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Over the past thirty years, three interrelated trends have profoundly af-
fected the lives of low-income men. First, wages for low-skilled men
employed full-time and full-year have declined sharply, as has the pro-
portion of men wha do work full-time and full-year. The drop has been
substantial for African Americans and Latinos, but especially dramatxc‘
for unskilled whites (Bound and Johnson 1992; Katz and Murphy 1992;

Lerman 1993}, a trend that continued even through the economic exparn-..

sion of the late 1990s (Holzer and Offner 2001). Second, rates of marriage
for low-income and minority men have declined dramatically, driving
up the proportion of these men with noncustodial children (Tucker and
Mitchell-Kernan 1995). Third, incarceration rates have also increased, es-
pecially for low-income and minority men (Federal Bureau of Investiga-
tion 1990, 1992).} :

What does the confluence of these trends mean in the lives of un-
ekilled and semiskilled men? There is substantial evidence that criminal
involvement increases when men are unemployed (Farrington et al.
1986), when their wages are low (Doyle, Ahmed, and Horn 1999; Grog-
ger 1998), and when entry-level jobs are scarce (Shihadfeh and QOusey
1998). Conversely, offenders tend to desist when they find stable em-
ployment and show commitment to their jobs (Shover 1996), especially
if this transition occurs when they are older (Bachman and Schulenbe:rlg
1993; Hagan and McCarthy 1997; Uggen 2000). Attachment to the mili-
tary has a similar effect, and timing also matters (after the age of twenty-
two, military service tends to disrupt adult bonds to family and wc_)rk)
(Sampson and Laub 1996). Young men also tend to turn from crime
when they marry and maintain a stable marital relationship over e
(Laub, Nagin, and Sampson 1998; Laub and Sampson 1993; Sampson
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and Laub 1990, 1993), though the relationship may also be sensitive to
age in that a very young marriage can worsen offending behavior (Bach-
man and Schulenberg 1993). Robert Sampscn, John Laub, and others ex-
plain these variations in criminal invelvernent {which persist after con-
trolling for prior delinquent activity) by utilizing aspects of social control

" theory (Hirschi 1969) and the life-course perspective (Elder 1985; Hagan

and Palloni 1988). .

Social control theory, which draws from Emile Durkhein’s work on
anomie (1951), posits that individuals engage in deviant behavior when
their bonds to society are weak or disrupted. The life-course perspective
examines “pathways through the age differentiated life span,” in which
age manifests itself through “expectations and options that impinge on
decision processes and the course of events that give shape to life stages,
transitions, and turning points” (Elder 1985, 17). “Turning. points” are
key events that occur at a particular stage in an individual’s life course
(see also Hogan 1980) that may alter his or her trajectory—in this case]

'a criminal one—by either increasing or decreasing “social bonds to adult

institutions of informal social control” (Sampsen and Laub 1990, 625)
and thus act as either a brake on or a spur to criminal involvement, The
life-course perspective recognizes that individuals differ in their adapta-
tions to similar life events and that these responses can lead to different
pathways (Elder 1985, 35}, The change can lead an offender to desist
completely; offend at a lower level, or trade one kind of offense for an-

- other (Laub and Sampson 1993).

Turning points may steer a young man away [rom a criminal path
and toward a more normative trajectory (Elder 1985; Warr 1998). How-
ever, these need not be unidirectional. In a qualitative reanalysis of data
collected on a sample of delinquent and nendelinquent white teenaged

--males born between 1924 and 1935 {Glueck and Glueck 1950, 1968), Laub

and Sampson (1993, 17), analyzing declines in job and marital stability,
have found that when these social bonds were disrupted, criminal and
deviant behavior increased. In a similar vemn, Julie Horney, Wayne Os-
goed, and Ineke Haen Marshall (1995, 655) consider whether an individ-
ual’s offending behavior is influenced by “local life circumstances that
strengthen or weaken social bonds” over time. They find that men com-
nitted more crime during the time periods when they were using drugs
and cornmitted less crime during the time periods when they lived with
a wife.

GOAL OF THE CHAPTER

Qur goal in this chapter is twofold. First, we examine all men m our
sample who reported any criminal activity in their past (including those
with no imprisonment or incarceration history} and lock for any evi-
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