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Analyzing the natural histories of two samples of boys that differ dramatically in child-
hood delinquency, we test a model of crime and deviance over the life course. The first
hypothesis is that childhood antisocial behavior predicts problems in adult development
across a wide variety of dimensions. Second, we argue that social bonds in adulthood —
to work and family — explain changes in crime and deviance over the life span. The lon-
gitudinal data were reconstructed from the Gluecks’ classic study of delinquent and non-
. delinquent males from childhood to age 32. Childhood delinquency is linked to adult
crime, alcohol abuse, general deviance, economic dependency, educational failure, un-
employment, divorce, and even charges in the military. Despite this continuity, job
stability and strong marital attachment in adulthood inhibit adult criminal and deviant
behavior. The results support a model of informal social control that recognizes both

stability and change in antisocial behavior over the life course.

S ociological criminology has neglected early
childhood characteristics, and consequently
has not come to grips with the link between
early childhood behaviors and later adult out-
comes (Caspi, Bem, and Elder 1989; Farring-
ton 1989; Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990). Al-
though criminal behavior peaks in the teenage
years, there is substantial evidence of early
delinquency as well as continuation of criminal
behavior over the life course. By concentrating
on the teenage years, sociological perspectives
on crime fail to address the-life-span implica-
tions of childhood behavior (Wilson and Herrn-
stein 1985). At the same time, criminologists
have not devoted much attention to what Rutter
(1988, p. 3) calls “escape from the risk proc-
ess,” limiting our understanding of desistance
from crime and the transitions from criminal to
noncriminal behavior.

To address these limitations, we develop a
theoretical model of age-graded informal so-
cial control to account for persistence and desis-
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tance in criminal behavior. Our basic thesis is
that while continuity in deviant behavior ex-
ists, social ties in adulthood — to work, family,
and community — explain changes in crimi-
nality over the life span. Our model acknowl-
edges the importance of early childhood be-
haviors while rejecting the implication that later
adult factors have little relevance (Wilson and
Herrnstein 1985). We contend that social inter-
action with adult institutions of informal social
control has important effects on crime and
deviance. As such, ours is a “sociogenic” theo-
retical model of adult crime and deviance. This
model is examined using a unique longitudinal
data set that follows two samples of delinquent
and nondelinquent boys from early adolescence
into their thirties.

THE LIFE COURSE PERSPECTIVE

The life course has been defined as “pathways
through the age differentiated life span,” where
age differentiation “is manifested in expecta-
tions and options that impinge on decision proc-
esses and the course of events that give shape
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to life stages, transitions, and turning points”
(Elder 1985, p. 17). Two central concepts un-
derlie the analysis of life course dynamics. A
trajectory is a pathway or line of development
over the life span such as worklife, marriage,
parenthood, self-esteem, and criminal behav-
ior. Trajectories refer to long-term patterns of
behavior and are marked by a sequence of life
events and transitions (Elder 1985, pp. 31-2).
Transitions are specific life events that are
embedded in trajectories and evolve over shorter
time spans (e.g., first job or first marriage).
Some of them are age-graded and some are not.
What is often assumed to be important is the
timing and the ordering of significant life events
(Hogan 1980).

These two concepts are related: “the inter-
locking nature of trajectories and transitions,
within and across life stages . . . may generate
turning points or a change in course” (Elder
1985, p.32). Adaptation to life events is cru-
cial: “The same event or transition followed by
different adaptations can lead to different tra-
jectories” (Elder 1985, p. 35). This perspective
implies both a strong connection between child-
hood events and experiences in young adult-
hood, and that transitions or turning points can
modify life trajectories — they can “redirect
paths.”

Criminology and the Life Course

Criminology has been slow to recognize the
importance of the life-course perspective
(Hagan and Palloni 1988). Not only are the data
needed to explore such relationships sparse (see
Blumstein, Cohen, Roth, and Visher 1986),
some researchers argue that ordinary life events
(e.g., getting married, becoming a parent) have
little effect on criminal behavior. Gottfredson
and Hirschi argue that crime rates decline with
age “whether or not these events occur” and
note “that the longitudinal/developmental as-
sumption that such events are important ne-
glects its own evidence on the stability of per-
sonal characteristics” (1987, p. 604; see also
Hirschi and Gottfredson 1983).

The extent of stability and change in behav-
ior and personality attributes over time is one
of the most complex and hotly debated issues
in the social sciences (Brim and Kagan 1980;
Dannefer 1984). The research literature in crimi-
nology contains evidence for both continuity
and change over the life course. Reviewing over
16 studies on aggressive behavior, Olweus

(1979, pp. 854-5) found “substantial” stability:
The correlation between early aggressive be-
havior and later criminality averaged .68 for
the studies reviewed. A similar review con-
cluded that a “consensus” in favor of the stabil-
ity hypothesis had been reached: “Children who
initially display high rates of antisocial behav-
ior are more likely to persist in this behavior
than children who initially show lower rates of
antisocial behavior” (Loeber 1982, p. 1433).

In probably the most influential study, He-
usmann, Eron, and Lefkowitz (1984) studied
the aggressiveness of 600 subjects, their par-
ents, and their children over a 22-year period.
They found that early aggressiveness predicted
later antisocial behavior, including criminal
behavior, spouse abuse, traffic violations, and
self-reported physical aggression and conclude
that, whatever its causes, “‘aggression can be
viewed as a persistent trait that . .. possesses
substantial cross-situational constancy” (1984,
p. 1120). Other work has also demonstrated the
effects of early life experiences on adult behav-
ior (McCord 1979; Farrington 1986; Robins
1966, 1978).

At the same time, there is evidence for change
over the life course. While studies show that
antisocial behavior in children is one of the
best predictors of antisocial behavior in adults,
“most antisocial children do not become anti-
social as adults” (Gove 1985, p. 123). Robins
(1978) found identical results in her review of
four longitudinal studies. A follow-up of the
Cambridge-Somerville Youth study found that
“a majority of adult criminals had no history as
juvenile delinquents” (McCord 1980, p. 158).
Cline (1980) states that although there is “more
constancy than change . . . there is sufficient
change in all the data to preclude simple con-
clusions concerning criminal career progres-
sions” (p. 665). He concludes: “There appears
to be far more heterogeneity in types and pat-
terns of deviant and criminal behavior than
previous work has suggested. There is evidence
that many juvenile offenders do not become
career offenders” (pp. 669-70).

In the context of personality characteristics,
Caspi (1987) found that although the tendency
toward explosive behavior in childhood was
“re-created across the age-graded life course,
especially in problems with subordination (e.g.,
in education, military, and work settings) and
in situations that required negotiating interper-
sonal conflicts” (e.g., marriage), “invariant ac-
tion patterns did not emerge across the age-
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graded life course” (1987, p. 1211). Using a
prospective longitudinal design to study the
underclass, Long and Vaillant (1984) found both
discontinuity and continuity across three gen-
erations of subjects:

For the men in this study, the transmission of their
parents’ chaotic or dependent life styles was not
inevitable or even very likely. If their backgrounds
are accepted as having the characteristics of an
underclass, then the study refutes the hypothesis
that the chances of escape from such a class are
minimal. The transmission of disorganization and
alienation that seems inevitable when a disadvan-
taged cohort is studied retrospectively appears to
be the exception rather than the norm in a pro-
spective study that locates the successes as well as
the failures (p. 344; see also Vaillant 1977).

Some criminological research also suggests
that salient life events influence behavior.and
modify trajectories. A follow-up of 200 Borstal
boys found that marriage led to “increasing
social stability” (Gibbens 1984, p. 61). Knight,
Osborn, and West (1977) discovered that while
marriage did not reduce criminality, it reduced
some antisocial behavior (e.g., drinking, drug
use, etc.). Osborn (1980) examined the effect
of leaving London on delinquency and found
that subjects who moved had a lower risk of re-
offending when compared with a similar group
who stayed in London. And there is some evi-
dence that episodes of unemployment lead to
higher crime rates (Farrington, Gallagher,
Morley, St. Ledger, and West 1986).

CHILDHOOD BEHAVIOR AND
INFORMAL SOCIAL CONTROL OVER
THE LIFE COURSE

Recognizing the importance of both stability
and change in the life course, our model fo-
cuses on two propositions. First, we contend
that childhood antisocial behavior (e.g., juve-
nile delinquency, conduct disorder, violent
temper tantrums) is linked to a wide variety of
troublesome adult behaviors including crimi-
nality, general deviance, offenses in the mili-
tary, economic dependency, educational fail-
ure, employment instability, and marital dis-
cord. These long-term relationships are posited
to occur independent of traditional variables
such as social class background and race/eth-
nicity. As Hagan and Palloni (1988) argue (see
also Hagan 1989, p. 260), delinquent and crimi-
nal events “are linked into life trajectories of
broader significance, whether those trajectories

are criminal or noncriminal in form” (p. 90).
Because most research by criminologists has
focused either on the teenage years or adult
behavior limited to crime, this hypothesis has
not been definitively studied.

Second, we argue that social bonds to adult
institutions of informal social control (e.g.,
family, education, neighborhood, work) influ-
ence criminal behavior over the life course
despite an individual’s delinquent and antiso-
cial background. We seek to identify the transi-
tions embedded in individual trajectories that
relate to adult informal social control, and con-
tend that childhood pathways to crime and
deviance can be significantly modified over the
life course by adult social bonds.

The important institutions of social control
vary across the life span: in childhood and
adolescence these are the family, school, and
peer groups; in the phase of young adulthood
they are higher education and/or vocational
training, work, and marriage; and in later adult-
hood, the dominant institutions are work, mar-
riage, parenthood, and investment in the com-
munity.

Within this framework, our organizing prin-
ciple derives from social control theory
(Durkheim 1951; Hirschi 1969; Kornhauser
1978): crime and deviance result when an
individual’s bond to society is weak or broken.
We argue that changes that strengthen social
bonds to society in adulthood will thus lead to
less crime and deviance; changes that weaken
social bonds will lead to more crime and devi-
ance. Unlike most life-course research, we
emphasize the quality or strength of social ties
more than the occurrence or timing of specific
life events. For example, while we agree with
Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990, pp. 140-1) that
marriage per se does not increase social con-
trol, a strong attachment to one’s spouse and
close emotional ties increase the social bond
between individuals and, all else equal, should
lead to a reduction in criminal behavior. Simi-
larly, employment per se does not increase
social control. It is employment coupled with
job stability, job commitment, and ties to work
that should increase social control and, all else
equal, lead to a reduction in criminal behavior
(see also Crutchfield 1989, p. 495). Therefore,
we maintain that it is the social investment or
social capital (Coleman 1988) in the institu-
tional relationship, whether it be in a family,
work, or community setting, that dictates the
salience of informal social control at the indi-



