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Appendix 1: Description of variables

Variable Type Variable description

Adversarial
police contact

D ‘During the last year, did you have contact
with the police for any of these reasons?’
(7 types of adversarial contact included)
Yes = 1, No = 0

Police warning
or charge

D ‘During the last year, were you given a
formal warning at a police station?’; ‘Were
you charged by the police for committing a
crime?’
Yes = 1, No = 0

Gender I – Cat. Male = 1, Female = 0

SE status I – Cat. Head of household socio-economic statusa

Manual/unemployed = 1, non–manual = 0

Family I – Cat. ‘Which of these people do you live with
most of the time?’ (various options given
including birth parents and other
alternatives)
Living in a broken family = 1, living with 2
birth parents = 0

Deprivation
scale

I – Cont. Neighbourhood deprivation scale based on
six census-defined indicators of social or
economic stressb

Scale 0–13.31.

Notes: D = dependent variable, I = independent variable; Cont. = continuous vari-
able, Cat. = categorical variable (where 0 is the reference category). Gender, SE
status, family and deprivation = demographic variables; offending log, drugs, alco-
hol = risk behaviour variables; truancy, hanging about and unsupervised = visibility
variables; previous contact, previous warning/charge and friends’ previous = pre-
vious form variables
a Information on socio-economic status was collected at two sweeps of the Edin-
burgh Study. At sweep one, respondents’ descriptions of their parents’ occupations
were coded using the Registrar General Social Classification Scheme (RGSC). A best
estimate of socio-economic status from these data could be assigned to only 61.4
per cent of the cohort. At sweep four, a survey of parents provided more precise and
up to date information on socio-economic group. This provided a grouping for 69.5
per cent of all study respondents at sweep four. Despite the fact that there were
three years between the two sources of socio-economic group data, they were
strongly correlated (0.637). Therefore, to improve the data for regression analysis it
was decided to use the sweep four data (which was most up to date and accurate)
and, where these data were missing, use data from sweep one if possible. This
process produced a socio-economic group code for 88.3 per cent of all cohort
members. To make analysis simpler, and to allow reasonable leeway for error, the
respondents were divided into two broad social class groupings according to
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whether their parents’ occupation was classed as ‘non-manual’ (i.e. SE groupings I,
II and IIIa) or ‘manual or unemployed’ (i.e. SE groupings IIIb, IV, V and un-
employed).
b A composite measure of ‘social deprivation’ was created using six characteristics
known to be indicators of social or economic stress from the 1991 Census. These
were: percentage of the population who had lived in the area for less than 12
months; percentage of the population aged 10–24; percentage of households
consisting of lone parents and children; percentage of households overcrowded;
percentage of households in local authority housing; and percentage of the popula-
tion unemployed. A standardised score was created for each variable and then
added together to give a composite social deprivation score. Ninety one Edinburgh
neighbourhoods were created using a geographic information system, and a depri-
vation score was assigned to each. The deprivation scale ranges from zero for the
most affluent areas to 13.31 for areas with the highest levels of social and economic
stress. 

Appendix 1 (cont): Description of variables

Variable Type Variable description

Serious
offending log
scale

I – Cont. Logarithmic transformation of volume of
serious offending measurea

Scale 0–1.89

Drugs I – Cat. ‘During the last year, did you take or try
any illegal drugs (that includes sniffing gas
or glue)?’
Used drugs = 1, Did not use drugs = 0

Alcohol I – Cat. ‘During the last year, did you drink an
alcoholic drink?’; ‘How often do you drink
alcohol now?’
Drink weekly = 1, Drink less often or not
at all = 0

Truancy I – Cat. ‘During the last year, did you skip or skive
school?’; ‘How many times did you do this
during the last year?’
More than 5 times = 1, 5 times or less = 0

Hanging about I – Cat. ‘How often do you hang around these
areas in the evening or at weekends?’
(Choice of areas given)
Most evenings = 1, Less often = 0

Unsupervised
scale

I – Cont. Scale based on three indicators of lack of
parental supervisionb

Scale 0–9
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Previous
adversarial
police contact

I – Cat. Respondent reported having any
adversarial police contact at a previous
sweep of the survey
Yes = 1, No = 0

Previous
warning or
charge

I – Cat. Respondent reported being warned or
charged by the police at a previous sweep
of the survey
Yes = 1, No = 0

Friends’
previous contact

I – Cat. Respondent reported having friends who
had been in trouble with the police at a
previous sweep of survey
Yes = 1, No = 0

Notes: D = dependent variable, I = independent variable; Cont. = continuous vari-
able, Cat. = categorical variable (where 0 is the reference category). Gender, SE
status, family and deprivation = demographic variables; offending log, drugs, alco-
hol = risk behaviour variables; truancy, hanging about and unsupervised = visibility
variables; previous contact, previous warning/charge and friends previous = pre-
vious form variables
a The cohorts are asked about their involvement in a wide range of offending and
anti-social behaviours at each sweep of the survey. Seven types of ‘serious’ offending
were combined to create a ‘serious offending’ variable: theft from a motor vehicle,
riding in a stolen motor vehicle, carrying an offensive weapon, housebreaking or
attempted housebreaking, fire raising, robbery and involvement in six or more
incidents of violence. The total number of incidents of these seven offence types
were added to create a volume scale, ranging from zero to a potential 77 for anyone
who said they had committed all seven offence types more than 10 times (assuming
a minimum of 11 for each). The distribution of responses was problematic for
regression analysis as it was weighted heavily towards the lower end of the scale,
with a majority of respondents scoring zero. For both pragmatic and statistical
reasons, the volume of serious offending measure was transformed into a log-
arithmic scale to the Base 10 for inclusion in the regression models
b Three questions were asked to gauge the extent to which parents were aware of
their children’s activities: when you go out how often do your parents know . . .
‘where you are?’, ‘who you are with?’ and ‘what time you will be home?’ Four
responses were permitted and a score was attributed to each one: always (0),
usually (1), sometimes (2) or never (3). The measure of poor parental supervision
was created by totalling the scores from the three questions, giving a scale of
between zero and nine, where a high score indicates very little parental super-
vision

A Note on Validity

Our findings are largely based on the self-reports of young people them-
selves. It is, therefore, important to test whether any differences in police
contact might be accounted for by self-report bias. For example, it is
possible that those from higher socio-economic classes may be more
embarrassed to admit, or perceive themselves to have more to lose by
admitting, to having had police contact. Similarly those without official
records of offending might be less inclined to self-report such offending.
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However, evidence suggests that such self-report bias is unlikely. We tested
the cohort’s self-reports of offending behaviour against official records.
Analysis of all 15 year olds who were known by the Children’s Reporter to
have offended found that 89.5 per cent of those within the manual/
unemployed group had reported their offending in their questionnaire,
compared with 95.2 per cent of the non-manual group (a slight but non-
significant difference). The validity of self-reports is explored in more detail
in McAra et al., forthcoming.

Appendix 2: Descriptive statistics for variables used in
logistic regression

Distribution of continuous variables

Continuous variable N Minimum Maximum Mean SD

Deprivation scale 4077 0 13.31 3.50 3.13
Serious offending scale 4021 0 77 2.52 6.64
Serious offending log scale 4021 0 1.89 .24 .42
Unsupervised scale 4099 0 9 2.81 1.96

Prevalence of categorical variables

Variable N % = 1 % = 0

Adversarial police contact (Yes = 1) 4030 45.8 54.2
Police warning or charge (Yes = 1) 4030 15.2 84.8
Gender (Male = 1) 4597 50.9 49.1
SE Status (Manual/Unemployed = 1) 4127 44.4 55.6
Family (Broken = 1) 4138 35.2 64.8
Drugs (In last yr = 1) 4120 31.6 68.4
Alcohol (Weekly = 1) 4062 24.7 75.3
Truancy ( > 5 in last yr = 1) 4128 14.6 85.4
Hanging about (Most days = 1) 4126 47.5 52.5
Previous adversarial police contact (Yes = 1) 4183 60.9 39.1
Previous police warning or charge (Yes = 1) 4122 22.6 77.4
Friends’ previous contact (Yes = 1) 4581 63.5 36.5

Notes

Grateful thanks are due to: Brian Francis, Lancaster University, for statistical
advice and for comments made on the final draft of the article; and to David
J. Smith, University of Edinburgh, for advice and comments.
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1 For an overview of developments in England and Wales see Crawford
(2002); for an overview of Scottish developments see Whyte (2003).

2 However, Landau and Nathan (1983) in a study of police processing of
juvenile suspects found the probability of being charged was much greater
for blacks than for whites. The data on which this study was based are now
more than 30 years old.

3 The first four sweeps of the Edinburgh Study were funded by two grants
from the ESRC (grant numbers R000237157 and R000239150).

4 It should be noted that the analysis does not include reference to ethnic
status. The number of ethnic minority groups in Scotland is extremely small
(ethnic minorities form only 2 per cent of the Scottish population, see
Scottish Executive, 2000) and they are mostly concentrated in Glasgow. As
a consequence the numbers of ethnic minorities in our cohort is too small
to conduct meaningful analysis. Given that recent research suggests that
ethnicity is not a core factor impacting on risk of adversarial police contact
among children (see earlier), we do not consider the absence of ethnicity
from our analysis to compromise our conclusions.

5 In serious cases (e.g. homicide or rape) and certain specified motor vehicle
offences, the police will make the case subject to a joint referral to both the
procurator fiscal (prosecutor) and the children’s hearing system (see McAra,
2002 for further details of referral procedures). The police also can refer
cases to the hearings system where the child is a victim of crime or subject
to some form of neglect or abuse.

6 Named after the chairman of the committee whose report provided the
foundations for the children’s hearings system, this philosophy stresses that
juvenile offending and other troublesome behaviours should be regarded as
manifestations of deeper social and psychological malaise and/or failures in
the normal upbringing process.

7 Offenders between the ages of 16 and 17 are normally dealt with in the
adult criminal justice system. However the courts do have the power to
remit these cases to the children’s hearings system for advice and/or
disposal. If the young person is currently subject to a children’s hearings
supervision requirement (these can be extended up until the age of 18), then
the case must be referred to the children’s hearings system for advice.

8 All independent variables are included in their original form, with the
exception of volume of serious offending which was transformed into a
logarithmic scale to reduce heteroskedasticity (see Appendix 1).

9 The fewer number of predictive variables within model two may largely be
a consequence of focusing on a more concentrated sub-sample of the
cohort, however, it indicates that those who receive a formal warning or
charge differ only on a few key characteristics from the rest of the
adversarial population.

10 As in model two, it indicates that these individuals differ on only a few
characteristics from those who experienced other forms of adversarial
contact only.
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