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Sociologists have increasingly emphasized “turning points” in explaining behav-
ioral change over the life course. Is work a turning point in the life course of crimi-
nal offenders? If criminals are provided with jobs, are they likely to stop committing
crimes? Prior research is inconclusive because work effects have been biased by
selectivity and obscured by the interaction of age and employment. This study yields
more refined estimates by specifying event history models to analyze assignment to,
eligibility for, and current participation in a national work experiment for criminal
offenders. Age is found to interact with employment to affect the rate of self-reported
recidivism: Those aged 27 or older are less likely to report crime and arrest when
provided with marginal employment opportunities than when such opportunities are
not provided. Among young participants, those in their teens and early twenties, the
experimental job treatment had little effect on crime. Work thus appears to be a
turning point for older, but not younger, offenders.

LIFE~COURSE transitions, such as en-
try into marriage or employment, may
be “turning points” (Elder 1985) in the lives
of criminal offenders (Sampson and Laub
1993; Warr 1998). Because researchers typi-
cally cannot assign people to these statuses,
however, it is difficult to determine whether
such transitions are causes or correlates of
changes in offending. In fact, early or “pre-
cocious” transition to these adult roles ap-
pears to worsen problem behavior (Bachman
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and Schulenberg 1993), suggesting that
work and marriage have age-specific effects
rather than uniform effects on crime.
Whether work is a turning point for offend-
ers may also depend on other dimensions of
time, such as the duration since release from
prison. This investigation takes up three
questions about causality, age-dependence,
and the timing of criminal recidivism. Does
work cause a reduction in crime, or is the
association spurious? Do work effects de-
pend on the life-course stage of offenders,
or are they uniform across age groups?
When are released offenders at greatest risk
of recidivism?

WORK, CRIME, AND CAUSALITY

Work is important for theories of crime be-
cause workers are likely to experience close
and frequent contact with conventional oth-
ers (Warr 1998) and because the informal so-
cial controls of the workplace encourage
conformity (Sampson and Laub 1993). In
particular, life-course theories suggest that
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employment is critical to explaining desis-
tance or cessation from crime (Shover
1996). Because employment is so clearly
manipulable, work effects are amenable to
both scientific study and policy analysis. In
fact, the provision of employment is one of
few policy instruments at the state’s disposal
(Wilson 1975:59). It is much simpler to
place parolees into varying work statuses,
for example, than to randomly assign them
to different spouses, neighborhoods, or peer
associates.

For all of these reasons, studies of work
effects on crime are prominent in the socio-
logical literature (Berk, Lenihan, and Rossi
1980; Crutchfield and Pitchford 1997;
Hagan 1991; Sampson and Laub 1990;
Thornberry and Christenson 1984). This re-
search has established several basic empiri-
cal findings. First, the meaning of work and
its implications for crime appear to change
at some point during the transition to adult-
hood: The bivariate association between
employment and law violation is generally
positive for juveniles (Bachman and Schu-
lenberg 1993; Gottfredson and Hirschi
1990:138; Mihalic and Elliott 1997; Ploeger
1997; Wright, Cullen, and Williams 1997),
but negative for adults (Farrington et al.
1986; Hagan and McCarthy 1997; Sampson
and Laub 1990). Second, a high incidence
of short jobless spells, rather than long-term
unemployment, characterizes the work his-
tories of criminal offenders (Cook 1975;
Sullivan 1989). Although their earnings and
employment levels are far below those of
the general population, most inmates have
at some point penetrated the paid labor
force (U.S. Department of Justice 1993).
Given this instability, researchers must ad-
dress both changes in work statuses over
time and the temporal sequencing of work
and crime. Third, despite solid observa-
tional evidence showing strong effects of
work on adult offending (Sampson and
Laub 1990), most experimental efforts to
reduce crime through employment have had
null or disappointingly small treatment ef-
fects (Piliavin and Gartner 1981; Sherman
et al. 1998). Although crime reduction
among older offenders has sometimes been
observed in financial aid programs (Leni-
han 1977) or employment projects (Gartner
and Piliavin 1988), adolescents generally

AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW

derive far smaller benefits from these pro-
grams (Orr et al. 1996).

Taken together, existing theory and re-
search point to a complex and perhaps con-
ditional relation between work and criminal
behavior. Whether this relation is causal re-
mains unresolved, as does the direction of
causality. Employment has been conceptual-
ized as a cause of crime and conformity
(Hagan 1993), a spurious correlate (Gott-
fredson and Hirschi 1990:139), and as a
proxy indicator of a latent causal factor
(Sampson and Laub 1990). These differing
interpretations are partly due to the coinci-
dence of employment with age and differing
interpretations of the relationship between
age and crime.

AGE-INVARIANT AND
LIFE-COURSE CONCEPTIONS
OF CRIMINAL BEHAVIOR

For most offenses in most societies, crime
rates rise in the early teen years, peak dur-
ing the mid- to late teens, and decline there-
after (Hirschi and Gottfredson 1983). Al-
though the general contours of this “age-
crime curve” are well established, the
curve’s interpretation has been hotly de-
bated. Those in the life-course camp argue
that the causes of crime are age-graded and
variable over the life cycle (Greenberg 1985;
Matza 1964; Sampson and Laub 1993;
Shover 1996; Steffensmeier et al. 1989).
From this perspective, the transition to em-
ployment partially explains the relationship
between age and crime (Greenberg 1977,
Grogger 1998; Pezzin 1995), and work ef-
fects will vary with the age of the worker.
Shover (1996), for example, suggests that
employment reinforces an emergent non-
criminal identity among older offenders but
not among younger offenders. These views
imply that work is causally related to crime
and that age interacts with work in its effects
on crime.

In response to life-course arguments,
Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983) argue that
age affects crime directly and “does not in-
teract with any known causal variables in its
effect on crime” (p. 580). This “non-interac-
tion hypothesis” (Tittle and Grasmick 1998:
337) posits that age does not interact with
work or anything else in affecting crime.



With regard to employment, Gottfredson and
Hirschi (1990) maintain that “employment
does not explain, or help to explain, the re-
duction in crime with age” (p. 139). From
this perspective, the association between
work and crime is spurious due to a common
cause, such as impulsiveness or opportunity.
In contrast to life-course approaches that im-
ply causality and interaction in the relation
between age, work, and crime, Gottfredson
and Hirschi’s argument implies spuriousness
and noninteraction: Work is not causally re-
lated to crime and age does not interact with
work or other variables.

This debate has important implications
for science and policy. The age-invariance
argument suggests a focus on primary pre-
vention (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990:
269). By allocating resources to younger
“at-risk” populations, society reaps the mul-
tiplier effects of a lifetime of industrious
conformity. The life-course argument, in
contrast, suggests age-graded correctional
programs to reduce the social harm associ-
ated with recidivism. From the latter per-
spective, employment programs may be an
important turning point in the criminal tra-
jectories of older offenders.

The empirical standing of this debate is
inconclusive. Life-course studies that report
a negative correlation between work and
crime (Sampson and Laub 1990) generally
have strings attached—the association be-
tween work and crime is conditional on
some characteristic of the jobs or the work-
ers. In their age-graded theory of informal
social control, Sampson and Laub (1990:
611) argue that it is not “employment per
se,” or “employment by itself” (Laub and
Sampson 1993:304) that reduces crime, but
rather the stability and commitment associ-
ated with work. Therefore, Sampson and
Laub (1990) include measures such as work
habits in their job stability index.

Those in the invariance camp, however,
find such evidence unconvincing. If employ-
ment effects are conditional on good work
habits, the putative “job effects” are tainted
by “person effects” or preexisting worker
characteristics. Presumably, people with
good work habits would be less likely to
commit crime in the first place than people
with poor work habits, even in the absence
of employment. To arbitrate between these
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positions, some mechanism to sort “job ef-
fects” from “person effects” is needed. Two
such mechanisms are random assignment
(Campbell and Stanley 1963; Cox 1958) and
statistical corrections for sample selectivity
(Winship and Mare 1992).

The relative superiority of experimental
over nonexperimental methods is a matter of
some debate in the program evaluation lit-
erature (Fraker and Maynard 1987; Heck-
man 1992; Heckman and Hotz 1989; La-
londe 1986). Unlike nonexperimental meth-
ods, however, a properly conducted experi-
ment does not reduce the precision of esti-
mates (Manski 1995) or require additional
statistical assumptions (Heckman and Hotz
1989:862). Experiments on the effect of em-
ployment on crime convert uncontrolled
variation in personal criminal propensities
into random variation, allowing researchers
to make probabilistic statements about
whether job effects are due to chance (Rubin
1974). Therefore, designs that randomly as-
sign people to work and nonwork statuses
are preferred over nonexperimental designs,
especially when a convincing model of se-
lection into employment is unavailable
(Winship and Mare 1992).

WORK AND THE DURATION STRUCTURE
OF RECIDIVISM

Experimental studies of employment pro-
grams for offenders report that work effects
may dissipate over time (Cave et al. 1993;
Mallar et al. 1982). Moreover, the effect of
employment is likely to be strongest when
recidivism is most likely (Ekland-Olson and
Kelly 1993; Schmidt and Witte 1988). For
these reasons, the measurement of work
treatment effects is another important design
specification. To determine when and how
employment affects recidivism, I use work
effects that correspond to three distinct be-
havioral models. Assignment, participation,
and eligibility specifications are distin-
guished by duration (short-term versus long-
term) and whether they are conditional on
participation in a work program.
AssIGNMENT EFFECTS. These effects are
standard indicators of program effectiveness,
determined by assignment to the work treat-
ment or control condition. Assignment ef-
fects correspond to a turning point model:



