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An Empirical Test of Offense-Type Path Dependence and Pathway Transition in
Reoffending

Sang Benqian Qin Wenhao
(Law School, Ocean University of China, Qingdao 266102, P. R. China)

Abstract: Examining offense-type path dependence and pathway transition in reoffending by focusing
on the relationship between prior and subsequent offense types is of both practical and theoretical
significance. Existing recidivism studies have often asked whether an offender reoffends or whether
the same offense is repeated. Such approaches are insufficient to reveal the structural connections
among offense categories. Reoffending may involve same-type continuity, but it may also involve a
transition to a different offense type. The central question is therefore not only whether reoffending
occurs but also along what type of pathway it unfolds.

Based on 536,893 valid record-level observations extracted from judgment documents involving
reoffending on China Judgments Online, offenses are classified into seven categories: general
property offenses, violent property offenses, sexual offenses, drug offenses, other offenses against
personal rights and interests, negligent offenses, and public-interest offenses. A prior-offense/
subsequent-offense transition matrix is constructed to examine whether the observed pathways
deviate from the overall distribution of subsequent offense types. To avoid mistaking the numerical

dominance of majority categories for genuine path dependence, the analysis uses overall baseline
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adjustment, lift ratios, conditional-probability differences, and adjusted standardized residuals.
Grouped logistic regressions, scenario-based predictions, multinomial logistic models, random
forest models, repeated sampling, missing-data checks, class-imbalance treatments, and post-2014
sample restrictions are used to examine robustness.

The results show that reoffending pathways are not randomly distributed. Prior offense type and
subsequent offense type exhibit a stable association of moderate strength. General property offenses,
drug offenses, and other offenses against personal rights and interests display clear same-type
continuity: the probability of committing the same type of offense again is high in absolute terms and
significantly exceeds the overall baseline for the corresponding subsequent-offense type. By
contrast, offenders previously convicted of violent property offenses, sexual offenses, negligent
offenses, or public-interest offenses most often shift to general property offenses in absolute
numbers, yet their transition rates remain below the overall baseline for general property offenses
among all subsequent offenses. General property offenses are therefore important as a high-volume
destination, but should not be interpreted as a universal center of excess absorption. At the same
time, the same - type subsequent-offense rates for violent property offenses, sexual offenses,
negligent offenses, and public-interest offenses remain higher than the overall shares of the
corresponding offense types among all subsequent offenses, thereby indicating relative same -type
pathway locking.

The article further analyzes penal experience as comprising distinct dimensions. Imprisonment
length, fine amount, and the execution-to-sentence ratio respectively reflect the announced duration
of custodial punishment, monetary sanction, and the realized degree of sentence execution. These
variables are not associated with path dependence or pathway transition in a uniform direction. In
some pathways, longer imprisonment, higher fines, or a higher execution-to-sentence ratio are
negatively associated with same-type continuity or transition to general property offenses;in other
pathways, the opposite pattern appears. Penal experience therefore cannot be reduced to a single
measure of punishment severity.

The analysis does not claim to identify strict causal effects. Judgment documents provide large -
scale observational records but cannot fully capture offenders’ social backgrounds, family support,
community environments, regional judicial practices, or unobserved individual characteristics. The
empirical results should be understood as record-level conditional associations rather than causal
proof that punishment itself produces path dependence or pathway transition.

Overall, the study of offense-type path dependence and pathway transition has significance in
several respects. Methodologically, it is essential to distinguish absolute destination concentration
from relative pathway locking. Theoretically, it understands reoffending as a structured pathway
process rather than a single risk event. For criminal policy, the findings suggest that recidivism
prevention should move from generalized risk assessment toward type-specific pathway assessment,
while avoiding stigmatizing labels and differentiating among sentencing, fines, sentence execution,
and post-release reintegration in the design of targeted interventions.

Keywords: Reoffending; Offense-type path dependence; Pathway transition; Overall baseline

adjustment; Penal experience
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