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Research Summary: Desistance and Developmental Life Course Theories 

OVERVIEW 

This research summary is designed to help 
inform practitioners and others who will be 
involved in the Second Chance Act (SCA) 
Demonstration Field Experiment (DFE). 
The SCA DFE will provide a rigorous test of 
a specific reentry model intended to 
improve offender outcomes post-release. 
Some of the outcomes of interest include, 
but are not limited to, re-offending and re-
incarceration (recidivism). 

The SCA DFE model includes a 
multiphased intervention targeting 
motivation to change and other core 
criminogenic needs. Essentially, parole 
officers, community supervision officers, 
and service providers who have had 
desistance training will ultimately help 
offenders in the reentry process and reduce 
future involvement in crime. The DFE is 
intended to help generate new evidence 
about the services and programs that 
facilitate the successful reintegration of 
offenders as they return to their 
communities.  

To outline research concerning the 
desistance process, this summary first 
presents an introduction and then 
investigates desistance theory in more 
detail. Next, the discussion is followed by 
empirical evidence that supports the theory. 
Some important policy implications are 
noted in conclusion. 

Criminal desistance refers to the end of 
offending among those who have committed 
crimes in the past (Brame et al., 2004). 
Desistance is a multifaceted process that 
can occur among offenders who continually 
engage in criminal behavior. Desistance 
theory aims to explain why there is a 
dramatic decrease in the number of crimes 
committed after adolescence.  

Several theories are outlined in this 
research summary, and Sampson and 

Laub’s (1993) theory is described in greater 
detail. They predict that those who have 
more social capital, quality marital bonds, 
and stable employment in adulthood are 
more likely to desist from committing more 
crime through what the authors refer to as 
turning points.  

Empirical evidence about desistance is 
presented in four main areas: age, 
marriage, employment, and gender. Several 
findings from this analysis are highlighted: 

 Age directly affects desistance from 
crime. There is great variability in when 
individuals desist. Eventually, the vast 
majority of criminals desist from crime. 

 Marriage is causally related to 
desistance. Offenders who are married 
and who have better marriages are more 
likely to desist from crime.  

 The effects of employment programs on 
recidivism are modest and limited. 
However, employment effects are 
stronger for older ex-offenders. 

 Both men and women have similar 
turning points when they desist from 
crime. However, women participate in 
and commit crimes less frequently than 
men over time.  

Some specific policy implications that stem 
from these findings include funding 
interventions with a combined emphasis on 
monitoring the compliance of ex-prisoners 
and incorporating treatment focusing on job 
training and employment, education, family 
counseling, and reconnecting individuals to 
the community. Programs that meet all 
these criteria could significantly affect 
recidivism. Promising programs can include 
residential community corrections, day 
reporting centers, and home confinement. 
Overall, community alternatives that focus 
on building social support may inhibit 
criminal behavior by reducing future 
offending and overreliance on incarceration. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Criminal desistance refers to the end of 
offending among those who have committed 
crimes in the past (Brame et al., 2004). The 
cessation of criminal activity can vary 
widely (Loeber and LeBlanc, 1990). Most 
theorists recognize that desistance is a 
multifaceted process for offenders who 
continually engage in criminal behavior. 
LeBlanc and Fréchette (1989) outlined four 
subcomponents of criminal desistance: de-
escalation, deceleration, reaching a ceiling, 
and specialization.  

De-escalation occurs when criminal 
offenders commit less serious crime than 
they previously had. In other words, they no 
longer commit violent or serious crimes, but 
they may commit nonviolent or property 
crimes. 

Deceleration refers to the frequency of 
committing crime. For example, a person 
may be stealing every day for months and 
then over time begins to steal a couple of 
times a week. 

A third type of desistance is when the 
offender reaches a ceiling in the number of 
crimes committed. This typology includes 
gradually committing more than the 
maximum usual amount of crime and either 
declining from that increase or continuing to 
commit the same number of acts. 

The last desistance component is 
specialization, or when offenders become  

more specialized at committing a particular 
type of crime so that they do it less often. 
For example, an individual who commits 
robbery frequently develops a specialized 
skill set related to that type of crime, and as 
such becomes a robbery expert. 
Specialization results in desistance, because 
an offender can narrow the types of crimes 
committed to those that have the biggest 
payoff, thus reducing overall criminal 
activity.  

These categories are not mutually 
exclusive, and criminals can fit into one, 
two, or several of the different types. 
Desistance can account for a wide variety of 
criminal behavior that can vary over time. 
Most notably, desistance theory allows for 
crime to be measured and studied over the 
life course. Offending patterns over time 
are not captured by any other theoretical 
explanation. For this reason, desistance can 
confound research on recidivism and 
reentry. Termination of criminal offending 
can easily be conflated with one or more 
events that lead to reduced criminal 
activity, independently of any 
programmatic intervention (Farrington, 
2007).  

Desistance theory aims to 
explain why there is a 
dramatic decrease in the 
number of crimes committed 
after adolescence. 

The importance of studying and defining 
desistance has only been emphasized within 
the literature in the last decade (Bushway 
et al., 2003; Nagin and Tremblay, 2005; 
Sampson and Laub, 2003; Sampson et al., 
2006). Consequently, until the 1990s most 
research has defined desistance as a 
discrete state of nonoffending. Although the 
foundations of earlier theories and studies 
are relevant and important, researchers 
must use caution when applying the results 
of prior studies to those that encompass the 
dynamic life course. To determine why 
people stop committing crime, multiple time 
periods over a lifetime must be assessed to 
understand what is effective at reducing 
recidivism.  
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

Many theoretical frameworks attempt to 
explain desistance. Before discussing these 
frameworks, it is first essential to 
understand what theorists are trying to 
explain. Desistance and developmental 
theories focus on why there is a dramatic 
decrease or end in the number of crimes a 
person commits after adolescence. These 
life course frameworks are built from the 
foundations of theories that examine why 
people commit crime and then seek to 
answer why people stop.  

In most cases, life course theories were 
framed in accordance with the same 
theories that seek to explain why 
adolescents commit crime. Some argue that 
crime ceases in adulthood for the same 
reasons it starts in youth. For example, 
adolescents have delinquent peers, began to 
commit crime, then stop as they grew into 
adulthood because they no longer had 
delinquent peers. Consequently, criminal 
causation and criminal desistance are 
therefore linked. Each competing theory of 
desistance will be briefly discussed before 
offering an in-depth investigation into the 
most widely supported theory of desistance, 
Sampson and Laub’s (1993) age-graded 
theory of informal social control.  

Competing Theories of Desistance  
The first framework is rational choice 
theory (Cornish and Clarke, 1986), which 
attempts to explain the relationship 
between criminal activity and long-term 
access to economic opportunity. This 
framework assumes that offenders calculate 
the tradeoff between the costs and benefits 
of committing a crime and the long-term 
economic opportunities in the noncriminal 
job market. If an offender finds that the 
ability to earn legitimate wages outweighs 
the net payoff associated with committing 
more crime, then that person will become 
less involved in criminal activity. Theories 

about routine activities (Hindelang et al., 
1978) also fit within the rational choice 
framework. These theories of crime argue 
that the more time a person spends with 
family and the longer he or she has steady 
employment, the less likely that person will 
be to commit crime. 

A second theoretical framework is based on 
learning theory. Proponents of learning 
theory argue that offenders learn criminal 
behavior from others with whom they 
interact, specifically through delinquent 
peers (Akers, 1988; Sutherland, 1947). 
Supporters of learning theory argue that it 
is in fact a developmental theory: As people 

increasingly become involved in adult 
relationships and work, they will spend less 
time with their criminal peers, which 
ultimately leads to less crime being 
committed. Personal responsibilities also 
increase with time, which means fewer 
opportunities to hang out with friends. 
Thus, criminal behavior is no longer 
reinforced through peer groups. Marriage 
and steady employment have a direct 
negative effect on time spent with peers, 
mediating the relationship between 
noncriminal and peer associations. In other 
words, time spent with peers has a direct 
effect on whether a person commits crime in 
adulthood. 

Criminal causation and 
criminal desistance are 
linked. 

The third framework for desistance is the 
developmental model (Moffitt, 1993). 
Proponents of this model argue that signs of 
persistent antisocial behavior can be 
detected early in life. The theory posits that 
two groups of antisocial youth can be 
distinguished based on ages of onset of 
conduct problems and trajectories of those 
problems. The two groups—life-course 
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persisters or “early starters,” and 
adolescent limited offenders or “late 
starters”—differ enough to require separate 
causal explanations. Late starters usually 
desist from a pathway toward crime after 
adolescence; early starters continue their 
antisocial ways throughout their lives and 
are likely to become career criminals. 
Developmental models have earned 
increasing attention in the field through 
identifying groups of offenders over the life 
course and tracking those groups into 
adulthood.  

The fourth theoretical framework is the 
criminal propensity or latent trait model. 
The proponents of this model argue that a 
trait, low self-control, is developed by ages 8 
to 10 and remains stable throughout a 
person’s life (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 
1990). Self-control or lack thereof is a 
predisposition to impulsive behavior that 
causes criminality later in life. Low self-
control can be remedied by good parenting 
skills and supervision. This framework 
holds that all other models that fail to 
account for low self-control are flawed, 
because this trait precedes all others and is 
the direct cause of criminality (Gottfredson 
and Hirschi, 1990; Wilson and Herrnstein 
1985). In other words, those who have low 
self-control are less likely to have stable 
employment and are also less likely to 
select good marriage partners. To those who 
support this model, all explanations of 
desistance that do not account for this trait 
are erroneous.  

The last model to be considered here is the 
life course or social bonding model (Hirschi, 
1969; Sampson and Laub, 1993). This 
theory assumes that those who have weak 
social bonds in adolescence are more likely 
to be involved with crime. Proponents of 
this theory argue that adolescents with 
weak ties to society will be less likely to 
have quality social bonds in adulthood, 
unless there is a positive turning point in 
their 

lives such as marriage, job stability, or 
military service. The social bonding model 
has had the most empirical support 
concerning the desistance process and will 
be outlined in more detail in the next 
section.  

Sampson and Laub’s Age-Graded 
Theory of Informal Social Control  
Sampson and Laub’s (1993) age-graded 
theory of informal social control was an 
extension of Hirschi’s (1969) social bonding 
theory. Their desistance theory is similar to 
Hirschi’s model. However, the authors look 
at crime from childhood to adulthood and 
focus on individual differences and social 
bonds to explain onset and desistance from 
criminal behavior by emphasizing high-
quality bonds throughout the life course.  

Sampson and Laub predict that those who 
have more social capital in adulthood, such 
as quality marital bonds and stable 
employment, will be more likely to desist 
through what they call turning points in 
life. Turning points are a change or break in 
a person’s trajectory or criminal pathway. 
The occurrence of turning points or life 
transitions (having quality relationships 
with others, getting married, having stable 
employment, and going into the military) 
are likely to result in desistance from crime. 
Figure 1 represents how these processes 
lead a person either to persist and continue 
to commit crime or to desist from it. As 
noted here, Sampson and Laub (1993:224–
245) outline several stages of the life course 
that pertain to their theory (up to age 10; 
ages 10–18; ages 17–25; ages 25–32; and 
ages 32–45). 

The social bonding model 
has had the most empirical 
support concerning the 
desistance process. 
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At onset (up to age 18), both structural 
factors (low socioeconomic status of the 
family, family disruption, residential 
mobility, parents’ divorce, household 
crowding, being foreign born, and mother’s 
employment) and individual differences 
(difficult temperament, persistent 
tantrums, early construct disorder) can 
affect whether a person becomes delinquent 
and commits crime. These factors can also 
affect how a person develops social ties in 
adulthood. As an adolescent, having poor 
relations with family (lack of supervision; 
threatening, erratic, or harsh discipline; 
parental rejection) or at school (weak 
attachment, poor performance) and having 
a delinquent influence (sibling or 
delinquent attachment) are all causal 
influences of juvenile delinquency.  

Cumulative continuity (ages 18–25) is the 
process by which negative delinquent 
activities can disrupt informal social bonds 
to school, friends, and family and jeopardize 
the development of adult social bonds. 
Delinquency and deviance will continue 
into adulthood, resulting in continued 
criminal behavior and weakened social 

bonds. Cumulative continuity can also be 
conditioned by incarceration, whereby 
offenders internalize the label of offender 
(Becker, 1963; Lemert, 1951). This stigma 
diminishes self-worth, making offenders 
less likely to be productive citizens because 
of their difficulty in reestablishing positive 
bonds with prosocial institutions.  

Career criminals (ages 25–45) develop 
because of their inability to reestablish 
bonds to society. Adult crime is therefore a 
direct result of weak attachments to the 
labor force and to spouses. Adult crime can 
also be explained by those earlier factors 
that caused delinquency. Desistance is this 
process in reverse. In other words, those 
who do develop bonds before adolescence, at 
adolescence, or in adulthood will no longer 
commit crime because of informal social 
controls. Those who desist from crime have 
developed quality family bonds and/or have 
stable employment.  

Those who do develop bonds 
will no longer commit crime 
because of informal social 
controls. 

Sampson and Laub (1993) use the Glueck 
and Glueck (1968) data to analyze their 
theory. The Glueck data included a 
matched sample of 500 at-risk youth and 
500 nondelinquent boys from Boston ages 
15 to 17. They were matched on age, 
income, race, and IQ (and also on gender, 
because they are all males). Sampson and 
Laub followed the original Glueck data and 
tracked the men until they were 70 years 
old (Sampson and Laub, 2005). 
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Figure 1. Sampson and Laub’s Age-Graded Theory of Informal Social Control 

 

Source: Sampson, R., & Laub, J. (1993). Crime in the making: Pathways and turning points through life, pp. 244–245. Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press. 

 
To date, the Glueck study represents the 
longest longitudinal study ever conducted 
on criminals. The data included interviews, 
death records, and official criminal records. 
The researchers found that social bonds to 
family, school, and peers mediated the 
relationship between cumulative social 
disadvantage, personality traits, and 
adolescent delinquency (Laub and 
Sampson, 1988). Moreover, those with weak 
social bonds were more likely to commit 
crime when they were ages 10 to 17. 

Since its inception, this theory has been 
vigorously tested in the field. While there is 
still debate about exactly how desistance 
occurs, several findings are generally 
agreed upon and will be discussed in the 
next section. 

EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE 

Five main generalizations have been found 
true by desistance researchers, using most 
theoretical frameworks. The first is that the 
prevalence of offending decreases with age; 
however, there is relative variability within 
age groups and across different types of 

offenses (Steffensmeier et al., 1989). 
Second, the incidence of offending does not 
necessarily decrease with age, because for 
some offenders it will increase (Blumstein 
et al., 1988; Farrington, 1986). Third, there 
is relative continuity within offending: 

Those who commit crimes as adults are also 
more likely to have committed crimes as 
adolescents. In addition, the length of an 
offender’s criminal career is inversely 
related to onset, or the age at which the 
first crime is committed (Farrington and 
Hawkins, 1991; Moffitt, 1993). Fourth, 
despite patterns of continuity in offending, 
there is great diversity in criminal 
offending, because many offenders do not 
become career criminals (Nagin and 
Paternoster, 2000; Robins, 1978). Lastly, 
most researchers agree that there are 

Five main generalizations 
have been found true by 
desistance researchers, 
using most theoretical 
frameworks. 
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multiple pathways out of crime (Sampson 
and Laub, 1993).  

There is also relative agreement in the field 
that marriage and stable employment will 
lead to desistance (Sampson et al., 2006). 
However, how and why this occurs is much 
debated. In the following sections, concepts 
related to desistance will be discussed, 
including the relationship between 
desistance and age, marriage, employment, 
and gender.  

Age and Desistance  
As noted previously, competing theories 
offer various perspectives to explain why 
there is a dramatic decrease in offending 
with age. Many studies try to distinguish 
among and describe typical offending 
patterns over the life span and patterns of 
change in offending as well. These patterns 
are called trajectories or pathways. More 
generally, theorists seek to identify 
different groupings of offenders over the life 
course, including such subtypes as 
nonoffenders, early- and late-onset 
offenders, desisters, escalators, and chronic 
or career criminals. Trajectories are usually 
established by a range of childhood and 
adolescent characteristics such as low IQ, 
aggressive temperament, and early onset of 
antisocial behavior. 

Specifically, the criminal careers debate has 
stimulated the growth of research on crime 
and the life course (Osgood, 2005). A widely 
accepted conclusion is that violent offenders 
have longer criminal careers than 
nonviolent offenders. The longer a criminal 
career lasts, the more likely it will include a 
violent offense (Piquero et al., 2007). 
Criminal careers tend toward diversity 
rather than specialization, especially those 
of offenders who have at least one violent 
offense in their criminal history (Piquero et 
al., 2007). While research has noted the 
differences in the frequency (number of 

crimes) and participation (involvement) in 
crime among individuals, offenders tend to 
vary greatly by age at which they commit 
the most crime. In Laub and Sampson’s 
(2003) longitudinal study of criminal 
offenders past age 70, their major finding 
was that the number of offenses committed 
eventually decreased for all groups of 
offenders. Specifically, they found that 
grouping offenders by type was no longer 
relevant for subjects past a certain age.  

The most recent study that addressed the 
frequency of criminal offending was 
conducted by Petras and colleagues (2010). 
They used growth curve modeling to 
analyze data from the Criminal Career and 
Life Course Study, which included about 
5,000 offenders and had information on 
criminal convictions tracked over 60 years. 
The researchers found essentially identical 
relationships for both participation in and 
frequency of crime regarding the subjects’ 
age, sex, and marriage status. Specifically, 
both frequency of and participation in 
offending peaked in early adulthood and 
declined thereafter. 

In those years where subjects had a high 
probability of conviction, they also had a 
higher probability of being convicted for a 
number of different crimes (Petras et al., 
2010:630). Thus, there were few differences 
between a subject’s age and involvement or 
frequency of criminal offending. This 
finding does not support the concept that 
there are criminal career offenders. 
Moreover, the analysis provides evidence 
for a more general but dynamic theory of 
crime (Petras et al., 2010:631). The findings 
analyzing the relationship between age and 
crime illustrate the following: 

 Age has a direct effect on crime. 
 The individual age-crime curve varies 
greatly, and at the aggregate level, it 
only represents a few offenders. 
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 Frequency of and participation in 
criminal offending are related. 

Marriage and Desistance 
According to Sampson and Laub (2005:12), 
there are at least five mechanisms of 
desistance in the Glueck data that were 
related to marriage. Consistent with the 
turning-point processes noted above, 
marriage can potentially lead to one or 
more of the following possibilities in the 
lives of men who have committed crimes:  

 A so-called “knifing off” of the past from 
the present, where no further criminal 
activity is committed after marriage; 

 The potential for opportunities to invest 
in new relationships that offer social 
support, growth, and new social 
networks; 

 Creation of direct and indirect 
opportunities to supervise and monitor 
criminal behavior; 

 Reinforcement of structured routines 
that center more on family life and less 
on unstructured time with peers; and 

 Marriage, which can create opportunities 
for identity transformation and allow for 
the emergence of a new “self” focused on 
family life (Sampson and Laub, 2005:12). 

The literature that examines the 
relationship between marriage and 
desistance generally finds that married 
individuals are less likely to commit crime 
compared with those who are single 
(Bersani, et al., 2009; Blokland et al., 2005; 
Forrest, 2007; Laub et al., 1998; Laub and 
Sampson, 2003; McMillin, 2007; Nielsen, 
1999; Petras et al., 2010; Piquero et al., 
2002). Support for the influence of marriage 
on desistance has been found in samples of 
high-risk offenders (Farrington and West, 
1995; Horney et al., 1995; Laub and 
Sampson, 2003; McMillin, 2007) and in 
national studies (Forrest, 2007; Massoglia 

and Uggen, 2007; Maume et al., 2005; 
Nielsen, 1999; Warr, 1998).  

Moreover, the research in this area has 
been extended beyond the United States 
and has also found support in the United 
Kingdom (Farrington and West, 1995; 
Knight et al., 1977), Canada (Ouimet and 
LeBlanc, 1996), and the Netherlands 
(Bersani et al., 2009; Blokland and 
Nieuwbeerta, 2005). Other research finds 
evidence that the relationship between 
marriage and desistance from crime is in 
fact causal (Sampson et al., 2006). Using a 
counterfactual approach, similar to a 
random controlled experiment design, 
Sampson and colleagues (2006) tested the 
causal effect of marriage on offending and 
found that being married leads to a 35-
percent decrease in committing crime. 

Some studies have also found that it is not 
just the state of marriage that reduces 
offending but also the quality of the bond to 
conventional others. For example, 
Farrington and West (1995) tested whether 
being married and having a baby were 
factors likely to lead to desistance. They 
found that both factors were significantly 
associated with desistance, whereas being 
separated from a spouse was more likely to 
lead to later crime. Laub and colleagues 
(1998) used a dynamic measure of marriage 
and found that it was significantly more 
likely to lead to desistance; however, those 
who married needed time to develop bonds 
with their spouses before desistance 
occurred. Additionally, Benda and 
colleagues (2005) found that a person with a 
conventional partner was less likely to be 
reincarcerated for a felony or parole 
conviction 5 years after release from prison. 

At least five mechanisms of 
desistance were related to 
marriage. 
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The most recent study conducted on this 
subject found that among offenders, 
marriage significantly decreased both 
participation in and frequency of crime 
committed (Petras et al., 2010:626). 

In summary, evidence suggests that 
marriage has an effect on criminal 
desistance and is causally related to 
desistance from crime. Offenders who are 
married and who have higher-quality 
marriages are also more likely to desist 
from crime compared with those who are 
single or have lower-quality marital bonds. 
Moreover, some evidence suggests that 
having quality significant others (being 
unmarried but in a solid relationship) can 
also contribute to desistance (Forrest, 
2007). 

Employment and Desistance 
Employment is central to desistance 
theories, because having a job reinforces 
social conformity (Sampson and Laub, 
1993). Stable employment can lead to 
desistance, since offenders are more likely 
to experience close and frequent contact 
with conventional others in the workplace, 
ultimately becoming more likely to conform 
themselves (Warr, 1998). Sampson and 
Laub (1993:141) state that both marriage 
and employment transitions are 
“characterized by an extensive set of 
obligations, expectations, and 
interdependent social networks.” Like 
marriage, employment can create new 
situations with supervision and monitoring, 
as well as new opportunities of social 
support and a change in routine activities 
with the opportunity for identity 
transformations.  

A small number of studies have found that 
those who are employed are more likely to 
desist (Benda et al., 2005; Laub and 
Sampson, 2003; Sampson and Laub, 1993), 
while other studies found that employment 
has no effect on desistance (McMillin, 2007; 

Nielsen, 1999; Tripodi et al., 2010). In cases 
where offenders did commit crimes again, 
one study found that while employment was 
not associated with a significant decrease in 
likelihood of reincarceration, it was strongly 
correlated with longer time out of prison for 
employed offenders, compared with those 
who were unemployed (Tripodi et al., 2010). 

Findings that do not support employment 
as a significant factor in desistance could be 
due to the type of measure used in the 
study. Most of the studies that did not find 
an effect used a dichotomous measure of 
employment indicating whether the 
individual had a job. The quality of the 
commitment to the work force is what 
seems to determine whether desistance will 
occur. In other words, how long or how 
much a person works matters. Research 
that differentiates between being employed 
and having full-time employment or having 
a quality job has shown that those who 
have full-time or quality jobs are less likely 
to recidivate (Agnew, 1986; Bahr et al., 
2010; Benda et al., 2003; 2005; Greenberger 
and Steinberg, 1986; Heimer, 1995; Tripp, 
2007; Uggen, 1999, 2000; Wright and 
Cullen, 2004; Wright et al., 1997).  

Like marriage, employment 
can create new opportunities 
of social support. 

While having job stability can lead to 
desistance, the effects of being employed 
may not last. Experimental studies of 
employment programs for offenders show 
that work effects can dissipate over time 
(Cave et al., 1993; Harrison and Schehr, 
2004; Mallar et al., 1982). Specifically, 
Harrison and Schehr (2004) analyzed four 
vocational training programs and found 
that they reduced recidivism 10 to 50 
percent for the first 5 years after 
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participants were released from prison, but 
their effects were minimal after 5 years.  

Uggen and Staff (2001:13–15) conducted an 
extensive review on several work and 
training programs aimed to reduce 
recidivism and noted several findings: 

 The effects of work programs are often 
modest and limited. 

 Work, especially for older ex-offenders, 
was a turning point toward a more 
conventional lifestyle. 

 Evidence supported employment 
programs as an avenue for reducing 
crime and recidivism. 

In summary, there seems to be a consistent 
relationship between job stability and 
cessation of criminal offending. While these 
effects are modest over time, they may have 
the greatest effects for offenders who are 
older and for those just released from 
prison.  

Gender and Desistance 
At first, most longitudinal studies 
examining desistance from crime have been 
limited to male offenders (Doherty, 2005; 
Laub and Sampson, 2003; McMillin, 2007; 
Sampson and Laub, 1993). Moreover, 
studies with female subjects usually ‘‘do not 
include sufficiently large numbers of 
seriously delinquent girls to provide for a 
comprehensive analysis’’ (Giordano et al., 
2002:994). Recently, more studies have 
begun to address this deficit. Those that 
analyze differences between gender and 

desistance find more similarities in the 
desistance process across gender (Baskin 
and Sommers, 1998; Bersani et al., 2009; 
Giordano et al., 2002; Leverentz, 2006; 
Uggen and Kruttschnitt, 1998).  

For example, Giordano and colleagues 
(2002) used both qualitative and 
quantitative data to investigate desistance 
from crime using a sample of serious 
adolescent delinquents, some male and 
some female. Overall, findings across 
gender and life-course transitions were 
consistent. Desistance appears to be largely 
a nongendered process; however, some 
studies have noted differences in the way 
the desistance process occurs for each 
gender. Specifically, one study found 
evidence of important differences in the 
marriage effect across gender (King et al., 
2007), demonstrating that marriage is 
negatively associated with offending for 
both males and females. However, after 
disaggregating the effects for the propensity 
to marry, marriage maintained only a 
small, significant effect for males and had 
no effect on females.  

There seems to be a 
consistent relationship 
between job stability and 
cessation of criminal 
offending. 

While there seems to be minimal variation 
with regard to life transitions and gender, 
there are gender differences when assessing 
participation and the frequency of 
offending. Petras and colleagues (2010) 
conducted the most robust analysis by 
separating the effects of offending patterns 
between males and females. They found 
significant sex differences with respect to 
participation in crime and frequency at 
which those crimes are committed (Petras 
et al., 2010:626). Overall, the results 
suggested that women participate in and 
commit crimes less frequently than men 
throughout their lives.  

DISCUSSION 

Thus far, this research summary has 
outlined desistance theories, noted how 
desistance can occur, and highlighted what 
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relevant empirical research exists. Several 
theories were discussed, and Sampson and 
Laub’s (1993) theory was described in 
greater detail. Sampson and Laub predict 
that those who have more social capital, 
quality marital bonds, and stable 
employment in adulthood are more likely to 
desist from committing further crime.  

Empirical evidence was presented in four 
areas, including age, marriage, 
employment, and gender. Several findings 
from this analysis are highlighted below. 

 Age directly affects desistance from 
crime. There is great variability in when 
individuals desist. Eventually, the vast 
majority of criminals desist from crime. 

 Marriage is causally related to 
desistance. Offenders who are married 
and who have better marriages are more 
likely to desist from crime.  

 The effects of employment programs are 
modest and limited. However, obtaining 
a job may be more effective for older ex-
offenders. 

 Both men and women have similar 
turning points when they desist from 
crime. However, women participate in 
and commit crimes less frequently than 
men over time.  

Both theory and research on desistance are 
relatively new to the criminal justice field 
(Sampson and Laub, 1993). Most studies on 
desistance focus on the length of the follow-
up period. Consequently, much more needs 
to be known about the desistance process. 
First, studies must acknowledge that 
desistance is a process. Researchers should 
outline the dynamics of their findings about 
the data and sample years that are 
analyzed, as they may only be applicable to 
those sample years. Moreover, dynamic 
measures of crime, marriage, and 
employment must be used, because these 
factors can change over the course of the 
study period. More studies should also use 

panel designs in which adolescents are 
followed into adulthood (Farrington, 2007). 
Having more complete longitudinal 
datasets would greatly increase our 
understanding of the desistance process.  

Experimental designs are essential to 
understanding the desistance process. 
These designs allow researchers to make 
causal inferences about the effectiveness of 
certain treatments. Longitudinal designs 
are essential to assess which offenders are 
more likely to continue committing crime, 
which are more likely to desist, and why. 

. . . dynamic measures of 
crime, marriage, and 
employment must be used. 

The last key issue that future research 
should assess is the data source needed to 
better understand the desistance process. 
Both official and self-report measures 
should be used to capture reported and 
unreported criminal behaviors. Official 
statistics are essential to understand the 
effects of offending patterns at the system 
level. Self-reports should be used to capture 
those crimes that go unreported 
(Farrington, 2007).  

Several areas of research have yet to be 
explored. The first concerns the relationship 
between parenthood and desistance. 
Kreager and colleagues (2010) found that 
the transition to motherhood is significantly 
associated with reductions in delinquency 
and in the use of marijuana and alcohol, 
and that the parenthood effect is greater for 
women. Fatherhood also seems to be 
significantly associated with desistance in 
men (Tripp, 2007). 

Studies have only begun to explore other 
turning points. Other areas regarding life 
transitions should be explored, including 
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(but not limited to) the role of the caregiver 
at adulthood; the effects of conventional 
coworkers and peers; the effects of military 
service; and negative turning points, such 
as length of time in prison. Moreover, while 
several studies have assessed different 
patterns or trajectories of offending, more 
complete datasets that study offenders 
through age 70 are necessary. Only lifelong 
longitudinal studies can determine whether 
these typologies are true for the greater 
population of offenders or just characteristic 
of the dataset used.  

POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

Several policy implications arise from these 
findings. First, the evidence presented here 
highlights the need for policymakers to 
alter current policies on incarceration. As 
Laub and Allen (2000:24) emphatically 
state, “We must seriously rethink our 
current over-reliance on prison terms and 
examine the possibility that credible, strict 
punishments may be available in the 
community.”  

As desistance theory notes, social control 
and social capital are derived from some of 
the most basic institutions that 
imprisonment harms: the family, school, 
and job stability. Incarcerating high 
percentages of offenders already damages 
their weak bonds to society. Incarceration 
may actually increase offender recidivism 
on release. Furthermore, incarceration has 
negative effects on job stability and may 
increase offender involvement in crime over 
a lifetime (Sampson and Laub, 1993, 1995).  

To surmount the negative effects of prison 
sentences, offenders should be able to 
continue their education while in prison 
and participate in occupational and 
vocational programs that could improve 
post-release job stability (Laub and Allen, 
2000:23). Programs that promote and 
increase opportunities to restore and 
reconnect individuals to schools and 

training programs are essential. 
Specifically, programs need to effectively 
monitor the compliance of ex-prisoners and 
incorporate treatment focusing on job 
training and employment, education, family 
counseling, and reconnecting individuals to 
the community. Promising programs can 
include residential community corrections, 
day reporting centers, and home 
confinement (Laub and Allen, 2000:24–25).  

Restorative justice strategies may also help 
reduce recidivism and promote desistance, 
specifically when working with juvenile 
offenders. Such techniques can allow 
juveniles to avoid formal sanctions and 
processing by participating in community 
conferences. The principle behind 
restorative justice is that both the victim 
and the community are harmed by crime 
and need restitution. The goal of these 
programs is to create productive, 
responsible members of the community by 
strengthening bonds to conventional social 
groups, emphasizing the role of the family 
and community, and repairing bonds 
damaged by the criminal act (Leverant et 
al., 1999; McElrea, 1996). Essentially, these 
interventions would help promote 
desistance and ultimately reduce 
recidivism. 

Incarceration may actually 
increase offender recidivism 
on release. 

REFERENCES 

Agnew, R. (1986). Work and delinquency 
among juveniles attending school. 
Journal of Crime and Justice, 9, 19–41. 

Akers, R. L. (1998). Social learning and 
social structure: A general theory of crime 
and deviance. Boston: Northeastern 
University Press. 

 12 



Research Summary: Desistance and Developmental Life Course Theories 

Bahr, S., Harris, L., Fisher, J., and 
Armstrong, A. (2010). Successful reentry: 
What differentiates successful and 
unsuccessful parolees? International 
Journal of Offender Therapy and 
Comparative Criminology, 54, 667–692. 

Baskin, R., and Sommers, B. (1998). 
Casualties of community disorder: 
Women’s careers in violent crime. Boulder, 
CO: Westview Press. 

Becker, H. (1963). Outsiders: Studies in the 
sociology of deviance. New York: Free 
Press. 

Benda, B., Harm, J., and Toombs, J. (2005). 
Survival analysis of recidivism of male 
and female boot camp graduates using 
life-course theory. Journal of Offender 
Rehabilitation, 40, 87–113. 

Benda, B., Toombs, J., and Peacock, M. 
(2003). An empirical examination of 
competing theories in predicting 
recidivism of adult offenders five years 
after graduating from boot camp. Journal 
of Offender Rehabilitation, 37, 43–75. 

Bersani, B., Laub, J., and Nieuwbeerta, P. 
(2009). Marriage and desistance from 
crime in the Netherlands: Do gender and 
socio-historical context matter? Journal of 
Quantitative Criminology, 25, 3–24. 

Blokland, A., Nagin, D., and Nieuwbeerta, 
P. (2005). Lifespan offending trajectories 
of a Dutch conviction cohort. Criminology, 
43, 919–954. 

Blokland, A.J., and Nieuwbeerta, P. (2005). 
The effects of life circumstances on 
longitudinal trajectories of offending. 
Criminology, 43, 1203–1233. 

 
Blumstein, A., Cohen, J., and Farrington, 

D. (1988). Criminal career research: Its 
value for criminology. Criminology, 26, 1–
36. 

Brame, R., Bushway, S., and 
Paternoster, R. (2004). Some 

methodological issues in estimating the 
size of desisting populations. In S. 
Maruna (Ed.), Going straight (pp. 201–
214). Albany, NY: SUNY Press. 

Bushway, S., Thornberry, T., and Krohn, M. 
(2003). Desistance as a developmental 
process: A comparison of static and 
dynamic approaches. Journal of 
Quantitative Criminology 19, 129–153. 

Cave, G., Doolittle, F., Bos, H., and 
Toussaint, C. (1993). Jobstart: Final 
report on a program for high school 
dropouts. New York: Manpower 
Demonstration Research Corp. 

Cornish, D., and Clarke, R. (1986). The 
reasoning criminal: Rational choice 
perspectives on offending. New York: 
Springer-Verlag. 

Doherty, E. (2005). Assessing an age-graded 
theory of informal social control: Are there 
conditional effects of life events in the 
desistance process? (Doctoral dissertation, 
University of Maryland). Dissertation 
Abstracts International, A: The 
Humanities and Social Sciences, vol. 66, 
no. 5, pp. 1970-A. Nov 2005. (Order No. 
DA3175146.) 

Farrington, D. (1986). Age and crime. Crime 
and Justice, 7, 189–250. 

Farrington, D. (2007). Advancing 
knowledge about desistance. Journal of 
Contemporary Criminal Justice, 1, 125–
134. 

Farrington, D., and Hawkins, J. (1991). 
Predicting participation, early onset, and 
later persistence in officially recorded 
offending. Criminal Behavior and Mental 
Health, 1, 1–33. 

Farrington, D., and West, D. (1995). Effects 
of marriage, separation, and children on 
offending by adult males. In Z. S. Blau 
and J. Hagan (Eds.), Current perspectives 
on aging and the life cycle: Delinquency 

 13 



Research Summary: Desistance and Developmental Life Course Theories 

and disrepute in the life course, Vol. 4 (pp. 
249–281). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press Inc. 

Forrest, W. (2007). Adult family 
relationships and desistance from crime. 
(Doctoral dissertation, Florida State 
University). Dissertation Abstracts 
International, A: The Humanities and 
Social Sciences, vol. 68, no. 04, pp. 1668, 
2007, 182 p. Ph.D. Edition date: 2007. 

Giordano, C., Cernkovich A., and Rudolph, 
L. (2002). Gender, crime, and desistance: 
Toward a theory of cognitive 
transformation. American Journal of 
Sociology, 107, 990–1064. 

Glueck, S., and Glueck, E. (1968). 
Delinquents and nondelinquents in 
perspective. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press. 

Gottfredson, M., and Hirschi, T. (1990). A 
general theory of crime. Palo Alto, CA: 
Stanford University Press. 

Greenberger, E., and Steinberg, L. (1986). 
When teenagers work: The psychological 
and social costs of adolescent employment. 
New York: Basic Books. 

Harrison, B., and Schehr, R. (2004). 
Offenders and post-release jobs: Variables 
influencing success and failure. Journal 
of Offender Rehabilitation, 39, 35–68. 

Heimer, K. (1995). Gender, race, and the 
pathways to delinquency: An 
interactionist explanation. In J. Hagan 
and R. D. Peterson (Eds.), Crime and 
inequality (pp. 140–173). Palo Alto, CA: 
Stanford University Press. 

Hindelang, M., Gottfredson, M., and 
Garafalo, J. (1978). Victims of personal 
crime: An empirical foundation for a 
theory of personal victimization. 
Cambridge, MA: Ballinger. 

Hirschi, T. (1969). Causes of delinquency. 
Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press. 

Horney, J., Osgood, W., and Marshall, I. 
(1995). Criminal careers in the short 
term: Intra-individual variability in crime 
and its relation to local life circumstances. 
American Sociological Review, 60, 655–
673. 

King, R., Massoglia, M., and MacMillan, R. 
(2007). The context of marriage and 
crime: Gender, the propensity to marry, 
and offending in early adulthood. 
Criminology, 45, 33–65. 

Knight, B., Osborn S., and West D. (1977). 
Early marriage and criminal tendency in 
males. British Journal of Criminology, 17, 
348–360.  

Kreager, D. A., Matsueda, R. L., and 
Erosheva, E. (2010). Motherhood and 
criminal desistance in disadvantaged 
neighborhoods. Criminology, 48, 221–258.  

Laub, J., and Allen, C. (2000). Life course 
criminology and community corrections. 
Perspectives, 24, 20–30. 

Laub, J., and Sampson, R. (1988). 
Unraveling families and delinquency: A 
reanalysis of the Gluecks’ data. 
Criminology, 26, 355–380.  

Laub, J., and Sampson, R. (2003). Shared 
beginnings, divergent lives: Delinquents 
boys to age 70. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press. 

Laub, J., Nagin, D., and Sampson, R. 
(1998). Good marriages and trajectories of 
change in criminal offending. American 
Sociological Review, 63, 225–238. 

LeBlanc, M., and Fréchette, M. (1989). Male 
criminal activity from childhood to 
adulthood: Multilevel and developmental 
perspectives. New York: Springer-Verlag.  

Lemert, E. (1951). Social pathology: A 
systematic approach to the theory of 
sociopathic behavior. New York: McGraw-
Hill. 

 14 



Research Summary: Desistance and Developmental Life Course Theories 

Leverant, S., Cullen, T., Fulton, B., and 
Wozniak, F. (1999). Reconsidering 
restorative justice: The corruption of 
benevolence revisit? Crime and 
Delinquency, 45, 3–27.  

Leverentz, A. (2006). The love of a good 
man? Romantic relationships as a source 
of support or hindrance for female ex-
offenders. Journal of Research in Crime 
Delinquency, 43, 459–488. 

Loeber, R., and LeBlanc, M. (1990). Toward 
a developmental criminology. In M. Tonry 
and N. Morris. (Eds.), Crime and Justice: 
A Review of Research (Vol. 12, pp. 375–
473).  

Mallar, C., Kerachsky, S., Thornton, C., and 
Long, D. (1982). Evaluation of the 
economic impact of the job corps program: 
Third follow-up report. Princeton, NJ: 
Mathematica Policy Research, Inc.  

Massoglia, M., and Uggen, C. (2007). 
Subjective desistance and the transition 
to adulthood. Journal of Contemporary 
Criminal Justice, 23, 90–103. 

Maume, M., Ousey G., and Beaver, K. 
(2005). Cutting the grass: A 
reexamination of the link between 
marital attachment, delinquent peers, 
and desistance from marijuana use. 
Journal of Quantitative Criminology, 21, 
27–53. 

McElrea, M. (1996). The New Zealand 
youth cohort: A model for use with adults. 
In B. Galaway and J. Hudson (Eds.), 
Restorative justice: International 
perspectives (pp. 69–99). Monsey, NY: 
Criminal Justice Press.  

McMillin, H. (2007). Process and outcome 
evaluation of the Spokane County Meth 
Family Treatment Court, 2003–2005. 
(Unpublished doctoral dissertation, 
Washington State University, Pullman.) 

Moffitt, T. (1993). Adolescence-limited and 
life-course-persistent anti-social behavior: 

A developmental taxonomy. Psychological 
Review, 100, 647–701. 

Nagin, D., and Paternoster, D. (2000). 
Population heterogeneity and state 
dependence of the evidence and directions 
for future research. Journal of 
Quantitative Criminology, 6, 335–356. 

Nagin, D., and Tremblay, A. (2005). 
Developmental trajectory groups: Fact or 
a useful statistical fiction? Criminology, 
43, 873–904. 

Nielsen, A. L. (1999). Testing Sampson and 
Laub’s life course theory: Age, 
race/ethnicity, and drunkenness. Deviant 
Behavior, 20, 129–151.  

Osgood, W. (2005). Making sense of crime 
and the life course. Annals of the 
American Academy of Political and Social 
Science, 602, 196–211. 

Ouimet, M., and LeBlanc, M. (1996). The 
role of life experiences in the continuation 
of the adult criminal career. Criminal 
Behavior Mental Health, 6, 73–97. 

Petras, H., Nieuwbeerta, P., and Piquero, A. 
(2010). Participation and frequency of 
during criminal careers across the life 
span. Criminology, 48, 607–637. 

Piquero, A., Brame, R., Mazerolle, P., and 
Haapanen, R. (2002). Crime in emerging 
adulthood. Criminology, 40, 137–169. 

Piquero, A., Farrington, D., and Blumstein, 
A. (2007). Key issues in criminal career 
research: New analyses from the 
Cambridge Study in Delinquent 
Development. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press. 

Robins, L. N. (1978). Sturdy childhood 
predictors of adult antisocial behavior: 
Replications from longitudinal studies. 
Psychological Medicine, 8, 611–622. 

Sampson, R., and Laub, J. (1993). Crime in 
the making: Pathways and turning points 

 15 



Research Summary: Desistance and Developmental Life Course Theories 

 16 

through life. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press. 

Sampson, R., and Laub, J. (1995). 
Understanding variability in lives 
through time: Contributions of life-course 
criminology. Studies in Crime and Crime 
Prevention, 4, 143–158. 

Sampson, R., and Laub, J. (2003). Life-
course desisters? Trajectories of crime 
among delinquent boys followed to age 70. 
Criminology, 41, 555–592. 

Sampson, R., and Laub, J. (2005). A life-
course view of the development of crime. 
Annals of the American Academy of 
Political and Social Science, 602, 12–45. 

Sampson, R., Laub, J., and Wimer, C. 
(2006). Does marriage reduce crime? A 
counterfactual approach to within-
individual causal effects. Criminology, 44, 
465–506. 

Steffensmeier, D., Allan, E., Harer, M., and 
Streifel, C. (1989). Age and the 
distribution of crime. American Journal of 
Sociology, 94, 803–831. 

Sutherland, E. (1947). Principles of 
criminology (4th ed.). Philadelphia: 
Lippincott. 

Tripodi, S., Kim J., and Bender, J. (2010). Is 
employment associated with reduced 
recidivism? The complex relationship 
between employment and crime. 
International Journal of Offender 
Therapy and Comparative Criminology, 
54, 706–720.  

Tripp, B. G. (2007). Fatherhood and crime: 
Examining life course transitions among 
men in Harlem. (Doctoral dissertation, 

University of Texas at Austin.) 
http://proquest.umi.com/pqdweb?did=147
2128211andFmt=7andclientId=57279and
RQT=309andVName=PQD 

Uggen, C. (1999). Ex-offenders and the 
conformist alternative: A job quality 
model of work and crime. Social 
Problems, 46, 127–151. 

Uggen, C. (2000). Work as a turning point 
in the life course of criminals: A duration 
model of age, employment, and 
recidivism. American Sociological Review, 
65, 529–546. 

Uggen, C., and Kruttschnitt, C. (1998). 
Crime in the breaking: gender differences 
in desistance. Law and Society Review, 
32, 339–366. 

Uggen, C., and Staff, J. (2001). Work as a 
turning point for criminal offenders. 
Corrections Management Quarterly, 5, 1–
15. 

Warr, M. (1998). Life-course transitions and 
desistance from crime. Criminology, 34, 
183–216. 

Wilson, J., and Herrnstein, R. (1985). Crime 
and human nature. New York: Simon & 
Schuster. 

Wright, J., and Cullen, F. (2004). 
Employment, peers, and life-course 
transitions. Justice Quarterly, 21, 183–
205. 

Wright, J., Cullen, F., and Williams, N. 
(1997). Working while in school and 
delinquent involvement: Implications for 
social policy. Crime and Delinquency, 43, 
203–221. 

 

http://proquest.umi.com/pqdweb?did=1472128211&Fmt=7&clientId=57279&RQT=309&VName=PQD
http://proquest.umi.com/pqdweb?did=1472128211&Fmt=7&clientId=57279&RQT=309&VName=PQD
http://proquest.umi.com/pqdweb?did=1472128211&Fmt=7&clientId=57279&RQT=309&VName=PQD

	FIGURE 
	OVERVIEW
	INTRODUCTION
	THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS
	Competing Theories of Desistance 
	Sampson and Laub’s Age-Graded Theory of Informal Social Control 

	EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE
	Age and Desistance 
	Marriage and Desistance
	Employment and Desistance
	Gender and Desistance

	DISCUSSION
	POLICY IMPLICATIONS
	REFERENCES

