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Preventive Risk Assessment in Forensic Child and Youth Care 

Today, the risk-need-responsivity model (RNR; Andrews & Bonta, 2010; Bonta & 

Andrews 2007, 2010; Andrews, Bonta, & Hoge, 1990) is the leading model for juvenile 

offender assessment and rehabilitation, and its effectiveness has been demonstrated in several 

studies (e.g., Andrews, Zinger, Hoge, Bonta, Gendreau, & Cullen, 1990; Dowden & 

Andrews, 1999a, 1999b; Koehler, Lösel, Akoensi, & Humphreys, 2012). The RNR model 

comprises three core principles and prescribes how a mere risk for criminal recidivism should 

be translated into clinical practice in order to successfully intervene when necessary. The risk 

principle prescribes that the intensity of treatment should match the offender’s risk to 

reoffend, implying that more intense treatment should be offered to high-risk offenders, 

whereas less intense (or no) treatment should be offered to offenders with a low risk profile. 

According to the need principle, treatment should be focused on targeting the criminogenic 

needs of offenders, that is, the dynamic risk factors present in an offender’s life, so that the 

risk for recidivism is reduced. Finally, the responsivity principle states that the style and 

mode of treatment should be matched to the offender’s learning style and abilities. Although 

the RNR model was designed for organizing forensic care under a penal title with the aim to 

reduce recidivism, it can be assumed that the RNR framework is also very useful in forensic 

care aimed at the prevention of (the recurrence of) various forms of child abuse and neglect. 

After all, both juvenile delinquent behavior (Loeber, Slot, & Stouthamer-Loeber, 2008) and 

child abuse (Belsky, 1980, 1993) are determined by the presence and absence of a variety of 

risk and protective factors in children and different environmental systems around children, 

as envisioned in the ecological perspective on child development. 

In order to successfully apply the risk and need principles of the RNR model to 

forensic youth care that is provided in a criminal or civil law context, knowledge on risk 

factors and their effects as well as the availability of valid and reliable instruments for risk 
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and needs assessment are imperative. Although many studies have been directed at 

examining risk factors for different types of forensic outcomes (e.g., juvenile delinquent 

behavior and different forms of child abuse and neglect), comprehensive systematic 

overviews of these factors along with an indication of their effects are often lacking in 

scientific literature. Consequently, it is difficult to determine what risk factors are important 

for different forensic outcomes and what factors should be part of the instruments needed for 

risk and needs assessment. A further gap in research is the lack of valid and reliable risk 

assessment instruments tailored to individual agencies that together form the forensic child 

and youth care system. The availability of such instruments is crucial, since properly 

determining the risk is essential for forensic youth care to be effective. To address these gaps 

in research, the objective of the present dissertation was twofold: first, to increase the body of 

knowledge on risk factors and their effects leading to care needs of specific groups of 

juveniles in a forensic context; and second, to improve risk assessment procedures of the 

forensic youth care system by developing and validating two instruments for risk assessment. 

In pursuing this objective, four studies were conducted that together form the present 

dissertation. The first two studies are embedded in the criminal law context of forensic youth 

care, whereas the last two studies are embedded in the civil law context. 

The first study (Chapter 2) examined the effect of several risk domains for life-

course persistent offending relative to adolescence-limited offending. In this meta-analytic 

review, the largest effects were found for domains comprising risk factors pertaining to a 

juvenile’s criminal history, aggressive behavior, alcohol/drug abuse, deviant sexual behavior, 

social relationship problems, emotional/behavior problems, and school/employment 

problems. Relatively small effects were found for family, neurocognitive, and attitude-related 

risk factors and no significant effect was found for the risk domains pertaining to the 

juvenile’s physical health, the juvenile’s background characteristics, and characteristics of the 
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neighborhood a juvenile is living in. It was also found that effects of sibling-related risk 

factors were larger than effects of mother-related risk factors, and that the effect of the 

relationship domain was largest during childhood. These results generally showed that risk 

factors in multiple domains were more pronounced in life-course persistent offenders relative 

to adolescence-limited offenders, meaning that life-course persistent offenders experience 

much more problems in multiple domains than adolescence-limited offenders. This implies 

that most risk domains examined in this study are more or less involved in the development 

of persistent delinquent behavior. 

The second study (Chapter 3) investigated whether a valid and reliable risk 

assessment instrument could be developed so that police officers in the Netherlands are able 

to identify juveniles who are at risk for becoming delinquent. As a result, the Youth Actuarial 

Risk Assessment Tool for First-Time Offending (Y-ARAT-FO) was developed, which is an 

actuarial instrument that can be used in the initial stage of risk assessment and assesses data 

on five predictive variables. The results showed that the predictive accuracy of the Y-ARAT-

FO is acceptable in predicting the onset of general delinquency as well as in predicting future 

violent, property, public order, and other offenses. Because the data needed as input for the 

Y-ARAT-FO can be extracted electronically from the computer system of the Dutch police, 

the risk can be estimated quickly and consistently for large groups of juveniles without the 

need to retrieve or examine additional information about these juveniles. 

The third study (Chapter 4) was aimed at determining the effect of different domains 

of risk factors for victimization of child sexual abuse by performing a meta-analysis for each 

risk domain. The 10 risk domains showing the largest effects were “Parental history of 

abuse”, “Prior or concurrent forms of child abuse”, “Child has mental, physical, or behavioral 

problems”, “Child is female”, “Child has school-related problems”, “Problematic family 

system functioning”, “Physical violence in the child’s home environment”, “Child 
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(periodically) lived away from biological parents”, “Interparental problems (e.g., marital 

conflict)”, and “Parental mental or physical problems”. Relatively small effects were found 

for the risk domains “Low family SES”, “Parental age factors (child having young or old 

parents)”, “Low parental education”, and “Child’s substance use”. The results of moderator 

analyses showed that mental or physical problems of mothers, contrary to mental or physical 

problems of fathers, are associated with victimization of child sexual abuse. In general, the 

results indicate that multiple risk domains are involved in the occurrence of victimization of 

child sexual abuse. 

The aim of the fourth study (Chapter 5) was to examine whether a valid and reliable 

risk assessment instrument could be developed so that police officers in the Netherlands are 

able to identify juveniles who are at risk for involvement in child welfare because of care 

needs (i.e., serious problems in the child-rearing environment). This study yielded the Youth 

Actuarial Care Needs Assessment Tool for Non-Offenders (Y-ACNAT-NO) that can be used 

by Dutch police officers as an initial screening instrument. The Y-ACNAT-NO was 

developed using the actuarial approach and is based on six predictive variables that can be 

retrieved from the computer system of the Dutch police. The results showed that the 

predictive accuracy of the Y-ACNAT-NO in terms of discrimination and calibration was 

sufficient to justify its use as an initial screening instrument when a decision is needed about 

referring a juvenile for further assessment of care needs. Similar to the Y-ARAT-FO, the Y-

ACNAT-NO enables a quick and consistent estimation of the risk for future care needs for 

large groups of juveniles, without the need to retrieve or examine additional information 

about the juveniles. 

A general discussion of the four studies comprising this dissertation is provided in 

Chapter 6. In this chapter, the main findings are presented, several methodological strengths 

and limitations are described, the implications of the findings are discussed, and directions 
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for future research are suggested. The main conclusion is that the present dissertation 

contributes to risk assessment in forensic youth care in two important ways. First, the meta-

analytic reviews presented in chapters 2 and 4 provide important insight in the risk factors 

that are most influential in the development of persistent delinquent behavior and the 

occurrence of victimization of child sexual abuse, respectively. The results of these reviews 

are important for developing (or improving) valid and reliable risk and needs assessment 

instruments that are required in the identification of juveniles who would benefit most from 

(preventive) forensic care. The reviews also offer practical guidelines for how this care 

should be organized so that the care needs of juveniles can best be addressed. 

Second, the actuarial instruments presented in chapters 3 and 5 show that the actuarial 

approach to risk assessment in forensic youth care can be powerful, as the Y-ARAT-FO and 

the Y-ACNAT-NO proved to be risk assessment instruments with sufficient predictive 

accuracy. Although this accuracy is not perfect, both instruments outperform a number of 

clinical assessment methods used by clinical professionals in the Netherlands. A great merit 

of the Y-ARAT-FO and the Y-ACNAT-NO is that these instruments enhance (preventive) 

forensic youth care delivery by enabling Dutch police officers to timely, efficiently, and cost-

effectively identify those juveniles who are in need of care. This is of great value, since large 

numbers of juveniles (either as offender or as non-offender) come into contact with the 

police, which is an important agency in the chain of forensic youth care organizations. 

Therefore, the availability of the Y-ARAT-FO and the Y-ACNAT-NO contributes to 

strengthening forensic youth care in the Netherlands.



 

 

 



 

 

 


