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ABSTRACT

The criminal career approach posits that desistance from criminality is an important
dimension of offending to examine. However, relatively few studies have explored the
factors that promote an offender to desist from previous criminal offending patterns. The
little empirical research that has been conducted on desistance from criminality has
focused primarily on males. Therefore, little is known about female desistance patterns
and whether there are gender differences in the factors associated with desistance. Using
data from the National Youth Survey, a data set rich in social and psychological
variables, this investigation advances previous research by examining female (n=728)
and male (n=789) desistance patterns from general and serious delinquency. Results
from mean level comparisons reveal that female and male desisters are more likely to
possess strong moral beliefs and exhibit attachment to religion than their persister
counterparts. In addition, female and male desisters are less likely to have delinquent
peer associations or use drugs and/or alcohol than female and male persisters. Logistic
regression analyses reveal that females who are older, married, and have high perceptions
of certainty and severity of punishments are more likely to desist from general
delinquency. Additionally, females who became pregnant and serve in the military are
more likely to desist from serious delinquency. For males, age, family attachmerit and
reductions in delinquent peer associations predicted desistance from general delinquency.
Furthermore, reductions in delinquent peer associations predicted desistance from serious
delinquency. Results from log likelihood ratio tests reveal that changing levels of

delinquent peer associations have a more salient effect on desistance from serious
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delinquency for males. The theoretical, policy, and research implications of this research

are discussed.
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

Throughout the 20" century, criminologists have extensively studied the etiology
of criminal involvement by individuals. Numerous criminological theories point to poor
parenting, underlying criminogenic traits, strain from failing to achieve positively valued
goals, neurological deficits, and delinquent peers as the causes or precursors to offending
(Cohen 1955; Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990; Moffitt 1993; Sutherland 1947). While
some past researchers have claimed criminological theory has become vapid (see
Williams 1984), today a similar proclamation cannot be made. In the past decade, a
revitalization in criminological theory has arisen. The publication of Gottfredson and

Hirschi’s (1990) influential book, A General Theory of Crime, for example, has resulted

in a renewed interest in not only criminological theory, but, more importantly in
understanding offending patterns over an individual’s life span.

The burgeoning interest in examining criminal offending patterns over an
individual’s life span can be credited to developmental, or life-course, criminology.
Loeber and Le Blanc (1990:377) describe developmental criminology as the exploration
“of the development and dynamics of problem behaviors and offending with age.”
Adding to their description, the researchers note that developmental criminologists
examine risk factors from a multitude of disciplines (e.g., psychology, sociology,
biology) to determine how these factors impact offending patterns. Unlike many
mainstream criminological theories that have primarily offered explanations for male

offending patterns (e.g., Cohen 1955, Hirschi 1969), developmental theories outline



explanations for both genders (e.g., Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990; Moffitt 1993). In
addition to ignoring female offending patterns theoretically, criminologists have
historically overlooked females in empirical research as well. As Leonard (1982:xi)
notes, “...sex, the most powerful variable regarding crime, has been virtually ignored.”
In the context of criminal offending careers, the majority of empirical research conducted
on offending patterns stems from research conducted on males. The paucity of research
on female offending is troubling considering arrest rates for this group have been
dramatically increasing over the last several decades (Hoyt and Scherer 1998).

The criminal career approach considers dimensions of offending such as onset,
persistence, and desistance of criminal careers as the foci of theoretical and empirical
examination (Blumstein, Cohen, Roth, and Visher 1986). Most developmental
criminologists currently examining the criminal careers of offenders have primarily
investigated the pathway(s) leading to criminal involvement (i.e., onset) (Broidy,
Bushway, Cauffman, Mazerolle, and Piquero 2000). On the other hand, only a handful
of developmental criminologists have explored the factors that promote an offender to
quit, or desist, from previous criminal offending patterns (Baskin and Sommers 1998;
Born, Chevalier, and Humblet 1997; Farrall and Bowling 1999; Feld and Straus 1989;
Giordano, Cernkovich, and Rudolph 2000; Uggen and Piliavin 1998). The little
empirical research that has been conducted on desistance from criminality has consisted
primarily of male samples only (Loeber, Stouthamer-LLoeber, Van Kammen, and
Farrington 1991; Shover and Thompson 1992; Uggen and Kruttschnitt 1998).
Therefore, more research is needed on desistance patterns for females. In particular,

comparisons should be made between males and females to determine if their desistance



patterns from less serious criminal involvement and serious criminal participation are
similar or dissimilar. If patterns of desistance differ across gender, this may influence
what policies should be implemented in order to promote desistance. In this study, a
developmental framework is utilized to examine desistance patterns for males and
females using a national, longitudinal sample of youths in the United States.

The structure of the present chapter is divided into three parts. In the first section,
a brief summary of developmental criminology will be provided. Within this summary,
the criminal career approach will be presented and ways in which researchers have
attempted to define desistance will be included. The second section of this chapter will
outline theoretical and empirical issues that will be addressed in this dissertation.
Finally, the last section of this chapter will highlight how research from this dissertation
may be useful for policymakers. Future chapters will highlight theoretical explanations
of desistance from criminality and review empirical literature on desistance.
Furthermore, a detailed discussion of the sample, measures, and analysis procedures

utilized for this inquiry will also be provided in subsequent chapters.

Developmental Criminology

As previously stated, one objective of developmental, or life-course, criminology
is to explain deviance and criminal involvement over an individual’s life span (Nagin,
Farrington, and Moffitt 1995). According to Sampson and Laub (1993), there are two
central concepts within the life-course perspective: trajectories and transitions. A

trajectory refers to a pathway or a line of development that an individual progresses














































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































