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Sampson and Laub (1993) provided a major contribution to the
study of criminal careers by linking criminal behavior to life-course
transitions, such as marriage, employment, and entry into the military.
To interpret their findings, these investigators relied exclusively on con-
trol theory. In a sharp departure from that position, this study offers
evidence that life-course transitions affect criminal behavior by altering
relations with delinquent peers. Focusing on marriage, the analysis
shows that the transition to marriage is followed by a dramatic decline
in time spent with friends as well as reduced exposure to delinquent
peers, and that these factors largely explain the association between
marital status and delinquent behavior. The findings suggest that
changing patterns of peer relations over the life course are essential for
understanding criminal life-course trajectories.

In one of the most influential studies of crime in recent years, Sampson
and Laub (1993) embarked on a formidable task: to explain variation in
criminal behavior—onset, maintenance, and desistance—over the life
course. Arguing that criminologists had narrowly fixated on the teenage
years, Sampson and Laub sought to bring “both childhood and adulthood
back into the criminological picture of age and crime” (1993:7). To that
end, they adopted the conceptual tools of the life-course perspective
(Elder, 1985) and the etiological principles of control theory (Durkheim,
1897; Hirschi, 1969). Strong ties to age-linked institutions of social con-
trol—family, school, and peers in childhood and adolescence; higher edu-
cation, marriage/parenthood, work and community in adulthood—inhibit
deviant behavior, they argued, and changing ties to these institutions over
the life course produce distinctly different criminal trajectories marked by
turning points (a change in the life course) from conventional to criminal
behavior or vice versa.

To test their thesis, Sampson and Laub revived data from the Gluecks’
well-known longitudinal study of delinquents, data that were initially col-
lected in 1939 and that had lain dormant since the 1950s. The Glueck
data, as the authors rightly observed, were notable not only for their longi-
tudinal character, but also for the rich variety of variables and sources

* My thanks to Mark C. Stafford, Robert J. Sampson, Daniel S. Nagin, and Daniel
A. Powers for their comments and criticisms.
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(self-reports, parent and teacher reports, official data) they encompassed.
Briefly stated, Sampson and Laub’s reanalysis of the Gluecks’ data led
them to claim substantial support for their position. Of most immediate
relevance, they found that marital attachment and job stability had signifi-
cant effects in reducing deviant behavior during adulthood, even among
those with a history of delinquency in childhood or adolescence.

Sampson and Laub’s work is without doubt the most comprehensive
and sociologically sophisticated analysis of criminal careers to date. Still,
despite the care and skill they brought to the task, their analysis suffers
from a serious flaw. The problem lies in their arguments surrounding
desistance from crime in early adulthood. In advancing their control
explanation of desistance, Sampson and Laub failed to acknowledge or
test a rival explanation of desistance, one that is not only possible but
highly plausible.

To illustrate the problem, consider the impact of marriage on desistance
from crime. Sampson and Laub (1993:140) write that “the structural insti-
tution of marriage per se does not increase social control. However,
strong attachment to a spouse (or cohabitant) combined with close emo-
tional ties creates a social bond or interdependence between two individu-
als that, all else being equal, should lead to a reduction in deviant
behavior.” They further elaborate that “adults, regardless of delinquent
background, will be inhibited from committing crime to the extent that
they have social capital invested in their work and family lives . . . . By
contrast, those subject to weak systems of interdependence and informal
social control as an adult . . . are freer to engage in deviant behavior—
even if nondelinquent as a youth” (p. 141).

These statements are a straightforward summary of control theory—
strong ties to conventional institutions or persons create stakes in con-
formity and thereby inhibit deviance. But marriage may discourage devi-
ance for an altogether different reason. For decades, criminologists have
recognized that the number of delinquent friends an adolescent has is the
strongest known predictor of delinquent behavior (e.g., Akers et al., 1979;
Elliott et al., 1985; Erickson and Empey, 1965; Hepburn, 1977; Jensen,
1972; Johnson, 1979; Matsueda and Heimer, 1987; Reiss and Rhodes, 1964;
Short, 1957; Tittle et al., 1986; Voss, 1964; Warr and Stafford, 1991). More-
over, most delinquent offenses are committed in groups (Erickson and
Jensen, 1977; Gold, 1970; Reiss, 1986; Shaw and McKay, 1931; Warr,
1996).

To some criminologists (particularly control theorists), these facts are
evidence of nothing more than homophily and the general gregariousness
of adolescents (e.g., Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990; Kornhauser, 1978). To
others, however, they constitute strong evidence for Sutherland’s (1947)
classic theory of differential association, which holds that delinquency is
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learned from significant others in intimate groups, or for a broader social
learning theory of deviance (Akers, 1985). The debate has largely concen-
trated on the question of causal order: Do delinquents merely seek
friends like themselves (“birds of a feather flock together,” as the Gluecks
put it), or do adolescents become delinquent because they associate with
delinquent friends? In what is perhaps the most compelling research on
the matter to date, Elliott and Menard (1996) found that the acquisition of
delinquent peers commonly precedes the onset of delinquency, supporting
the notion of peer influence as a causal factor in delinquency.!

If delinquency is indeed a consequence of peer influence, marriage
takes on special significance as a potential cause of desistance from crime.
Specifically, if delinquency stems from association with delinquent friends,
and if marriage disrupts or dissolves relations with those friends and
accomplices, marriage ought to encourage desistance from crime. The
predicted outcome—marriage leads to desistance—is of course the same
under control theory or differential association/social learning theory, but
the social mechanism that produces that outcome is fundamentally
different.

Evidence for a peer explanation of desistance comes from several
sources. Knight and West (1975) divided a small group of British delin-
quents into two groups: those who had no further criminal convictions or
self-reported offenses after age 16 (temporary delinquents) and those who
continued to commit offenses after that age (continuing delinquents).
Among those who had desisted from crime (temporary delinquents), more
than half reported that “they had abandoned the male peer groups of their
adolescent, delinquent phase” (1975:45). As one offender put it, “To keep
out of trouble, that’s why I don’t go round them no more . . . I don’t hang
around with a lot of mates or anything like that.” By contrast, those who
had not desisted (continuing delinquents) showed no decline in their level
of peer involvement as they grew older.

In a related study, Warr (1993a) found that measures of peer influ-
ence—the amount of time that adolescents spend with their friends, their
exposure to delinquent friends, and their commitment to friends—peak in

1. Some investigators maintain that the relation between delinquent behavior
and delinquent peers is bidirectional or sequential. As Thornberry et al. (1994:74)
argue, “associating with delinquent peers leads to increases in delinquency via the rein-
forcing environment provided by the peer network. In turn, engaging in delinquency
leads to increases in associations with delinquent peers.” This position does not contra-
dict the causal importance of peers, and there is in fact evidence for it (for a review of
research, see Thornberry et al., 1994). Further, proponents of this position seem to
agree that the initial step in this causal loop is exposure to delinquent peers, and some
(though not all) studies find that the dominant causal path is from peers to delinquent
behavior.



186 WARR

the middle-to-late teens, producing an age curve that is strikingly similar
to the age curve of most delinquent offenses. Indeed, most age differences
in delinquency, Warr found, disappeared once peer variables were con-
trolled. However, Warr presented no evidence as to why peer relations
decline in importance as adolescents enter adulthood.

Ironically, some of the strongest potential evidence of peer effects on
criminal trajectories comes from Sampson and Laub’s own study. In their
initial analysis, these investigators found the correlation between the
delinquency of subjects and friends’ delinquency to be so strong that they
dismissed it as a “tautology.” Yet even their own modified measure of
delinquent peer attachment had an extraordinarily strong effect on delin-
quency, one that overshadowed many of the control and structural vari-
ables on which they focused. Nevertheless, Sampson and Laub largely
discounted these findings on the ground that peer influence ought to be—
but is not—most strongly evident among siblings. That position, however,
is debatable. Siblings and friends are quite different social statuses, and it
is not at all clear that the influence of one can be inferred from the other.
Siblings, after all, are not necessarily age mates, and time spent with sib-
lings is presumably more subject to parental supervision than time spent
with friends. And contrary to Sampson and Laub’s suggestion, there is no
evidence that adolescents spend more time with siblings than with friends.
In fact, the prolonged periods that adolescents commonly spend with
friends during and after school (see Warr, 1993a) suggests the opposite.

The purpose of this study is to investigate whether links between major
life-course transitions and desistance from crime are attributable to chang-
ing relations with peers. The analysis thus constitutes a counterpoint to the
theoretical position of Sampson and Laub. Using data from a national
longitudinal data set, the investigation concentrates on one major life tran-
sition—marriage—and its role in encouraging desistance from crime. The
principal objective is to determine whether the effect of marriage on desis-
tance can be attributed to any disruption or dissolution of peer relations
that accompanies marriage. In accordance with that objective, the analysis
also examines the links between peer relations and both parenthood and
marital stress. If the evidence suggests that marriage does indeed
encourage desistance by altering relations with peers, efforts to explain
criminal trajectories will require greater attention to changing patterns of
peer relations over the life course.

MARRIAGE AND CRIMINAL BEHAVIOR

Before commencing the analysis, it is instructive to consider briefly the
literature on marriage and crime. For a topic as potentially important as
marriage, empirical evidence on the matter is surprisingly sparse. Aside
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from Sampson and Laub’s work, the best evidence on the issue comes
from Farrington and West (1995).2 Using data from the Cambridge Study
in Delinquent Development (a prospective longitudinal survey of London
males), these investigators concluded (1995:270) that “offenders were no
more or less likely than nonoffenders to get married,” but both inter- and
intraindividual analyses of the London panel indicated that “getting mar-
ried led to a decrease in offending compared with remaining single.” To
explain their findings, Farrington and West (1995:279) offered, but did not
test, an explanation that parallels the thesis of this study:

From birth, children are under the influence of the parents, who gen-
erally discourage offending. However, during their teenage years,
children gradually break away from the control of their parents and
become influenced by their peers, who encourage offending in many
cases. After age 20, offending declines as peer influence gives way to
family influence again, but this time originating in spouses rather than
parents.3

One of the primary findings of Farrington and West’s investigation was
that marriage discouraged offending only among men who actually resided
with their spouse; married men who were separated from their wives had
markedly higher rates of offending than those who lived with their spouse.
This finding closely matches the results of a recent analysis of short-term
(month-to-month) changes in criminal careers. Horney et al. (1995:665)
report that married male offenders reduced their offending when they
were actually living with their spouse and resumed it when they were not:
“Moving in with one’s wife doubles the odds of stopping offending (com-
pared to moving away), and moving away from one’s wife doubles the
odds of starting to offend (compared to moving in).” And whereas Samp-
son and Laub (1993) stressed the importance of attachment to a spouse
over marriage per se in their conceptualization and analysis, they (justifia-
bly) employed separation, desertion, and divorce as indicators of spousal
attachment.

There appears, then, to be a general convergence of findings indicating
that intact marriages encourage desistance from crime. For that reason, all
references to married persons in the analysis that follows pertain to per-
sons who are married and residing with their spouse. Persons who are
married but not residing with a spouse are treated as unmarried persons,
who, in fact, they more closely resembled in these data.

2. For other discussions or evidence on the relation between marriage and crime,
see Adams (1997); Osborne and West (1979); Rutter et al. (1990); West (1982).

3. Despite the similarity in arguments, it is not clear whether Farrington and West
mean to say that marriage actually suppresses peer influence.
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DATA

Data for this study come from the National Youth Survey (NYS). The
NYS is a continuing longitudinal study of delinquent behavior among a
national probability sample of 1,725 persons aged 11 to 17 in 1976. The
survey is currently in its ninth wave, forming one of the richest bodies of
data on delinquency ever collected. The NYS sample was obtained
through a multistage probability sampling of households in the continental
United States, and the demographic characteristics of the sample generally
match those of this age group in the nation as a whole (for detailed infor-
mation on sample selection and characteristics, see Elliott et al., 1985,
1989). In each wave of the NYS, respondents are asked a large number of
questions about events and behavior that occured during the preceding
calendar year, including involvement in a variety of illegal acts.

Both the nature of the NYS data (indeed, any longitudinal data set) and
the problem at hand impose certain constraints on the analysis. Early
waves of the NYS are of little value for present purposes because so few
individuals experience marriage at such young ages. By contrast, later
waves of the NYS contain substantial proportions of married respondents,
but (perhaps not coincidentally) most respondents in those waves have
“aged out” of delinquency, meaning that there are relatively few instances
of delinquent behavior in those waves. For these reasons, the analysis
focuses primarily on wave 5 (when respondents were ages 15-21) and
wave 6 (ages 18-24). These waves, especially the latter, exhibit sufficient
variability in marital status and delinquent behavior to support the analy-
sis. Although waves 1 through 5 of the NYS were consecutive annual
surveys, the reference periods for waves 5 and 6 were separated by two
years, which creates a gap in the chain of observations.# Steps were under-
taken in wave 6 to minimize the problems raised by this gap, but it none-
theless places some limiting but not prohibitive conditions on certain of
the analyses.

FINDINGS
MARRIAGE AND FRIENDS

A key element of the thesis concerning marriage and desistance from
crime is that marriage acts to disrupt or dissolve friendships that existed
prior to marriage, including relations with other offenders or accomplices.

4. Wave 5 interviews were conducted in early 1981 concerning events that
occured in 1980. Wave 6 interviews occurred three years later in early 1984 and per-
tained to events in 1983. Because the NYS is retrospective and uses a one-year (calen-
dar) reference period, the interval between the wave 5 and wave 6 reference periods
was two years (end of 1980 to beginning of 1983).
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Accordingly, the analysis turns first to the amount of time that individuals
spend with their friends and how that time is affected by the transition to
marriage.

The NYS data provide several ways to estimate this effect. First, respon-
dents are routinely asked in the NYS to report the amount of time they
spend with their friends on afternoons, evenings, and weekends, using the
following questions:

1. On the average, how many weekday evenings, Monday through
Friday, from dinnertime to bedtime, have you spent with your
friends? (0-5)

2. On the average, how many weekday afternoons, Monday through
Friday, from the end of school or work to dinner, have you spent with
your friends? (0-5)

3. On the weekends, how much time have you generally spent with
your friends? (5§ = a great deal; 4 = quite a bit; 3 = some; 2 = not too
much; 1 = very little)

Table 1 displays the response distribution to each question among married
and unmarried respondents at wave 6.5 Divorced individuals are omitted
from the analysis due to the rarity of divorce in a cohort this young.

The data in Table 1 reveal a marked contrast between married and
unmarried respondents. More than half of married respondents (57%)
report that they spend no more than one weekday evening each week with
friends. By contrast, only a fifth (20%) of single respondents report such
infrequent contact (chi-square = 164.45, 5 d.f., p <.0001). Indeed, more
than a third (35%) of single respondents report that they spend all or
nearly all (4 out of 5) weekday evenings with friends, compared to only 1
in 13 married respondents (8%).

Much the same pattern holds for afternoon and weekend time. Unmar-
ried respondents are nearly four times as likely (38 versus 10%) to report
that they spend four or five afternoons a week with friends (chi-square =
125.28, 5 d.f., p <.0001). And married respondents are 2.5 times more
likely than single respondents to say that they spend “very little” or “not
too much” time on the weekends with friends (chi-square = 93.57,4 df., p
<.0001).

Despite the obvious strength of the relationship, the correlation
between marital status and time spent with friends could be entirely spuri-
ous if marital status is merely a proxy for age. The models in Table 2,
however, indicate otherwise. When time spent with friends is regressed on
marital status (I = married; 0 = unmarried) and age (modeled as a set of

5. Wave 6 data are used for all cross-sectional analyses because in that wave
respondents exhibit the greatest variability in both delinquency and marital status.
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Table 1. Time Spent with Friends Each Week, by Marital

Status
Weekday Evenings (%)
0 1 2 3 4 5 Total (N)
Unmarried 6.4 135 21.6 23.1 171 18.3 100.0  (1,068)
Married 15.6 41.2 23.5 11.9 4.5 3.3 100.0 (243)

Weekday Afternoons (%)
1 2 3 4 5 Total (N)

Unmarried 113 122 180 207 133 246 100.0  (1,069)
Married 259 305 198 140 4.1 5.8 100.0 (243)

Weekend Time (%)

Very Not Too Quite A A Great

Little Much Some  Bit Deal Total (M)
Unmarried 38 7.6 23.6 382 26.7 100.0  (1,070)
Married 9.1 19.8 37.4 25.5 8.2 100.0 (243)

dummy variables), the effect of marital status remains strong and highly
significant (p < .001) in each case.

Figure 1 elaborates on Table 1 by showing the relation between time
spent with friends and the precise person(s) with whom respondents were
living at wave 6 (i.e., parents/stepparents, spouse, roommate, opposite sex,
alone). For space reasons, only evening time is shown, but the pattern is
quite similar for afternoon and weekend time. Examination of Figure 1
reveals that persons who live with a spouse are distinctly different from
those living in other household arrangements. Among those living with a
spouse, time spent with friends peaks sharply at one night per week and
drops rapidly thereafter. By contrast, the modal category for most of the
remaining household types is two or three nights per week, and there are
substantially more persons in those households who average four or five
weekday nights each week with friends.

The data in Figure 1 demonstrate that it is not merely those who live at
home with their parents who spend much of their time with friends. The
same is true for those who have leff home but remain unmarried (i.e.,
those who live alone, with one or more roommates, or are cohabiting).
Consequently, it appears that there is something about marriage itself—
not simply leaving home or even cohabitation—that affects relations with
friends.

Another useful measure of time spent with friends from the NYS is this
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Figure 1. Evenings with Friends per Week, by Household

Composition
50
Living with:
parents —— — —
spouse
407 roommate — — — —
OpPSEX --=---==----
alone
. 301 P
g
3 ) »
5 = -
&: - — _::'—‘—f../_\\ - -
a P NG AN
e == // *S ~—__ g
P / ] —
,"" / / S
10 = //
7
0= . 1 | )
0 1 2 3 A :

Evenings with Friends per Week

self-report item: On the average, how many hours per week have you
spent with your friends? Figure 2 displays the cumulative frequency distri-
bution of these self-reported hours among married and unmarried respon-
dents at wave 6. A look at the figure shows that the distribution for
married respondents approaches its maximum much earlier (at about
15-20 hours) than it does among unmarried respondents. A more succinct
estimate of the difference is given in Table 3, which shows the regression
of hours spent with friends on marital status, controlling for age. The
equation indicates that marriage cuts an average of about 10 hours (10.43)
per week from time spent with friends. Put another way, married persons
spend roughly half as much time with friends each week (12.30 hours) as
do unmarried persons (22.73 hours).

EXPOSURE TO DELINQUENT FRIENDS

The preceding analysis points to a strong association between marriage
and time spent with friends. The latter variable is clearly a critical variable
in differential association/social learning theory (see Sutherland’s [1947]
arguments about the duration and frequency of relations), but no less
important is the rype of friends with whom one associates. Specifically, it
is exposure to delinquent friends, according to Sutherland, that is condu-
cive to delinquency.
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Figure 2. Cumulative Frequency of Hours Spent with
Friends, by Marital Status
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Data on the delinquent behavior of friends are available in the NYS
through a series of questions of this form:

Think of your friends. During the last year, how many of them have
[offense]? (1 = none of them; 2 = very few of them; 3 = some of them;
4 = most of them; 5 = all of them)

The friends to whom the question refers are specific persons respondents
were asked to identify (by name or initials) earlier in the interview,

Using responses to this question, it is possible to determine whether the
transition to marriage affects exposure to delinquent friends. Table 4 dis-
plays, for each offense, a logistic regression equation in which delinquent
friends (scored as 1 if the respondent reported any such friends and 0
otherwise) is regressed on marital status, controlling once again for age.
Examination of the table reveals that marital status has a statistically sig-
nificant effect on the number of delinquent friends reported by respon-
dents for nearly every offense. The only exceptions are offenses related to
alcohol (alcohol use and getting drunk), acts that are not illegal or even
contranormative among adults.

Taken in conjunction with the findings reported earlier, the evidence
from Table 4 strongly suggests that marriage has two important conse-
quences for criminal trajectories. First, marriage substantially reduces the
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amount of time available for friends, marking a shift from a peer-oriented
to a family-oriented life-style. At the same time, marriage alters the kinds
of friends with whom individuals associate; it reduces exposure to deviant
friends and increases exposure to conventional others.

TIMING AND CAUSAL DIRECTION

Consistent though they may be, all of the preceding findings are based
on cross-sectional analyses. Consequently, critics may raise legitimate
questions about the timing or causal order of events. Of greatest concern
is this question: Do changes in peer relations precede or follow marriage,
and are the two events proximate in time during the life course? Ques-
tions of timing and causal order are somewhat difficult to answer in the
case of marriage, of course, because marriage is merely the declaration of
a relationship that may have commenced well before the marriage itself
(Ahammer, 1973). Nevertheless, the NYS data provide some clues toward
answering these questions.

Figure 3 reports changes in the amount of time (afternoon, evening, or
weekend) spent with friends among two groups of respondents: those who
remained unmarried at both waves 5 and 6 (left plots) and those who were
unmarried at wave 5 but had married by wave 6 (right plots). For after-
noons and evenings, time spent with friends is expressed as the percentage
of respondents who reported spending more than three afternoons or eve-
nings per week with friends. Weekend time (which was measured using a
different metric) is expressed as the percentage of respondents who said
that they spent “a great deal” or “quite a bit” of their weekend time with
friends.

If the argument proposed here is correct, respondents who were unmar-
ried at both waves should exhibit little decline in time spent with friends
across the two waves, whereas those who married between the waves
should show a substantial drop. An inspection of Figure 3 shows that this
is precisely the case. Regardless of the time in question (evening, after-
noon, or weekend), respondents who remained unmarried at both waves
experienced no decline (in fact, small increases) in time spent with friends.
By contrast, those who had married by wave 6 display very large, statisti-
cally significant drops in time spent with friends, ranging from 43 to 80%.
This pattern remains unaltered even after controlling for age at marriage
(not shown).

The data in Figure 3 encompass a fairly long time lapse (recall that
waves 5 and 6 were separated by two years), but an estimate of the short-
term effect of marriage can be obtained by comparing earlier annual
waves. Unfortunately, as noted earlier, there were very few marriages
before wave 6, but Figure 4 nonetheless displays changes in time spent
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Figure 3. Changes in Time Spent with Friends Among
Those Who Married Between Waves 5 and 6
(Right) and Those Who Remained Unmarried
(Left)
70 o
% o0 3 o
z =
5 50 5 50
B o
E 40 E 40
E 304 35 3 E 30 37
& &
< 204 < 204
: 10 : 10
0 | 9
UnmarriedWave 5 Unmarried/Wave 6 Unmammied'Wave 5  Mamied/Wave 6
Afternoon Time
70 70
g 60 % 60]
3: 50 Z 50
L7
& 40 = 40
2 E
‘g 30 35 g 304 36
8 20 ® & 20
& 10 Al
0 ) 7
UnmarriedWave 5 Unmarried/'Wave 6 Unmarried'Wave 5  Married/Wave 6
Evening Time
70 70
60 64 66 60
o - 61
£ 50 E 50
‘.E 40 g 404
= E
Z 30 E 30 35
= 2
8 20. g 20
E= =
10- 104
0 0
Unmarried'Wave 5 Unmarried'Wave 6 Unmarried'Wave 5  Married’'Wave 6
Weekend Time

with friends among those respondents (N = 57) who married in the year
between waves 4 and 5 (right plots) and those who were unmarried at both
waves (left). A look at the figure reveals a pattern very similar to that in
Figure 3. Respondents who remained unmarried show little change from
one wave to the next, whereas those who married display substantial drops
in time spent with friends. The declines (ranging from 29 to 49 percent),
though large, are not as great as those in Figure 3, suggesting that with-
drawal from friends is a gradual process that continues over several years.

Table 5 displays still another longitudinal comparison, but in this case
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Figure 4. Changes in Time Spent with Friends Among
Those Who Married Between Waves 4 and 5
(Right) and Those Who Remained Unmarried
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the data pertain to the number of delinquent friends reported by respon-
dents at waves 5 and 6. Specifically, the figures in each column indicate
the percentage of respondents with delinquent friends at wave 5 who no
longer had delinquent friends by wave 6. The first column reports this per-
centage (for each offense) among those who remained unmarried, and the
second column applies to those who married between the waves. To illus-
trate the meaning of these numbers more clearly, consider the first row of
figures. Among respondents who remained unmarried and who had
friends at wave 5 who committed vandalism, 51% no longer had such
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Table 5. Change in Delinquent Friends, Waves 5-6

Unmarried Married
Offense % Ny % (N Difference (p)
Vandalism 51 (369) 78  (41) .001
Used Marijuana 14 (697) 30 (115) .000
Theft < $5 42 (460) 58  (62) .020
Assault 56 (389) 67 (51) .149
Used Alcohol 4 (919) 5 (151) 558
Burglary 67 (150) 81 (21) 206
Sold Hard Drugs 57 (155) 69  (26) 233
Theft > $50 55 (145) 89  (18) 006
Break the Law 42 (334) 58  (40) .066
Gotten Drunk 5 (887) 7 (147) 316
Used Prescription Drugs 40 (257) 54 (54) 074
Sold Alcohol to Minors 46 (399) 64  (70) .005

friends by wave 6. Among those who married, however, 78% of those
with delinquent friends at wave 5 had lost those friends by wave 6.

A brief inspection of Table 5 reveals two clear patterns. Unlike time
spent with peers, exposure to delinquent peers declines among those who
did not marry as well as among those who did. The pattern for both
groups thus mimics the general age distribution of exposure to delinquent
peers (Warr, 1993a) and reflects what seems to be a general drift toward
greater conventionality that occurs in young adulthood (Jessor et al.,
1991). The most telling evidence in Table 5, however, is that the decreases
in delinquent friends between the two waves were substantially larger
among those who married compared to those who did not marry (compare
columns 1 and 2), and in some cases the difference is enormous. The
figures for some offenses are based on Ns too small to be statistically sig-
nificant, but the general pattern is clear. The two offenses related to alco-
hol—*“used alcohol” and “gotten drunk”—are, once again, exceptions to
the rule, meaning there is virtually no change in the number of delinquent
friends in either group (married or unmarried) from one wave to the next.
These exceptions aside, however, the data in Table 5 suggest that marriage
is ordinarily followed by an accelerated decline in exposure to delinquent
peers.

MARRIAGE AND DESISTANCE

Taken as a whole, the longitudinal and cross-sectional evidence strongly
support the thesis that the transition to marriage tends to disrupt or dis-
solve relations with friends, including delinquent friends. Consequently,
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the analysis now turns to the central questions of this study. Does mar-
riage lead to desistance from crime and, if so, does this occur because
marriage reduces exposure to delinquent peers? The logic of the analysis
is straightforward. If the answer to both of the preceding questions is
affirmative, then any observed association between marriage and delin-
quent behavior should disappear once exposure to delinquent associates is
held constant.

The first portion of the analysis employs data from wave 6 and concen-
trates on those NYS offenses for which comparable data are available on
both respondents and friends (a fairly small subset of the offenses) and for
which there are sufficient cases to permit statistical analysis. Table 6 dis-
plays a series of logistic regression equations for each of the four offenses
that meet these criteria. The dependent variable in each case is the self-
reported frequency of the offense, scored as 1 if the respondent committed
the offense at least once during the reference period and 0 otherwise.
Logistic regression models were used in place of ordinary least squares
(OLS) models in the analysis because of the skewness of the dependent
variables.

The independent variables for each offense include a dummy variable
distinguishing those who were married and residing with their spouse at
wave 6 (a score of 1) from those who were not (a score of 0), as well as a
set of control variables that represent possible alternative explanations for
the effect of marriage on offending. College attendance was coded as 1 if
the respondent was in college or an adult education/GED program during
the reference period, and O if not. Employment status (“job” in Table 6)
was scored as 1 if the respondent was employed at least 30 hours per week,
and 0 otherwise. A dummy variable representing sex (1 = male, 0 =
female) was included in the models because of sex differences in the aver-
age age of marriage in the United States (Sweet and Bumpass, 1990); age
(coded as before) was included as well. Delinquent friends was scored as 1
if the respondent reported having any friends who had committed the
offense (0 otherwise), and weekly time spent with friends (“hours” in
Table 6) was coded as 1 if the respondent averaged more than 20 hours per
week with friends (0 if fewer hours).

The first model for each offense includes marital status and all of the
control variables, but no variables pertaining to peers. A close look at the
model for each offense shows that, despite controls for other potentially
confounding variables, the coefficient for marital status is statistically sig-
nificant in each case. Though not immediately relevant, college attend-
ance is positively associated with alcohol use but negatively associated
with smoking marijuana. Having a job is positively associated with use of
both drugs, evidently because jobs outside the home often expose young
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people to a large variety of peers in settings that are relatively
unsupervised by adults (see Ploeger, 1997).

The second model reported for each offense adds only one additional
variable, the proportion of delinquent friends reported by the respondent.
When this variable is added to the equation, the coefficient for marital
status drops below statistical significance in every case but one—alcohol
use—which is the only offense in the table for which marriage and delin-
quent friends were not initially associated. In this instance, the coefficient
for marriage actually increases somewhat (from -.45 to -.66) when delin-
quent peers is entered into the equation.

The third model for each offense adds another peer variable, weekly
hours spent with friends. The coefficient for this variable is statistically
significant for three of the four offenses, and in all four cases, the addition
of this variable reduces the effect of marriage further still. In the case of
marijuana use and petty theft, the coefficient for marriage falls to only a
small fraction of its initial value, and for vandalism it is approximately
one-half its original size. Even in the case of alcohol, the coefficient for
marriage drops below statistical significance once time with friends is
included.

The evidence from Table 6 supports the argument that marriage oper-
ates through its impact on friendships; when measures of peer influence
are held constant, the effect of marriage is largely erased. Proponents of
Sutherland’s theory, however, might object that the models do not provide
a proper test of his theory. Although some criminologists seem to regard
time spent in the company of any adolescent peers as criminogenic (see
Hagan, 1991; Osgood et al., 1996; Warr, 1993b), Sutherland clearly implied
that it is time spent with delinquent peers that matters. The NYS provides
no way to measure time spent with delinquent friends precisely, but an
approximation can be obtained by computing the interaction between the
proportion of delinquent friends reported by respondents and the amount
of time they report spending with their friends. This interaction term is
included in the final model for each offense in Table 6. The coefficient for
the interaction is large and statistically significant for alcohol use, and
large but only marginally significant (p = .09) for vandalism. For the
remaining two offenses, the interaction term is not significant, but in the
case of marijuana a substantial and statistically significant interaction (b =
.63, p = .05) does appear if delinquent friends is recoded slightly to com-
bine those who report “very few” delinquent friends with those who
report “none.” This same recoding has no appreciable effect for petty
theft, but it remains the only exception to the general pattern. The analy-
sis therefore does provide some support for Sutherland’s theory, albeit
with measures that are not ideal for the purpose.
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A LONGITUDINAL TEST

The preceding evidence supports the thesis of this study, but a more
compelling test could be constructed by selecting and tracking a cohort of
offenders over time, isolating those who marry from those who do not, and
comparing the rates of desistance among the two groups. This strategy is
easier to describe than to execute, however, because it requires a fairly
large initial sample of offenders (large enough to permit statistical infer-
ence) and self-report surveys are not an efficient means of identifying
offenders. Even with the comparatively large sample size found in the
NYS, only a small number of respondents commit most of the offenses,
especially the more serious ones. However, there is an offense in the
NYS—smoking marijuana—that is sufficiently common (N = 654 at wave
5) to permit this more stringent approach. To implement the strategy,
logistic regression models were estimated using change scores between
waves 5 and 6 for the principal measures. To understand the coding of
variables, it is important to bear in mind that all respondents in the analy-
sis were offenders and unmarried at the initial wave of the analysis (i.e.,
wave 5). The dependent variable (desistance) was scored as a 1 if the
respondent reported smoking marijuana during the year preceding wave 5
interviews but reported no such incidents in the year preceding wave 6. If
the respondent smoked marijuana at both waves, desistance was coded as
a 0. Similar logic was applied to delinquent friends; those who had signifi-
cantly fewer friends who smoked at wave 6 compared to wave 5 (ie., a
drop of at least two categories on the friends scale) received a score of 1,
and 0 otherwise.6 (Hours spent with friends each week was not included
in the analysis because the measure was first introduced in wave 6). Mari-
tal status was coded as 1 if the respondent married between the two waves,
and O if not. Employment status was scored as 1 if the respondent
acquired and maintained a full-time job (at least 30 hours per week)
between the two waves (0 otherwise) and college status was scored as 1 if
the respondent entered college between the waves, and 0 otherwise. Two
other control variables—age and sex—were included and coded as before.

The first model reported in Table 7 includes marital status and all of the
control variables, but not delinquent peers. Despite controls for other
major life-course transitions, marital status has a statistically significant
effect on desistance, increasing the odds on desistance by a factor of about
1.7 (¢** = 1.67). Gender also has a significant positive effect on desistance
(females are more likely to desist than males), whereas entering college

6. Alternative codings of this variable were investigated, but all led to the same
conclusion. The most pronounced effect occurred by contrasting those who lost all
delinquent friends between the waves with those who did not, but that was true of only
about 7% of offenders.
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has a positive but only marginally significant (p = .11) effect on desistance.
Obtaining a job does not have any significant effect, as one might surmise
from the cross-sectional findings presented earlier.

When change in delinquent peers is added to the equation (second
model), the coefficients for most variables remain largely unaffected, but
marriage no longer has a statistically significant effect on desistance. Con-
sequently, the longitudinal analysis points to the same conclusion as the
cross-sectional findings. That is, changes in peer relations appear to
account for the effect of marriage on desistance.

CHILDREN

Marriage is often said to have a “civilizing” effect (Popenoe, 1996),
especially among men, and that civilizing effect is frequently attributed not
merely to marriage, but to the presence of children in the home:

It is not uncommon to hear young men say that they gave up certain
deviant or socially irresponsible patterns of life only when they mar-
ried and had children. At that point, based on the necessity to be a
good provider and a good father, they developed a real stake in the
system and felt the need to set a good example for their children. . . .
There is a civilizing effect for men in merely being in the company of
women and children, an environment which typically promotes life-
enhancing values. Association with single men, in contrast, tends to
generate risk taking, aggression, and violence. The members of sin-
gle-male peer groups are constantly challenging one another, and the
jousting for position, honor and esteem can become lethal (Popenoe,
1996:75).

Similarly, Farrington and West (1995:251) argue that,

Any apparent effect of marriage on the time course of offending may
in fact be caused by having a child, an event which often occurs close
in time to the date of the marriage. Having a child may have more
effect than getting married on social habits associated with offending
(e.g., going out drinking with male friends . . . ). Ideally, it is impor-
tant to try to disentangle the effects of getting married from the
effects of having a child.

Does marriage alone promote desistance from crime, or is it instead the
presence of children that encourages desistance? Or do the two have
independent but cumulative effects? To answer that question, NYS
respondents were grouped into four mutually exclusive categories: (1)
unmarried, no children (UMNC); (2) unmarried, with children (UMC); (3)
married, no children (MNC); and (4) married, with children (MC).
Dummy variables representing each group were created, with a 1 repre-
senting membership in the group and a 0 indicating otherwise.
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The first equation in Table 8 reports the OLS regression of time spent
with friends (self-reported hours per week) on these family composition
variables using wave 6 data;, UMNC was the omitted group and age once
again was controlled through a series of dummy variables. The equation
shows that respondents who are married and have children (MC) spend
substantially less time (-10.93 hours per week) with friends than persons
who are unmarried and have no children. However, the reduction in time
among married persons with children is virtually identical (-10.96 hours) to
that of persons who are married but have no children (MNC), and the
difference between the two groups (married with children and married
without children) is not itself statistically significant. Further, there is no
significant time reduction at all among respondents who have children but
are not married (UMC). Consequently, it appears that the presence of
children adds little or nothing to the effect of marriage itself.

The second equation in Table 8 shows the effect of household composi-
tion on exposure to delinquent friends. In this instance, the dependent
variable is the sum of 12 items measuring the proportion of respondent’s
friends who have engaged in each offense (see above for wording). The
implications of the equation are very much the same as those above. Per-
sons who are married with children have significantly fewer delinquent
friends than unmarried persons without children, but they closely resem-
ble those who are married but have no children (compare the standardized
coefficients for MC and MNC). Further, persons with children show no
significant diminution in delinquent friends if they are unmarried.

Once again, it appears that it is marriage—not the presence of chil-
dren—that affects relations with friends. In retrospect, this is not a partic-
ularly surprising finding. Recall from the earlier analysis that marriage
appears to have a substantial immediate effect on friendships, one that
would consequently be difficult to ascribe to children. Hence, it seems
that it is the presence of a spouse that is the key factor that leads to
changes in social relations with friends.

FRIENDS AND MARITAL STRESS

The evidence examined thus far is consistent with the thesis that mar-
riage encourages desistance by disrupting relations with peers, and it also
suggests that it is the link to one’s spouse—not children or a cohabitant—
that is central to this process. In light of this evidence, one nagging ques-
tion remains unanswered. How or why does marriage affect relations with
peers?

Perhaps the most likely answer is that continuing relations with peers
after marriage pose a potential threat to the special relation between hus-
band and wife, or the marital bond emphasized by Sampson and Laub
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(1993:140). That is certainly true in the case of delinquent peers, where
the possibility of arrest, imprisonment, and social stigma presents a funda-
mental risk to the long-term viability of the marriage. It may also be true,
however, that spending excessive time with any friends—delinquent or
not—is regarded by the spouse as a threat or a lack of commitment to the
marriage and family.

If this argument is correct, it follows that the quality of the marriage will
be affected by peer relations. Specifically, those individuals who maintain
strong relations with peers after marriage should report greater stress or
difficulties in their marriage. As it happens, this proposition can be tested
with the NYS, which contains a set of questions asking married respon-
dents to report the degree of stress in their marriage and the amount of
warmth and affection, support and encouragement, and loyalty they
receive from their spouse.? To simplify the analysis, a summary measure
of marriage quality was created by taking the mean of these items for each
married respondent. In Table 9, this summary measure is regressed on the
index of delinquent friends used earlier, as well as the weekly number of
hours that respondents reported spending with their friends (all variables
are measured at wave 6). As can be seen in the table, both measures have
statistically significant effects in the expected direction, meaning that less
contact is associated with higher perceived quality of the marriage. Of the
two variables, association with delinquent friends has a somewhat stronger
effect, as one might expect from the greater potential consequences it
entails.

These findings suggest that marriage does in fact create pressure on
spouses to limit or curtail relations with friends—not only delinquent
friends, it seems, but friends in general. Failure to do so evidently pro-
duces strain in the marriage that can potentially threaten its very exist-
ence. One might argue, of course, that the causal direction runs in the
opposite direction: individuals in stressful marriages are more likely to
acquire delinquent friends or spend time with friends. When it comes to
delinquent friends, however, that interpretation is at odds with research
showing that delinquent friendships are commonly formed in middle-to-
late adolescence, or well before marriage is likely (Warr, 1993a).

7. The items were worded as follows: Think of this relationship over the past
year. How much stress or pressure has there been in this relationship? How much
warmth and affection have you received from your spouse? How much support and
encouragement have you received from your spouse? How much loyalty have you and
your spouse had for one another? Responses to all four items were scored as 5 = a
great deal, 4 = quite a bit, 3 = some, 2 = not too much, 1 = very little. Responses to the
stress question were reflected to match the direction of the other three scales (i.e.,
higher scores indicate a more positive relationship with the spouse).
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Table 9. OLS Regression of Perceived Marriage Quality
on Delinquent Friends and Weekly Hours with

Friends
Intercept Delinquent Friends Hours R N
4.82 —34xx* —.01%* 09 290
(-22) (-15)
NOTE: Standardized coefficients in parentheses.
* p <.05.
** p < .01,
ek p <001

CONCLUSION

The results of this study point to conclusions that differ from those
reached by Sampson and Laub in their study of criminal life-course trajec-
tories. Just as their investigation did, my findings suggest that marriage
contributes to desistance from crime. But the reason for this process
appears to be quite different from the one proposed by those investigators.
For many individuals, it seems, marriage marks a transition from heavy
peer involvement to a preoccupation with one’s spouse and family of pro-
creation. For those with a history of crime or delinquency, that transition
is likely to reduce interaction with former friends and accomplices and
thereby reduce the opportunities as well as the motivation to engage in
crime. In words that Sutherland might have chosen, marriage appears to
discourage crime by severing or weakening former criminal associations.

The purpose of this study, however, was not merely to explain the effect
of marriage on criminal behavior or to argue that marriage is the most
common reason for desistance. Rather, the larger objective was to iden-
tify and offer preliminary evidence for a general mechanism of desistance
that may explain the links between life-course transitions and desistance
from crime. Because the analysis was limited to a single major life transi-
tion—marriage—and a limited age range of individuals, it is difficult to say
at this point whether the process identified here applies to other transi-
tions and phases of life. However, there is no reason to suppose that it
does not, and it may in fact obtain with even greater force. Consider, for
example, entry into the military, a career path discussed by Sampson and
Laub. Unlike marriage, joining the military ordinarily requires relocation
to a new area, something that is likely to severely interrupt or hinder
existing friendships, and perhaps sever them altogether. (Indeed, that
seems to be part of the traditional rationale whereby judges sentenced
delinquents to military duty). But unlike marriage, where established
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friends evidently fade in importance, old friends are likely to be replaced
by new friends in the military—or at college or the first “real” job. These
new friends, however, are not the comrades of adolescence, but typically
members of the adult world who have either aged out of or have no his-
tory of crime. As such, they become models for conventional behavior
and form a foundation for the transition out of crime. In subsequent
research on military service among men raised in poor areas of Boston,
Sampson and Laub (1996:364) themselves concluded that overseas mili-
tary duty was, for these men, “a crucial life experience because it facili-
tated the knifing off of past social disadvantages (e.g., poverty, deviant
peers) and stigmatization by the criminal justice system.”

Notwithstanding the evidence presented here, the conclusions of this
study with regard to marriage (and, by implication, other life-course tran-
sitions) are likely to be challenged under alternative causal scenarios.
Marriage does not alter relations with friends, one might argue. Rather,
the fracturing of peer relations frees individuals (or motivates them) to
marry. Marriage does not lead to desistance from crime; instead, only
those who have abandoned crime are attractive marriage partners. More
broadly, marriage, friends, and crime could be linked through a process of
social selection. Those who marry at any particular age are those who
would have desisted from crime and relinquished delinquent friends any-
way. This analysis cannot rule out these alternatives, and hence the con-
clusions of this study must remain tentative if only for that reason. In
defense of the causal model advanced here, however, it should be noted
that the analysis revealed pronounced changes in relations with friends
following marriage, an observation that is at odds with the idea that chang-
ing peer relations lead to marriage. Nevertheless, it would be premature
at this point to claim anything more than preliminary support for the thesis
offered here.

At a broader level, the findings of this study bear on a current and truly
fundamental debate in the field, that is, the clash between ontogenetic and
sociogenetic explanations of crime (Cohen and Vila, 1996; Matsueda and
Heimer, 1997; Sampson and Laub, 1993). Spurred largely by the argu-
ments of Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990), proponents of the ontogenetic
position assert that criminal behavior is the result of an individual trait
(e.g., low self-control) that is present at an early age and persists through
life. It therefore follows, they argue, that criminal behavior is largely unaf-
fected by life-course events like marriage, employment, education, and so
on. In contrast, advocates of sociogenesis assert that criminal propensity
and behavior are not stable and immutable through life, but undergo
transformation in response to changing life events or circumstances. In its
broadest sense, Sampson and Laub’s monograph provides a logical and
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empirical defense of the sociogenetic school of thought. The present find-
ings join theirs and those of other recent studies (see Bartusch, et al., 1997;
Paternoster and Brame, 1997; Warr, 1993a) in support of that position.

Although this study has drawn on Sutherland’s theory of differential
association, some will question whether the findings can be properly con-
strued as evidence for his theory. The reason is that Sutherland empha-
sized the importance of acquiring “definitions” or attitudes favorable to
violation of the law in his theory of interpersonal influence, and no attitu-
dinal measures were employed in this study. Research over several
decades, however, has consistently indicated that attitude transference is
not the primary mechanism of differential association, meaning that indi-
viduals seem much more sensitive to the behavior than the attitudes of
their friends (see Warr and Stafford, 1991). This finding is consistent with
a social learning explanation of peer influence that emphasizes imitation
and direct and vicarious reinforcement (Akers, 1985), but there are as yet
few direct tests of that theory as it applies to delinquent peers. Recently,
Osgood et al. (1996:639) have suggested that time spent with peers can be
incorporated under Cohen and Felson’s (1979) routine activities theory
because “being with peers can increase the situational potential for devi-
ance.” Their argument harks back to Briar and Piliavin’s (1965) classic
notion of “situational inducements” as well as explanations of peer influ-
ence that emphasize collective behavior or the “party culture” of adoles-
cents (see Gold, 1970; Hagan, 1991; Warr, 1993b). Still, the evidence
presented by Osgood et al. does not actually pinpoint or identify the
nature of peer influence. The truth is that, despite strong and persistent
evidence of peer influence in the etiology of delinquency, the precise
mechanism by which peers “transmit” or encourage delinquent behavior
among one another remains a mystery.

These matters aside, it seems to be no coincidence that many major life
transitions—marriage, stable employment, military duty, college—occur at
precisely those ages at which most offenders are leaving crime behind. For
decades, criminologists have harbored suspicions that these transitions are
somehow connected to desistance from crime. Sampson and Laub are
among the first to offer systematic evidence on the matter, and for that
they deserve high praise. Indeed, the quarrel is not with their findings, but
rather with their interpretation of their findings. Further, the analysis
presented here does not preclude the possibility that Sampson and Laub
are at least partially correct. That is, life transitions like marriage may
simultaneously reduce exposure to delinquent associates while increasing
stakes in conformity and attachment to conventional others. Indeed, this
seems to be particularly true for marriage, where males—who constitute
the overwhelming majority of delinquents—form bonds with persons of
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the opposite sex who, as a group, are far less prone to deviance (Steffen-
smeier and Allan, 1995). In addition, the apparent role of spouses in
“monitoring” the peer relations of their mates is consistent with the gen-
eral principles of control theory.

Still, the evidence of this study suggests that changing patterns of peer
relations over the life course—what might be called “peer careers”—are
essential to understanding criminal life-course trajectories. The transition
from criminal to conventional behavior (or vise versa), it seems, is not
merely an individual conversion, but rather a social transformation that
entails the destruction of old relations or social networks and the creation
of new ones. If delinquency is largely a group phenomenon, it should
come as no surprise that desistance is also a group process.
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Appendix. Means and Standard Deviations of Variables

Evenings with Friends
Afternoons with Friends
Weekend Time with Friends
Age
Marital Status
Weekly Hours with Friends
Friends’ Delinquency

Vandalism

Used Marijuana

Theft < $5

Assault

Used Alcohol

Burglary

Sold Hard Drugs

Theft > $50

Break the Law

Gotten Drunk

Used Prescription Drugs

Sold Alcohol to Minors

Pressured Someone Sexually
Self-reported

Marijuana use

Theft < $5

Vandalism

Used Alcohol
Sex
College
Job
Marijuana Desistance, Wave 5-6
Del. Friends, Wave 5-6
Marital Status, Wave 5-6
College, Wave 5-6
Job, Wave 5-6
Delinquent Friend Index
Married, with Children (MC)
Married, no Children (MNC)
Unmarried, with Children (UMC)
Unmarried, no Children (UMNC)
Perceived Marriage Quality

Mean
2.62
2.62
3.63

20.87
20
20.17

1.32
2.46
1.48
1.32
3.65
1.11
1.21
1.15
1.40
341
1.40
1.46
1.11

S.D.
1.52
1.70
1.09

NOTE: All variables measured at wave 6 unless otherwise noted. See text for

question wordings and variable codings.



