CHAPTER 14

Desistance from Crime over the
Life Course®

ROBERT J. SAMPSON
Jou~N H. LAUR

There is no shortage of explanations tn the ficld of criminology for the onset of criminal
behavior. which is typically assumed to oceur in childhood or carly adolescence. What 15 not
known with much certainty is why some ollenders stop commiling crimes when they do,
while others continue over large portions of the life course. What accounts for stambity and
change in patterns of criminal offending over time? Unfortunately, the longitudinal studies
needed te answer this central question are virlually non-existent. Most criminological
research consists of cross-sectional “snapshots™ or relatively short-term panel studics ol
offending. L.ong-term studies thut follow the same individuals over time are as rare as they are
difticult to carry oul.

In this chapter we address these issues by examining a theorelical taxonomy of cxplana-
tions for desistance from crime.’ We organize our discussion by presenting and critiquing tour
conceptual accounts that have been prominently advanced (o explain desistance from crine—
maturation, development, rational choice, and social lcaming. We then present an integrated
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account based on the core principles of life course inguiry, building in large et from our pre-
vious rescarch on crime acress the life course (Sampson & Laub, 19933 We helieve that a hte
course perspective offers the most compelling and unitying ramework for understanding the
processes underlying continuity (persistencey and change {desistance ) i criminal behavior over
the life span. Before addressing specific theoretical accounts, however. we must (irst conlront
the relevant Facts about crime and key definitional issues surrounding the concept of desistunce,

DEFINING THE PROBILEM

Drawing on the accumulation of criminological research to date, we belicve there is consen-
sus on several important findings relating o offending patterns over time. Any reasonable the-
ory of desistance from crime must be able to accommodate the Fellowing facts.

l. The prevalence of erime dectines with age, although there 15 more variability 1n the
age distnbution across offcnse types than s commonly belicved (Steffensmeier,
Allan. Harer. & Streifel. 1989, Typically. cniminal offending begins in pre-
adolescence, peaks sharply during adolescence, and rapidly declines in the transition
w0 young adulthood.

The incidence ol crime does not necessarily decline with age and may m fact ncrease

[

with age Tor certain types of ¢rime anel subgroups of offenders {Blumstein, Cehen,
Roth, & Visher, 1936: Farrington. 1986: but see Hirschi & Gotttredson, 19834,

3. There appears (o be substantial continuity in olfending from childhood o adoles-
cence and (rom adolescence into adulthood. with the earlicr the onset of criminal
activity, the longer the eriminal carcer (Blumnstein ot al, 1986; Robins, 1966;
Wollvang, Figlio. & Scilin, 1972

3. Despite this continuity, there is a great deal of heterogeneity in criminal behavior over
the liie span. Cling (1980) urgued that although there 13 “more constaney than change
there iy sutlicient change in all the data to preclude simple conclusions concerning
criminal carcer progressions”™ (p. 663). Chne (19800 pp. 669-670} concluded.
rightfully we suggest, that there is Far more helerogencity in criminal behavior than
previods work has suggeested and that many juveniie offenders do not go on to
hecome carcer offenders, Locher and LeBlane (1990 made o similar point: “Against
the hackdrop of continuity. studies also show large within-ndividual changes in
offending™ 1p. 39(h,

5. Finally, the literature focosing direetly on desistance from crime indicates that there
are multiple pathways, Some of the most important elements in the desistance process
appear o be attachment to @ conventional person such as a spouse, stable employ-
ment, translormation ol personal identity, and the aging process. Moreover. the
predictors and processes ol desistance do not seem o vary much by offender charac-
teristics or type of erime (see Laub & Sampson [2001] for a complete review).

As Rutter (1988, p. 3) pointed out, a major unanswered question is whether the predictors
of desistance are unigue or simply the opposite of predictors leading 1o oftending. One school
of thought argucs that the predictors of desistance are the reverse ot risk factors predicting
offending (Gottfredson & Hirsehi, 1990 LeBlane & Locber. 1993, p. 247) On the other hand.
Farringten {1992} contends 1han the onsct ol delingquency s due (o changes in social influence
from parents W peers and that desistance is due o changes in social influenee from peers to
spouses. The implication is thar the predictors of desistance may be distinguished from the

PDF created with FinePrint pdfFactory trial version www.pdffactory.com



http://www.pdffactory.com

Desistance from Crime over the Life Course 297

predictors ol the onset ol crime. There is evidence for this “desistance™ position as found in
Glueck and Glueck™ (1943) rescarch on criminal careers conducted in the 19305 and 1940s,
Uggen and Piliwvin ¢ 1998) refer to this idea as “asvimmetrical causation.”

In short. despite some promising leads and an accumulaton of facts on age and crime,
much remains to be discovered about the processes of desistance from criminal behavior
across various stages of the life course. We maintain that to understand desistance [rom crim-
inal behavior requires a theory of crime and the criminal “offender.” Crime s typically
defined as a violation ol societal tules ol behavior that are embodied in law. When olficially
recognized. such violations may evoke sanctions by the state. Deviance is typically defined
as violations of social nerms or generally accepted standards of society (i.c.. institulionalized
expectations). Fven given these delinitions, the operational definition of an “offender”
remains ambiguous, as does the point at which persistent offending or desistance occurs.
Therefore. betore we begin our review of the explanations ol desistance from crime, we need
to lake a closer ook at the term itsclf.

IS DESISTANCE A MEANINGFUL TERM?

Defined us ceasing 1o do something, desistance from crime is commonly acknowledged in the
research literature. Most offenders. alter atl, eventually stop offending. Yet there is relatively
lile conceptualization about crime cessation. As Maruna (2001) notes. “Desistanee from
cime is an unusual dependent variable [or criminologists because it is not an cvent that
happens. rather it is the sustained absence of a centain type of event (in this case, crime)”
{p. 17). Compounding this lack of conceptual clarity is the contounding of desistance with
aging. It is well known that crime declines with age in the agaregate population {Gottfredson &
Hirschi, 1990). The decline of recidivism with age led Holtman and Beck (1984, p. 621 o
argue for the existence of an age-related “burnout™ phenomenon. These authors found thal
rates of recidivism decline with increased age and that this relationship persists after control-
ling for other factors linked to recidivism (e.g.. prior criminal record). Moreover, there is
evidence that oftenders” lear of doing time in prison becomes especially acute with age [see
Shover, 1996,

Several additional questions remain unanswered, For example. can desistance occur
after one act of crime? It so, are the processes of desistance from a single act of crime dif-
ferent from desistance after several acts of crime? is there such a thing as “spontancous remis-
sion” and. if so. can the term be precisely defined? Stall and Biernacki (19861 defined
spontaneous remission as desistance that oceurs absent of any external intervention. How can
“genuine desistance” be distinguished from “false desistance™? How long a follow-up periocd
is needed to establish desistance? Baskin and Sommers {1998) argue that a 2-ycar hiatgs
indicates “temporary cessation” and is a Jong enough period to consider the “processes that
initiate and sustain desistance™ (p. 143), Yet how does one distinguish Cintermittency in
offending™ from “true desistance™? For instance, Elliott. Huizinga, and Menard (1989, p. 118)
employ the term suspension because suspension nmplics either temporary or permanent ces-
sation. Farrington (1986) stated that “even a five-year or (en-vear crime-free period is no
guarantec that offending has terminated™ (p. 2011, And in fact, Barnett, Blumsiein. and
Famington (1989} tound a small group of offenders who stopped offending and then restarted
after a long period of time.

In a similar vein, 1f offending ceases. but prohlem behavior remains or increases. what
does that say about desistance? Weitekamp and Kerner (19943 make the point that “Desistance
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of crime could guite contrary be considersd as o process which may lead to vther forms of
socially deviant, unwanted or personally dreadful problems™ (p. 448). Some offenders, even
though they desist from crimingl activity. continue to engage in a variety of acts that are con-
sidered “deviant” or the functional equivalents of crime (Gottfredson & Hirschi. 1990}, For
example, they may drnink alcohol excessively, have children out of wedlock, “loat™ instead of
work, gamble, and congregate in bars. Can these people accurately be called desisters? Perhaps
irom the narrow contines of the criminal justice system they are. but from a theoretical van-
tage point, they display traits that imply little change in their antisocial trajectory.

Conceptual Framework

Although answers (0 these questions are difficult, we helieve that some ground rules are pos-
stble and in fact necessary belore meaninglful rescarch can proceed. We believe it s first
important 1o distinguish termination of offending rom the concept of desistance. Termination
is the point in time at which one stops criminal activity, whereas desistance 1s the causal
process that supports the termination of offending. While it 15 difficult to ascertain when the
process of desistance actually begins. it is apparent that it continues after the termination of
offending. In our view. the process of desistance maintains the continued state of non-
offending. Thus, bhoth termination and the process of desistance need to be considered in
understanding cessation from offending. By using different terms tor these distinet phenom-
ena, we separate termination (the outcome) from the dynamics underlying the process of
desistance (the causce), which have been hopelessly confounded in the hterature to dale.

The termination of offending is characterized by the absence of continued offending (a
non-vvent). Unlike, sav, stopping smoking, where sctling a specific quit date 1% so imporlant,
criminal offenders typically do not set a date to quit offendimg. The actual period of time nec-
essary to establish that lermination has ocecurred s a sticky issuc. but one thal 1y possible to
overcome. For example, in the criminal career literature, the end of the criminal career 18
defined as the age at which the last crime 1s committed. Thus, it seemis reasonable to specify
the date of last crime as the point of lermination of offending, recognizing that there are seni-
ous measurement problems in ascertaining 16 in (act & person has stopped committing crimes
after a certain point,

Desistance, by contrast, evolves over tme In 2 process. According to Vaughan (1986),
“uncoupling’” is the process of divorce and separation. The process ol uncoupling oceurs prior
to. during, and after divorce. Like desistance, uncoupling 1s not abrupt. but a gradual transi-
tion out of an intimate relationship. Simular to quithing smoking or uncoupling (Fisher,
Lichtenstein, Haire-Joshu, Morgan. & Rehberg, 1993; Vaughan, 19860) we would similarly
argue that desistance 15 best viewed as & process rather than a discrete event. The process is a
social transition that entails denbity transtormation, for example, from a smoker o a non-
smoker, or trom a marnied/coupled person, o a divorced/uncoupled person. or from an
offender 10 a non-offender. Also, like quitting smoking or uncoupling, desistance is not an
irreversible transition,

Because low rate offending is so common, especially during adolescence. we further
argue that criminclogists will not learn much more than is already known about the near ubig-
uy of delinquency during the teen years. Following this logic, it does not seem fruitful for
criminologists to spend much time studying termination or desistance for low rate adolescent
offenders (defined as involvement in a single event or a series of relauvely isolated events in
the teenage years}. Furthermore, it follows that termination and desistance should be studied
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among these who reach some reasonable threshold of [requent und serious criminal ofTending.
The precise details of measurement depend upon the data set and the research question under
investigation. For example, we have argued for a focus on desistance from persistent and seri-
ous delinquency. operationalized in our own research using a delinquent group of 500 formerly
incarcerated juveniles with lengthy and scrious eriminal records (Sampson & Laub, 1993},
Finally, whether or not onc embraces the criminal carcer paradigm (Blumstein et al.,
1986), good theories of crime ought to account for the onset. continuation. and desistance from
eriminal behavior across the tite span. At the heart of this focus on persistence and desistance
is a conceptualization of stability and change over the life course. Consider that desislance can
eecur when there s a change in criminal propensity or a change in opportunities to commit
crime. {5 desistance related to one or both of these domains? Defining criminality as the stable
propensity to offend. Gotifredson and Hirschi ( 1980) argue that desistanee occurs when there
is a change in the opportunity 1o offend. In their view, crinunality is stable over the life course
and, thus, cannot account for desistance from crime. Like Gottfredson and Hirschi {1990, we
. mantain that crime changes over fime (Sampson & Laub, 1993), but we also contend (hat
oppertunitics for crime are ubiquitous (Sampson & Laub, 19933, However. so far we have been
. silent as fo whether criminality {propensity ) changes or remains stable over time, although we
- mply that traits like sclf-control can change over ime as a consequence of changes in the qual-
+ ity or strength of social ties. Ultimately, the concern with propensity {assuming that such an
- eality exists) may not be an important issuc in the study of crime over the life course. LeBlanc
- and Loeber {1998). for example, recognize that “manifestations of deviancy in the course ol
 individuals lives may change. while the underlying propensity for deviancy may remain sta-
. ble™ {p. 179). We believe the focus ought 1o be on the heterogencity of criminal behavior over
the life span and not some unobserved latent concept.”

EXPLANATIONS OF DESISTANCE FROM
CRIME '

~ There are two distinct models i the criminological literature that have been applied to the
+ desistance phenomenon. One stems from the idea of population heterageneliry. This perspec-
. tive argues that behavior over the life course is a reflection of dilferences thal vary between
" persons (usually. but not necessarily, individual differences or “traits”) and that are estab-
lished early in life with conscquent stability over time. For example, Nagin and Paternoster

{2000) argue that “there may be ditferences between individuals in socialization. personalily,
- or biological/constitutional attributes which makes crime more likely over time™ {p. 1 19).
Once identificd, time-stable traits like sell-control, temperament. and intelligence are posited
. teaccount for continuity in antisoctal behavior —indeed. all hehavior—over time.

A second process involves the idea of state dependence. According to this model, past
~behavior causally influences future events and these events can in tum affect current and
future behavior. For example, getting arrested hecause of criminal behavior may weaken

ote’s future employment prospects, which in turn leads to an increased risk for later crime.
- As Nagin and Paternester (2000, p. 118) peint out, “committing crimes has the two-pronged
effect of both weakening restrainis/inhibitions and strengthening incentives for additional
criminal behavior.”

*n our vigw, there ©s an implicit theory underlying the concept of propensice—the positing ol fixed attributes tha
wre related to crime vet never shser ed.
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What i~ Tacking in both theae models, however, is 4 reasonable and persuasive explana-
tom of chunge 1 behavior. Theories of change in behavior i our case, desistance from
crime—ure leas developed than theories of (the onsel and continuation in crinte. As one can
see Trom the models deseribed above, the idea of change is problematic. For instunce, if indi-
viduals share the same indwidual traits that increase their propensity (o crime and these traits
are stable over time, how can one explain differential desistance from criminal behavior?
Similarly 31 current criminal activity has a causal effect on subscquent criminality. as argued
in the state dependence maodel, then how can one explain how criminals stop offending? In
short, the population heterogencity and state dependence models einphasize one side of the
codn—contiuity in offending—and do not provide much insight inte the processes of change.
Combining the processes of popubation heterogeneity aned state dependence 1s a step in the
right direction. but it too begs the issue of change. What is the process of change i1 persistent
hetervgeneity and state dependence are present’? If the idea ol state dependence is that “crim-
mal behavior has 4 genuine causal effect on subsequent criminality by eroding constraints and
strengthening incentives 1o crime™ (Nagin & Paternoster, 2000, po 1175t is not clear how
“state dependence can alao explain why there s change or cessation in offending over time”
iNagin & Paternoster. 2000, p. 1271F Ultimately. the only way for models ol population het-
crogeneity and state dependence to provide an adequate explanation of conlinuity and change
in crimingl behavior s 1o adopt o typological approach or one that argucs that different
olfenders have different causal pathways o crime and as a result different prospects for desis-
Ltance. We return 1o this crucial point below.

FRAMEWORKS FOR UNDERSTANDING THE
DESISTANCE PROCESS

To explain change in offending over time we turh 1o several conceptual accounts of desistance
from crime. While there is overlap across these frameworks, we highlight what we see as the
differing elements of emiphasis within cach framework. We make the case that the life course
perspective 1s the most promising approach for advancing the state of knowledge regarding
continuity (persistence in) and change (desistance) in crinie entd other problem behaviors.

Maturation and Aging Accounts of Desistance

The Gluecks developed the idea of maturation as the key factor in explaining desistance from
crime. Their theory was Lhat “the physical and mental changes which enter into the natural
process of matmrarien offer a chiet explanation of tmprovement ol conduct with the passing
of years™ (Glueck & Glueek. 1974, p. 1491, Desistance oceurred with the passage of time,
speeifically, there was a “decline in recidivism during the late twentics and carly thirties”
{Glucck & Glueck. 1974, p. 1735). Thus. for the Gluecks. desistance was normative and
expected unless an offender had serious biological or environmental deficits. At the same
time, the Gluecks argued that persistent recidivism could be explained by a lack of maturity:

“Toant thenries erploseng te idea of stwe depeinslence prochiet, all else equal. thin crine witl penciate mere erime,
thus, Teading e cominuity i ofending over e, For cxanple, ibelng theors slemert, 19720 wecial learning
tieory Cakerss 955 peneral strdin theory cagnew, 19920 ioterectonal theors CThomberry, T aml the thene

ol cumulinne disidvimtage (Sanpson & Lah, T T3 all seem o preedicn escalaomg crimne.
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offenders who eventually desisted experienced delayed or belated maturation. Atthough per-
haps tautological in nature, the Gluecks argoed that the men under study “finallv achieved
enough integration and stability (o make their intelhgence and emotional—volitional equip-
ment effective in convincing them that crime does not Tead 1o satistaction and in enhancing
their capacity for self-control™ ¢ 1974, p. 17(h.

The Gluecks betieved that maturation was @ complex concept and process. They wrote
that maturation “embraces the development of a stage of physical, intellectual, and alfective
capacity and stability, and a suflicient degree ol integration of ali mujor constituents of
tfemperament, personality and intelligence 1o be adequate to 1the demands and restrictions of
life in orgamzed society™ (Glueck & Glueck, 1974, p. 170). The Gluecks were quite clear that
desistance “cannol be attributed 1o external environmental transformations”™ (p. 173). The
Gluecks called fur more research into the “striking maturation™ phenomenon from biological,
psychological, and sociological perspectives, with the goal 1o “dissect maturation into s
components” {p. 2700, Interestingly, Tor the Gluecks age and mataration were not one and the
same. 1t was the case that as age wereased, recidivism declined. However, age alone was not
enough te explain maturation. “It was not the achievement of any particular age. but rather
the achicvement of adequate maturation regardless ol the chronological age at which it
occurred that was the significant influence tn the behavior change of our criminals™ (Glueck &
Glueck, 1945, p. ®11 Nonetheless, the basic idea of this approach 18 that desistance is the
result of offenders growing ool of crime and settling down.

A variation of the Gluecks approach s found 1 Gottfredson and Hicschi's (19907 A gen-
eral theorv of crime. Like the Glueeks, Gottfredson and Hirschi {19903 argue that crime
declines with age for all offenders (see also Hirschi & Gottiredson. 1983}, Golttredson and
Hirschi contend that the age distribution of crime—including onset. freguency. and desistance—-
is, for all intents and purposes. “Tnvariant”™ across tme. space. and historical conlext and,
therefore. cummot be cxpluined by vartables currently proposed in mainstream criminology
(e.g.. poverty, subculture ). Gottiredson and Hirschi state, " This explanation suggesis that mat-
grational reforin is just that, change in behavior that comes with maturation: it suggests that
spontancous desistance is just that. change in behavior that cannot be explained and change
that occurs regardless of what clse happens”™ (1990, p. 136,

A fundamental aspect of the Gotfredson and Hirsehi { 19907 account of desistance 1s the
distinction between crime and criminality. According 1o Gottfredson and Hirschi crimes are
short-term, circunseribed events that presuppose @ set of conditions. In contrast. criminality

refers to relatively siable differences across individuals in the propensity 0 commil
cnme. Gottfredson and Hirscht go on to argue that, while erime evervwhere declines with age,
ciminality—ditferences in propensities, Tike self-control  remain retatively stable over the
life course. They write, “Desistunce theary asserts that erime declines with age because of
factors associated with age that reduce or chiange the ermminality of the actor. The age theory
asserts that crime. independent of crimmuality, dechines with age”™ (Gottfredson & Hirschi,
1990, p. 137y For Gotttredson and Hirschi cniminality was Impervious to institwtional
tnvolvement and impuct.

Unlike the Gluecks, Gaottlfredson and Hirsehi do not invoke the process of maturation,
but rather a dircet effect of age on erime. Decreases in offending over time are “due 1o the
inexorable aging of the organism™ (Gottlredson & Hirschio 1990, p. 1411, From this theoret-
ical perspective. it follows that criminal behavior is largely unalfected by life course events
marriage. employment, edocation. cte. - or any situational ar institutional influenges, The
problem with maturational or “ontogencetic™ accounts. well noted by Danncfer (19843, 1s that
they do not really offer win explunation—things are thought o just “naturally™ happen, The
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basic tdea is that desistance “just happens™ and that the age effect cannot be explained with
the available werms and concepts,

Developmental Accounts of Desistance

A similar problem is seen in developmental accounts that are rooted in ointogencetic reasoning
(Dunneter, 1984} One explanation is that identity changes account for reductions and cessa-
tion in crime (see Maruna, 2001: see also Gartner & Piliavin, 1988: Shover, 1996). Mulvey
and LaRosa (1986) tocus on the period from age 17 to 20, the period they call the time of
“naturad” recovery. They argue that desistance 1s the result of shifts in bebavioral patterns that
charactlerize adolescence. especially late adolescence (see Mulvey & Aber, [1988] for details
on this developmental perspective). This process is similar to the one advanced by Shover
(1996) 10 his study of behavioral shifts in response to aging among men nvolved in crime.
Such accounts of desistance suggesl lwo themes.

1. Desistance is normative (ontogenetic) and expected across the hife span. Some “rough
and tumble” toddlers will desist from antisocial behavior as they enter school, some
adolescent delinguents will desist while in high school. and some older delinguents
will desist as they make the transition te voung adulthood, and so on.

Cognitive change 1s a precursor to behavioral change. What Maruna (2001) calls
“identity deconstruction™ 1s necessary 1o hegin the long-term process of desistance.

| R

A second developmental account ol desistance is offered by Gove (1985). He argues that
explanalions of the cessation of various forms of crime and deviance must incorporate bio-
logical. psychological, and sociological variables. Like Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983), Gove
(1985) maintains that sociological theones of erime are unable to explain the patterns of
desistance tevealed nthe data. Gove (19835} reviewed six sociological theories of deviance,
including labeling, conflict, differential association, control, anomie. and functional theory
and concluded that “all of these theoretical perspectives either explicitly or implicitly suggest
that deviant behavior 1s an amplifying process feading to further and more serious deviance™
{p. 1181, By contrast, changes in xocially structured roles, psvehological wellbeing, psycho-
logical maturaiion, and bivlogical fuctors such as physical sirength, physical energy. psycho-
logical drive, and the need for stimulation provide reasonable accounts of desistance from
crime with age. Gove (1985) concludes that “biolegical and psychological factors appear to
play a critical role in the terminatien of deviant behavior™ (p. 136). The peak and decline in
physical strength, energy, psychological drive, and the need for stimulation maps fairly well
the peak and decline in deviant behavior,

A third and the most intluential developmental account of persisience in and desistance
from crime is offered by Mottt (1993, 1994), Motfitt spells out two distinet categories of
individuals, cach possessing a unique natural history of antisocial behavior over the life
course. From a desistance standpoint, what is important is that these two antisocial trajecto-
ries have unique etiologies that in part account for the differences in desistance. Lile-course
persistent offenders start carly in childhood and persist in offending well into adulthood. For
this small group of offenders, neuropsychological deficits in conjunction with disrupted
attachment relationships and academic failure drive long-term antisocial behaviors. Simply
pul. life-course persistent offenders do not desist from crime. As Moffitt states, it is not the
traits or the environment per se that account for continuily. Rather her theory of continuous
anlisocial behavior (and by definition, no desistance) “emphasizes the constant process of
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reciprocal interaction between personal traits and environmental reactions to them'™ (Moffu,
1904, p. 28). Antisocial dispositions infilrate into all domains of adolescence and aduithood
and this “diminishes the likclihood of change™ (Moflitt. 1994, p. 28},

Adolescence-limited olfenders are involved in antisocial behavior only during adoles-
cence. This large group ol oftenders has no history of antisocial behavior in childhood. The
delinquency of the adolescence-limited group is situational and, as a result, virtually ail of
these offenders desist trom criminal behavior over time. Adolescence-limited offenders seek
to enjoy the spoils of adulthood (what Moffitt calls the maturity gap) and they minic the anti-
social styles of life-course persisters and. in tum, they arc socially reinforced by the “nega-
tive conseguences” of delinquent behavior (Moftitt. 1994, pp. 30-33). Adolescence-limited
offenders desist from crime in response to changing contingencies and reinforeements.
For the adolescence-limited group. desistance, like delingquency. is normalive. Because
adolescence-limiteds have no history ol childhood antisocial behavior resulting from
neuropsychological deficits, the forces of cumulative continuity are much weaker.
Simuitaneously, adolescence-limited offenders have more prosocial skifls, more academic
achicyement. and stronger attachments than their life-course persistent counterparts. charac-
teristics that facilitute desistunce from crime.

In sum. Molfitt ¢ 1994) argues that “the age ol desistance from eriminal offending will he
a function of age of onset of antisocial behavior. mastery of conventional prosocial skills. and
the number and severity of “snares” encountered duning the [oray into delinquency. Snares are
consequences of crime, such as incarceration or injury. thal constrain conventional behavior™
(p. 45). “Adolescence-limited delinquents can profit from opportunities for desistance,
hecanse they retain the option of successfully resuming a conventional lilestyle. Life-
course-persistent delinquents may make transitions into marnage or work, bul thewr injurious
childhoods make it less likely that they can leave their past selves behind™ (Moflitt, 1994, p. 45).

Rational Choice Accounts of Desistance

The main idea of the rational choice framework is that the deciston to continue or give up
crime is based on a couscious reappraisal ol the costs and benefits of crime (see Clarke &
Cornish. 1985: Cornish & Clarke. 1986; & Gartner & Piliavin, 1988). According to this per-
spective, persisters and desisters are seen as “reasoning decisionmakers” (Cornish & Clarke,
1986. p. 13). One important component of this decision is the inereasing lear of punishment
with aging. as discussed above (sce also Cromwell, Olson. & Avary. 1991). However. as we
have seen, aging 1s not necessarily tied to the decision Lo give up crime.

Some researchers have tried (o understand the context of rational decisions to stop
offending. For example, Cusson and Pinsonneault (1986) contend that the decision W give up
crime is wriggered by a “shoek™ of some sort ic.g.. a shool out during a crime) or “delayed
deterrence” (c.g.. increased fear of doing more time) or both, Cusson and Pinsonneauit 1 1986,
p. 78 Tound the decision to give up crime was “voluntary and autenomous.” These findings
are highly speculative, as conceded by the authors, since the study was based primarily on
intervicws with 17 ex-robbers in Canada. In « similar vein, Leibrich {1996) studied 37 men
and women in New Zealand who were on probation and in the process of going straight. She
found that shame was the primary factor in the desistance process in that it was the most com-
monly identificd cost of offending. Three kinds of shame were reported: public humiliation,
personal disgrace, and private remorse. As Leibrich (1996, p. 2971 stated, “shame was the
thing which most often dissuaded people from oftending and the growth of self-respect was
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the thing which most often persuaded them to go straight” In another mteresting study,
Paternoster (1989 integrated deterrence and rational chotee perspectives noan attempt o
understand decisions (o participate inand desist from delinguency t.e., marijeana use, drink-
ing liquor, petty thelt. and vandalismy. Drawing on daia from 1,250 high schoel students
surveved at three points in time. Paternoster (1989} found that (he decision 1o desist was not
refated (o formal sanction threats {¢.g., the pereeived severity and certainty of punishment).
Decisions to desist were instead related (o changes in moral tolerance of the delinguent act.
Those olfenders who made a decision o stop offending began to have stronger motal reser-
vations about the tlegad acts in question. This finding held for all four delinquent ofienses. It
1s noteworthy that changes in moral belicfs were associated with changes in peer delinguency
and the degree of peer support tor delinguency. Whether changes inimoral belieis und toler-
ance can be properly understood to support rational choice theory is guestionahic. Whal
seems important 1o know i wity individuals underwent changes in their moral reasoning.

Sacial Learning Accounts of Desistance

Social learning has been offered as an integrative framewaork (o provide explanations of desis-
tance from crime and other forms of probleny behavior. In fact, Akers (1990) forcelully urgued
that social learning accounts incorporate all of the major elements of rational choice and
deterrence frameworks. including moral reasoning. One of the strengths of the social learn-
ing approach is ils application o all crime types as well as illicil drug use, alcohol abuse. und
other problem hehaviors (see Akers [1998]. for an extensive review ot the research Lterature),

In the social learning framework, the basic variables that explain mitiation into crime are
the same variables that account for cessation from crime. That i, for the most part. the account
of desistunce is the account of imitiation in reverse. For exanple, differential association with
non-criminal frignds and signilicant others, less exposure (0 or opportanities W omodel or imi-
tate criminal behavior. developing defininons and attitudes Favorable to conlurmiily and abid-
ing by the taw. and differential reinforcement (social and non-social) discouraging continued
involvement in crime are all part of the desistance story. Imitation appears less important after
onset while social and non-social reinforcements become more important (sce Akers. 1998},
As Tor enset and continuation, the most important faclor in desistance 18 pect associalions.

In perbaps the most important application of social ledarning theory o deststance. Warr
(19931 argued that differential association accounts for the decline in crime with age. Fsing
data from the first ve waves ol the National Youth Survey lor respondents aged 11-21, he
found that peer assoctations (e.g.. exposure t delinquent peers. time spent with peers, and
loyalty o peers) changed dramatically with age. With respect o desistance, declines in enme
were linked with dechines in peer associations, When peer variables were contrelled. “the
association between age and erime 1s substantially weakened and. Tor some offenses. disap-
pears entirely”™ (Warr, 1993, p. 351 Along simitur lines. Warr (1998} argued that changing
peet relations account for the association hetween mantal statos and desistance from enime.
Using longitadinal data, again (rom the National Youth Survey. he found that the transition to
marriage i~ followed by ~a dramatic decline in time spent with friends™ and “reduced expo-
sure 1o delingquent peers™ (Warr, 19980 p. 18331 Warr concludes thal marriage i important
hecause of its effect on peer influences. a Mnding consisient with social learning theory but
alxo other perspectives, For example, marriage may lead (o the greater social control of men
{Sumpson & Laub. 19931 there hy explaining their desistance."To fully understand desistance
we thus need 1o better understand mediating social processes.
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A LIFE COURSE ACCOUNT OF DESISTANCE

We believe that u hife course perspective offers the most compelling and unifving framework
for understanding the processes underlying continuity (persistence) and change (desistance)
ineriminal behavior over the lite span. According to Elder (1998). the lifc course perspective
contains several principles: (1) a focus on the historical time and place that recognizes that
lives are embedded and shaped by context. (2 the recognition that the developmental impact
of life events is contingent on when they occur in a person’s hife, that is Gioing matters,
(3) the acknowledgment of interaencrational transmission of soctal patierns-- the notion of
linked lives and interdependency, and (4} the view that human ageney plays a key role in
choice making and constructing vne’s lile course, The major objective of the lile course per-
spective is to link social history and social structure to the unfolding of human lives. A lile
course perspective thus looks to within-individual variations over time. regardiess of whether
one is interested in understunding persistence or desistance i crime.

Applying the life course framework to the study ol desistance leads to a focus on conti-

nuity and change in criminal hehavior over time, especially ity embeddeduess in historical and
t other contextual Teatures of social life. We took such a position in our book, Crime i1 the mak-
- ing: Pathveays and turing poons tvowgh tife {Sampson & Laub, 1993). where we developed
Ir and tested a theory of ¢rime over the life course using a unique data archive—the Unruveling

juvenile delinguency study and subsequent fellow-ups conducted by Sheldon Glueck and

Eleanior Glucck of the Harvard Law School. This study is considered to be one of the most

influential in the histary of criminological rescarch. Gluecks' (1930) data were denved from
. athree-wave prospective study ol juvenile and adult eriminal behavior that originated with
- Unraveling juvenile defingueney (19507 see also Glueck and Glucck, (19683 Delinguents el
nondefinguents in perspective). The research design involved a sample of 500 male delin-
guents ages 10 17 and SO0 male non-delinquents ages 10-17 matched vasc-hy-case on age.
racefethnicity, 1}, and low-income residence in Boston, Extensive data were collected on
the 1.000 boys at (hree points in time—ages 14 25, and 32, We reconstructed and analvzed
the full lengiudinal data set.

In the resulting Crime in the meaking (Sampson & Laub. 1993} we developed an age-
graded theory of informal social control o explain childhood antisocial behavier, adodescent
delinquency, and crime in adulthood. Our theory emphasized the importance of social ties
and bonds 10 society at all ages across the life course. The organizing principle was that
crime and deviance are more likely to oceur when an individual’s bond to society 15 weak or
broken. We highlighted the role of informal social controls that emerge from the role reci-
procities and structure of interpersonal bonds linking members of society to onc another and
to wider institutions such as work. family. school, and communily. The [irst building black
in our life course theory focused on the mediating role of informal family and school social
bonds in explaining child and adolescent delinquency (Sampson & Laub, 1993. Chs 4 and 3).
The second building block incorporated the role of continuity in childhood problem behavior
that extends into adulthood across a variety of life's domains, such as crime, alcohol abuse,
divorce. and unemploynient { Sampson & Laub, 1993, Ch. 6). The third building Mock exam-
ined change in antisocial behavior over tine. A fundamental theme of our age-graded theory
of informal social control and crime is that, while individual traits and chiidhood expen-
ences are important tor understanding behavioral trajectories, experiences in adolescence
and adultheod can redireet those trajectories in cither @ more positive or more negative nian-
net. Qur theary thus iucorporates both stability and change in eriminal behavior over the Iife
SOUSE.
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The logical question of interest then is what factors explain stability and change over the
e course? In Crimie in the making (Sampson & Laub. 1993), we exumined the predictors of
desistance and persistence in adult erime and violence and found that despite differences in
carly ¢hildhood experiences. adult soctal bonds to work and family had similar consequences
for the bfe course trajectories of the 500 delinquents and 500 non-delinquent conirols we
studied. More precisely, job stability and marital atachment in adulthood were significantly
related to changes in adult crime —-the stronger the adult ties to work and family, the less
vrime and deviance among both delinquents and non-delinguent controls. We concluded that
“turning points” related 10 work. marriage, and military service were crucial for understand-
g processes ol continuity and change across the adult life course (see also Laub & Sampson,
1993 Sampson & Laub, 1993, 19963 A number of recent studies have confirmed the pre-
dictive power of social ties. such as marital bonds. for explaining desistance from crime
(Farringlon & West, 1995; Horney, Oswood, & Marshall, 1995; Warr, {9981,

CONCLUSION

The life course approach offers a number of advantages over the traditional accounts of desis-
tance from crime noted above, even developmental perspectives.* Developmental accounts,
from deveiopmental paychology. tocus on regular or law-like individual development over the
hife span. [mplicit in developmental approaches are the notions of stages. progressions,
growth. and evolution (Dannefer. 1984: Lewontin, 2000}, The resulting cmphasis IS system-
atic pathways of development {change) over time, with the imagery being one of the exccu-
fion of a program written at an carlier potnt in time. Although there are aspects of
developmental approaches that rely on pure population heterogeneity models. some develop-
mentul theorists. such as Moffitt explicitly recognize the possibility of change. Sull. change
is usually explained by childhood characteristics and experiences—some people arc simpiy
more programmed early on for change than others. fn ether words, desistance is possible only
for those with the “right” charaeterivties that were previeasiy determined. Developmental
models are thus ultimatety forced to assume that there are “groups™ or “types™ ol offenders
(e.g.. lile course persistersy that display distinet and different causal pathways and probabili-
ties of continuity and change. even it the manifestations of these pathways vary by age.

I contrast, life course approaches, while incorporating individual differences and
notions ol law-like development such as aging, emphasize variability and exogenous influ-
ences on the course of development over time that cannut be predicted by focusing solely on
enduring individual traits (population heterogencity models) or even past expericnees (state
dependence models). Flowing mainly from sociology and history, life course accounts
embrace the notion that lives arc often unprediclable and dynamic and that cxogenously
induced changes are ever present. Some changes in life course result fram chance or random
cvents. while other changes stem from macro-level “shocks™ largely beyond the pale of indi-
vidual choice (e.g.. war. depression, natural disasters, revolutions, plant ¢losings. industrial
restructuring). Another important aspeet of life course crimmnology is a foeus on situations
and time-varying social contexts thut impede or facilitate eriminal events.

e Tile course peespedtive cin alse e distinguished it acciiminal coreer pespeciive, We regand the e conrse
perspective as hreader in seupe and drsen b theerencal rther than podicy cancerns, Tn comrast, e criningl career
muclel s laraely atheerencdl and mere converned with des chopimy policy show eareer comminals than thewy abou

“erinmnal careers”
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At the end of the day, however, the fundamental ditference from developmental (espe-
cially psvchological) aecounts is the theoretical commitment to the idea of social malleability
across the lile course and the tocus on the constancy of change, including the dynamic
processes that serve to reproduce stability socially (Danneler, 19841 A life course Tocus rec-
ognizes emergent propertics and rejects the metaphor of “unfolding™ that is inextricably part
of the developmental paradigm, To be more specilic, like Lewontin (20000 we reject the iden
of determinism and "ontogenete” predictability from childhood factors. Tt follows that we
must reject the pure version of the so-called “population heterogenaty™ models. We argue thal
the traits that are at the heart of this perspective. whether derived from genetics or childhaod
experiences. do not sufficiently predict behavior over the long haul. In our view, the full life
course matters, especially postchildhood. adolescence, and adult experiences.® We are also
compelled (o reject the pure version of “state dependence™ Although state dependence maodels
improve upon population heterogeneity models, they too do not suliiciently account Tor
change—there are simply (00 many outcomes that cannot be explained by locusing on the past.

Although the life course perspective can be integrated with several eriminological theo-
nes (e.g.. social control. social learning, and rational choice ). {or hoth theoretical and empit-
tcal reasons noted above, we favor a modified version of social contral theory, Becuuse of s
cxplicit focus on lives in social context. we belicve that a life course perspective inlegrated
with an age-graded theory of informal social control offers 4 means of understanding onsel.
conlinuation, and desistance from criminal behavior (see Sampson & Laub [1993F tor back-
ground). We would thus argue for a focus on the structural sources of both continuity and
change and their role in the processes of persistence in and desistance from crime. Drawing
inspiration trom the life course paradigm, the idea of “turning points™ plays a central role in
such accounts, especially when linked to the interaction of human agency, situations, and
historical contlext.
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