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Understanding the dynamics of criminal careers has long been a focus of
criminological research. Among the influential scholars in this domain are
Robert Sampson and John Laub, whose pioneering work provides vital insights
into the factors that influence desistance from crime. Central to their
theory are two critical turning points that significantly alter an
individual's trajectory in the criminal justice system. This article explores
these turning points in detail, examining their definitions, significance,
and implications for crime prevention and rehabilitation.

Introduction to Sampson and Laub’s Theory of
Criminal Desistance

Before delving into the specific turning points identified by Sampson and
Laub, it is essential to understand the broader context of their theory.
Their research, primarily based on longitudinal data from the Baltimore
Longitudinal Study of Aging, challenges traditional views that criminal
behavior is solely driven by innate traits or immediate circumstances.
Instead, they emphasize the role of social bonds, life course events, and
turning points in promoting desistance—the process of ceasing criminal
activity.

Their life-course theory posits that criminal behavior is not fixed but can
change over an individual’s lifetime, influenced by various social and
personal factors. Among these, certain life events serve as critical
junctures that can redirect an individual's life away from ongoing
criminality. The two most pivotal of these, according to Sampson and Laub,
are marriage and employment.

Defining the Two Critical Turning Points

Marriage as a Turning Point

Marriage is often considered a significant social bond that can serve as a
stabilizing factor in an individual's life. For many offenders, entering into
a committed relationship provides emotional support, social control, and a
sense of responsibility that discourages criminal behavior. Sampson and Laub
highlight that marriage, especially when entered into at a mature age, can



lead to:

- Increased social control and supervision

— Greater personal accountability

— Development of pro-social attitudes and behaviors
— Reduction in associations with criminal peers

Research indicates that marriage can foster a sense of stability and purpose,
which may deter individuals from engaging in criminal activities. It often
correlates with decreased recidivism rates, especially when coupled with
other life improvements.

Employment as a Turning Point

Securing stable employment is another critical turning point emphasized by
Sampson and Laub. Employment provides not just financial stability but also:

- Structured daily routines

- Social integration and pro-social networks

— An increased sense of self-worth and purpose

— Opportunities for skill development and personal growth

Having a job can serve as a barrier to criminal behavior by occupying time
that might otherwise be spent in delinquent activities. It also facilitates
social bonds outside of criminal associations, reinforcing conventional
values and norms.

The Significance of These Turning Points in the
Life Course of Offenders

Sampson and Laub's research underscores that these turning points are most
effective when they occur during key developmental stages, such as early
adulthood or middle age. They act as catalysts, transforming a criminal
trajectory into a conforming one. The timing and quality of these life events
are critical; for instance, marriage entered into voluntarily and with a
strong personal commitment tends to have a more substantial impact.

Moreover, these turning points are not merely individual choices but are
embedded within broader social contexts, including community support,
economic opportunities, and access to social services. The interaction of
personal agency and social environment influences whether these events lead
to desistance.

Mechanisms Through Which Marriage and
Employment Promote Desistance

Understanding how marriage and employment influence desistance involves



examining the mechanisms at play:

Social Bond Theory

Both marriage and employment strengthen social bonds, which, according to
social control theory, inhibit criminal behavior. These bonds create
expectations and responsibilities that individuals are motivated to uphold.

Identity and Self-Perception

Engagement in stable relationships and work can lead to a redefinition of
self-identity from a criminal to a conforming individual. This process
involves internalizing societal norms and expectations.

Reduced Exposure to Criminal Cues

Marriage and employment reduce exposure to environments and peers associated
with criminal activity, thereby decreasing temptations and opportunities to
offend.

Increased Stakes in Conformity

These life changes increase what sociologists call "stakes in conformity,"
making criminal behavior less appealing due to the potential loss of valued
relationships and employment.

Empirical Evidence Supporting the Importance of
These Turning Points

Numerous studies support the critical role of marriage and employment in
promoting desistance:

— Marriage and Crime Reduction: Research consistently shows that married
individuals tend to have lower recidivism rates compared to unmarried
counterparts.

- Employment and Desistance: Stable employment correlates with reduced
likelihood of reoffending, especially when combined with other supportive
factors.

- Timing and Quality Matter: Early and stable marriages, along with sustained
employment, yield the most significant desistance effects.

Sampson and Laub's longitudinal analysis illustrates that these turning
points can effectively alter the life course trajectory of offenders,
highlighting the importance of social bonds in crime prevention strategies.



Implications for Policy and Practice

Recognizing marriage and employment as pivotal turning points has practical
implications for criminal justice policies:

— Reentry Programs: Support for offenders in securing stable jobs and
building healthy relationships can facilitate desistance.

— Marriage and Family Counseling: Providing resources and counseling can
strengthen marital bonds and promote stability.

- Employment Initiatives: Job training, placement services, and educational
opportunities can enhance offenders' chances of securing meaningful
employment.

— Holistic Approach: Integrating social, emotional, and economic support
systems addresses multiple facets of desistance.

Programs that foster stable relationships and employment opportunities can
significantly reduce recidivism and aid offenders in building law-abiding
lives.

Conclusion

According to Sampson and Laub, the two most critical turning points in a
criminal career are marriage and employment. These life events serve as
catalysts for desistance by reinforcing social bonds, fostering positive
identity changes, and reducing exposure to criminal environments. Their
significance underscores the importance of social integration and stability
in breaking the cycle of criminal behavior. For policymakers, practitioners,
and communities, supporting individuals through these key life transitions
can be instrumental in promoting rehabilitation and reducing reoffending
rates. Recognizing and leveraging these turning points offers a promising
pathway toward creating safer, healthier societies where individuals can
rebuild their lives beyond crime.

Frequently Asked Questions

According to Sampson and Laub, what are the two most
critical turning points in a criminal career?

The two most critical turning points identified by Sampson and Laub are
marriage and employment.

Why are marriage and employment considered pivotal in
a criminal career according to Sampson and Laub?

Because both can lead to social bonds that promote desistance from crime by
providing stability, responsibility, and social support.



How do marriage and employment influence desistance
from criminal behavior?

They strengthen social bonds and personal commitments, which can motivate
individuals to leave criminal activities behind.

Are marriage and employment the only turning points
identified by Sampson and Laub for changing criminal
behavior?

Yes, in their theory, marriage and employment are the primary and most
influential turning points in promoting desistance.

Do Sampson and Laub suggest that these turning points
are effective for all offenders?

Not necessarily; their effectiveness can vary depending on individual
circumstances, but generally, these factors are associated with reduced
criminal activity.

How does the life-course perspective relate to the
turning points identified by Sampson and Laub?

It emphasizes that key life events like marriage and employment can alter
life trajectories and reduce the likelihood of continued offending.

Can the absence of marriage and employment serve as
risk factors for persistent criminal behavior?

Yes, lacking these social bonds can contribute to continued criminal
activity, according to their findings.

How might policy interventions leverage these turning
points to reduce crime?

Policies promoting stable employment and healthy relationships can facilitate
desistance and reduce recidivism.

Are the impacts of marriage and employment on
desistance permanent according to Sampson and Laub?

They suggest these are influential but acknowledge that ongoing social bonds
and life circumstances influence long-term desistance.

What is the significance of Sampson and Laub's
identification of marriage and employment in
contemporary criminal justice research?

It underscores the importance of social bonds and life events in

understanding and promoting desistance from crime, influencing rehabilitation
and reintegration strategies.



Additional Resources
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Understanding the dynamics that influence an individual's trajectory into and
out of criminal behavior has long been a focus of criminological research.
Among the many theories and models proposed, the work of Robert Sampson and
John Laub stands out for its emphasis on life—-course perspectives and the
significance of pivotal life events. Their longitudinal study offers a
nuanced view of desistance from crime, highlighting the importance of
particular turning points that can alter the course of a criminal career.

This article delves into the core concepts introduced by Sampson and Laub,
specifically focusing on the two most critical turning points they
identify-marriage and employment—and explores how these events act as
catalysts for change, contributing to desistance from criminal activity.
Through detailed analysis, we aim to provide a comprehensive understanding of
their significance within the broader framework of life-course criminology.

Understanding the Life-Course Perspective in
Criminology

Before examining the specific turning points, it is essential to understand
the foundational philosophy underpinning Sampson and Laub's approach. The
life-course perspective in criminology emphasizes that criminal behavior is
not static but evolves over an individual's lifespan, influenced by social
bonds, life events, and changes in social roles.

Key Principles of Life-Course Criminology:

— Developmental Trajectories: Criminal behavior can fluctuate over time,
often characterized by periods of escalation and desistance.

— Turning Points: Significant life events or transitions that can redirect an
individual's trajectory away from or toward crime.

— Social Bonds: Strong connections to conventional institutions (family,
employment, community) promote desistance.

— Cumulative Disadvantage: Early life disadvantages can increase the
likelihood of criminal behavior, but positive changes later can mitigate
these effects.

Sampson and Laub's work builds on these principles, emphasizing that

understanding when and how individuals change requires a focus on life events
that reshape their social bonds and roles.

The Significance of Turning Points in the
Criminal Career

Turning points are pivotal moments that can alter an individual's pathway,



either reinforcing criminal tendencies or fostering desistance. Sampson and
Laub argue that these moments are particularly influential because they often
involve changes in social bonds—such as marriage or employment—that provide
new sources of social support and accountability.

Why Are Turning Points Critical-?

— They represent opportunities for individuals to reconsider their life
choices.

— They can lead to strengthened social bonds, reducing the likelihood of
reoffending.

— They often serve as catalysts for personal development and social
integration.

While numerous life events can serve as turning points, Sampson and Laub
identify two as particularly impactful: marriage and employment.

Marriage as a Turning Point in Desistance

The Role of Marriage in Altering Criminal
Trajectories

Sampson and Laub's research indicates that marriage functions as a
significant turning point for many individuals, often leading to a
substantial reduction in criminal activity. The social bonds formed through
marriage introduce new responsibilities, social expectations, and support
systems that can motivate individuals to abandon criminal pursuits.

Mechanisms Through Which Marriage Influences Desistance:

— Increased Social Control: Marriage creates a structured environment with
shared routines and expectations, discouraging deviant behaviors.

- Emotional Support and Stability: The companionship and emotional bonds
provide stability, reducing the need or desire to engage in criminal
activity.

— Desistance from Criminal Lifestyle: Marriage often leads to a reevaluation
of life goals, aligning personal aspirations with prosocial roles.

— Accountability and Monitoring: Spouses may serve as informal monitors,
discouraging continued offending.

Empirical Evidence Supporting Marriage's Impact:

Sampson and Laub's longitudinal data reveal that many individuals who marry
during adulthood tend to reduce or cease criminal behavior. For some,
marriage acts as a catalyst for a "turning point," leading to sustained
desistance. However, the effect is not automatic; the quality of the
marriage, the individual's motivation, and social context all influence
outcomes.

Limitations and Considerations:

— Not all marriages lead to desistance; troubled relationships can exacerbate



criminal tendencies.

— The timing of marriage matters; early or impulsive marriages may not have
the same impact.

- Marriage's influence is often intertwined with other social bonds, such as
employment and community involvement.

Marriage and Desistance: Broader Implications

Sampson and Laub emphasize that marriage's importance lies not merely in the
event itself but in its capacity to reinforce social bonds and integrate
individuals into prosocial roles. It exemplifies how life events can serve as
critical junctures that redirect an individual's life course toward stability
and conformity.

Employment as a Critical Turning Point

The Significance of Stable Employment in Criminal
Desistance

Alongside marriage, stable employment emerges as another paramount turning
point in the criminal career. Gaining and maintaining a legitimate job
provides structure, purpose, and social integration, which are wvital for
reducing criminal behavior.

How Employment Facilitates Desistance:

— Social Bonds and Social Control: Regular work ties individuals to prosocial
networks, reducing associations with delinquent peers.

- Routine and Structure: Employment imposes daily routines that limit
opportunities for criminal activity.

— Economic Stability: Legitimate income reduces the economic necessity that
often drives criminal acts.

— Self-Identity and Self-Esteem: Employment fosters a sense of purpose and
respectability, encouraging individuals to align their behavior accordingly.
— Prosocial Rewards: Achievements in the workplace, such as promotions or
recognition, reinforce positive behavior.

Research Findings:

Sampson and Laub's longitudinal analysis shows that employment, especially
when stable and ongoing, significantly correlates with a decline in criminal
activity. The authors argue that employment acts as a "protective factor" by
fostering social bonds and personal responsibility.

Challenges and Nuances:

— Inconsistent or unstable employment may have limited impact.
— The quality of employment matters; meaningful, legitimate work enhances



desistance more than menial or exploitative jobs.
- External economic factors, like recessions, can impede employment
prospects, complicating efforts for desistance.

The Interplay Between Marriage and Employment

While Sampson and Laub identify marriage and employment separately as
critical turning points, their research underscores that these events often
interact synergistically. For example, gaining stable employment can
facilitate marriage, and vice versa, creating a reinforcing cycle of social
integration.

Combined Effect on Desistance:

— The simultaneous occurrence of marriage and employment can produce a more
robust and enduring shift away from criminal conduct.

— These life events can bolster each other’s stabilizing effects, providing
multiple layers of social bonds and support.

— The presence of both can significantly alter an individual's social
environment, making continued criminal activity less feasible or appealing.

Implications for Policy and Intervention:

Understanding the importance of these turning points suggests that criminal
justice interventions should focus not just on punishment but also on
facilitating access to stable employment and supportive relationships.
Programs that assist offenders in securing jobs or building healthy
relationships may significantly enhance prospects for desistance.

Conclusion: The Transformative Power of Life
Events

Sampson and Laub’s identification of marriage and employment as the two most
critical turning points underscores their central role in the life-course
model of criminal desistance. These events serve as catalysts that can
redirect individuals toward prosocial paths by strengthening social bonds,
fostering personal responsibility, and providing economic stability.

Their work shifts the perspective from viewing criminal behavior as solely a
matter of individual pathology to understanding it within a broader social
context. The insights reveal that change is possible, often driven by
significant life events that reshape social roles and expectations.

Final Reflection:

Recognizing the power of marriage and employment in facilitating desistance
offers valuable guidance for policymakers, social workers, and criminal
justice professionals. Interventions that support individuals in forming
strong social bonds through stable employment and healthy relationships can
profoundly influence the trajectory of those on a criminal path, ultimately



contributing to safer, more cohesive communities.

In summary, according to Sampson and Laub, marriage and employment stand out
as the two most critical turning points in a criminal career because of their
profound influence on social bonds and role identities. These events serve as
pivotal Jjunctures that can promote desistance, illustrating the dynamic and
changeable nature of criminal trajectories within the life-course framework.
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