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Introduction: Life-course criminology and the offender change controversy 

One of the most enduring debates in criminology is whether individuals who break the law—either as children or adults—can change their behavior with assistance from professionals in the social service or correctional system. Some argue that offenders can and do change, but to do so, they first need help addressing a variety of personal challenges, such as educational deficiencies, skill deficits, and medical, social, psychiatric, and behavioral problems (Byrne and Taxman, 2005; Farrington and Welsh, 2007; National Research Council, 2007). Others argue that individuals can really change very little after adolescence; for those involved in serious delinquency, the likelihood of a crime-free adulthood is particularly slim (Farabee, 2005; Wilson, 2007). 

In support of this latter argument, Sampson and Laub (2005, p. 15) noted that “Indeed, delinquency and other forms of antisocial conduct in childhood were strongly related to troublesome adult behaviors across a variety of experiences (e.g., crime, military offenses, economic dependence, and marital discord).” Moreover, especially for young offenders, incarceration diminishes subsequent employment possibilities and social relationships (Sampson and Laub refer to this as a cumulative disadvantage). Stated simply, prison makes offenders worse, in large part because the use of formal control mechanisms interrupts and undermines the development of informal social control mechanisms in the communities to which former prisoners return (Byrne and Roberts, 2007).
 Our perspective on the offender change issue is that offenders can and do change, but in many instances positive change may be rendered more difficult by our current correctional system’s emphasis on control technology, which siphons critical resources away from strategies designed to address the need for both individual and community change/ rehabilitation. Obviously, our criminal justice system would be designed quite differently if (1) policy makers recognized the long term negative consequences of incarceration for young offenders, and (2) treatment-focused prisons replaced today’s control- oriented prisons (Gilligan and Lee, 2004). However, this shift in the purpose of prisons—and for that matter, community corrections-- requires that we first convince policy makers that offenders can change—for the better-- as a result of their experiences in the institutional and/or community corrections system (Byrne and Pattavina, 2007). A similar conclusion about the prospects for change among victims would also have consequences for the services provided to victims of crime in general and repeat victims in particular (see Daigle, et al., this issue). How we organize the criminal justice response to various crime victims (e.g., domestic violence and sexual assault) can and should be informed by research that examines patterns of victimization (and repeat victimization) throughout life. At present, significantly more is known about trajectories of crime than trajectories of victimization.             
A key element of life-course criminology is the notion that “turning points” can be identified throughout offenders’ lives that lead them toward—or turn them away from—criminality. Although considerable research has focused on the “cycle of violence” and the purported link between early childhood victimization and later criminal behavior (Moffitt, 2007;see also Cullen et al. and Moriarty and Parsons-Pollard, this issue), insufficient scholarly attention has been paid to adult transitions—from victim to non-victim and from offender to non-offender (Sampson and Laub, 2005). For adults, these turning points include several critical life-course “events,” such as employment, marriage, military service, and physical relocation (Gottfredson, 2005; Laub and Sampson, 2005). 
Other possible life-altering “events” that may affect trajectories of crime and/or victimization include adult victimization, incarceration, participation in treatment, interventions by family members and mentors, and educational experiences. From a criminal justice policy perspective, research should concentrate on turning points in order to inform current crime control strategies. The recent work of the National Research Council (2007) provides an instructive example of this strategy in the area of offender reentry, but significantly more work must be done in the field of life-course criminology before the research-policy gap is bridged.
 Perhaps the most serious limitation of current life course theory and research is found in the unpredictability of desistance, which has led Sampson (2007) to conclude that “shift happens,” but it is unclear why. According to Sampson (2007, p.18):

“Early antisocial behavior, poor economic conditions during childhood, poor results in school, is not sufficient to explain why some become persistent offenders. The same is true of individual level explanatory factors such as low verbal intelligence, poor impulse control and a difficult temperament. They are not sufficient to explain differences in life-course outcomes… Life events such as marriage, military service and work can have a stabilizing effect and lead to an individual desisting from involvement in crime. But social science and criminology still knows too little about these “situational choices” that can involve turning points”.

                                                                                                                                            We concur with this assessment but we would suggest the following caveat about the emphasis on discrete turning points in the life-course of both offenders and victims. Despite the emphasis on turning points in the life course by several life course criminologists (Sampson and Laub, 2005; Benson, 2002; Piquero and Mazerolle, 2001), it has been argued that desistance is perhaps more accurately conceptualized as the culmination of a process rather than a discrete series of stages (Blakemore, den Ouden, Choudhury, & Frith, 2007). Singular, life-altering events are uncommon in most people’s lives, and when they do occur, they are usually not transformative with respect to an individual’s core beliefs and values( Toby, 2005).  In fact, desistance—particularly in the case of hard-core criminals—requires major cognitive restructuring, which is not the product of any one event, epiphany, or experience. Desistance is more likely the result of collective experiences that change world views and self-schemata, which explains the science-validated effectiveness of cognitive behavioral therapy in the rehabilitation of offenders or the role that true religious or spiritual conversion plays in helping criminals lead law-abiding lives. 


It can also be argued that advocates of life-course theory have not fully considered the implications of recent neuroscience research showing that the brains of adolescents and young adults are still developing, especially in the region that governs the executive function and contains the instrumentality that controls impulses and calculates risk and future consequences (National Institute of Mental Health, 2001). It is certainly possible that the life-course changes—or turning points—that promote desistance are the causes, effects, or coincidences of these brain changes. For a multitude of reasons, they probably never fully ripen in adults who continue to recidivate. Clearly, further research and subsequent life course theory development/ redefinition appear to be needed to confirm or challenge these research findings.             
Few investigations have examined how and why key life-course decisions—with whom to associate or whom to marry, where to live, when to move, whether to join the military, go to college, or get a job—are related to trajectories of crime and victimization from childhood to old age(Warr, 1998). It is in this context that current life course explanations can be viewed as inadequate and in need of both better theory and better research. It is one thing to note that “shift happens” resulting in desistance for some offenders (Sampson, 2007); it is quite another to offer an explanation of why this shift occurs. We are hopeful that the studies showcased in this special issue will result in a new wave of life-course research that can be used by policy-makers and program developers interested in desistance from both crime and victimization (Center for Disease Control, 2007; National Research Council, 2007). 
Contributions to the Special Issue
In our preparation of this special issue on role reversals in the life-course, we were interested in studies that incorporate features of the life-course perspective in the study of victim-offender transitions (or role reversals) throughout individuals’ lives. We included in the volume more traditional research consistent with the “early victimization-later consequences” theme expressed so eloquently by Cathy Spatz Widom and her colleagues (2000) as well as studies that explore the impact of adult life-course transitions on desistance from crime and victimization.

The first contribution to the special issue, by Laura Moriarty and Nicolle Parsons-Pollard, presents a comprehensive literature review of studies on role reversal in the life-course perspective, known also as the intergenerational transmission of violence. In their survey of the field, the authors focused on investigations of the transition from victim to offender, particularly in the years between the occurrence of early childhood victimization and the onset of early adulthood offending. Based on their exploration of nearly 20 years of research on the topic, Moriarty and Parsons-Pollard conclude that studies generally support the association between childhood victimization and adult offending; however, the bulk of studies on the topic have methodological shortcomings that vitiate the validity and interpretability of their findings.
The authors recommend that future investigations of role reversal employ prospective designs and draw on secondary data sources to replace or supplement self-reports of victimization. We suspect that this body of research on early childhood victimization will also need to be supplemented by future studies of adult victimization (in relationships, at and after work, in prison or jail, or in the community) and other possible “turning points” in the adult life-course (such as marriage, employment, addiction, relocation, and military duty).

The next paper, by Francis Cullen and his colleagues, explores the problem of bullying in schools from the survey responses of nearly 2,500 students in the metropolitan Virginia area. The researchers examined the effects of bullying on subsequent delinquent behavior and substance use and adopted general strain theory as their conceptual framework. Cullen et al. found that bullying is significantly related to misconduct and is a risk factor for adult criminal behavior, especially among victims who have a weaker attachment to school and more aggressive tendencies. Our knowledge is scant regarding how these early victimization experiences help shape key adult life-course decisions (marriage, employment, military duty, and relocation) that might be linked to both adult criminal behavior and desistance from crime as well as to adult victimization and desistance from victimization.

In the first large-scale study of victimization trajectories from adolescence to young adulthood using life-course analysis, Leah Daigle, Kevin Beaver, and Jennifer Hartman have applied selected variables from Laub and Sampson’s Life-Course Perspective to the problem of repeat victimization in the life-course. To date, few researchers have explored the topic of desistance from victimization, suggesting that Daigle and her colleagues have identified a critical new area for study. The researchers obtained data from three waves of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health in order to explore the protective value of marriage and employment in the avoidance of victimization. Contrary to previous studies and to routine activities theory, the researchers reported that employment predicted lower rates of victimization but not criminal involvement. The researchers also reported that marriage was a protective factor for future victimization. We anticipate that the research strategy and findings of this study will generate considerable debate—and subsequent research—in this area.

The fourth paper in the series, by Eve Buzawa and David Hirschel, examines the criminal careers of individuals who perpetrated acts of domestic violence. The researchers were most interested in the question of when domestic violence appears in the trajectory of an offender’s criminal career—onset, midcourse, or culmination. To answer this question, Buzawa and Hirshel analyzed 3,000 cases of intimate partner violence from three states. The data set was extracted from the 2000 National Incident Based Reporting System and contained official cases of aggravated assault, simple assault, and intimidation among heterosexual couples. 

Buzawa and Hirschel found that perpetrators with criminal histories—especially those with histories of violence—were more likely to reoffend, compared to perpetrators with no histories of crime or violence; marriage did not reduce the propensity for criminal behavior for these offenders. However, for those offenders with no history of crime or violence, the domestic violence incident appears to result in desistance, which suggests—somewhat paradoxically—that the criminal act itself was a turning point; perhaps it represents a “single blip on the screen” in the life-course of these individuals. Interestingly, the investigators also found that offenders were more likely to reoffend if their partners had criminal histories. In support of previous research, Buzawa and Hirshel reported that male offenders were more likely than female offenders to have criminal and violent histories, to reoffend, and to be under the influence of drugs and alcohol during the commission of intimate violence.
Overall, these findings appear to challenge the notion that marriage and desistance from crime—and victimization—are inexorably linked; in fact, marriage appears to increase the risk of both offending and victimization for some individuals. Marriage provided the situational context in which these individuals could be involved in both crime and victimization; for those offenders with prior victimization and offending experiences, marriage provided the setting for identity reinforcement for both persistent offenders and repeat victims. As Sampson and Laub (2005, p. 37) observed about offenders:
It also appears that human agency is vitally important for understanding persistent offending over the life course. Some men simply insist on a criminal lifestyle, not out of impulsivity or lack of knowledge of future consequences, but rather because of the rewards of crime itself (Katz, 1988) or a willful resistance to perceived domination (Butterfield, 1995; Sherman, 1993). Persistent offenders knowingly engage in these activities at the expense of a future self. 
Our understanding is limited regarding how the concept of “human agency” can be used to explain repeat victimization throughout the life-course (Buzawa, Hotaling, and Byrne, 2005).


The final paper in the special issue addresses the topic of clergy abuse in the Catholic Church, which has received considerable media—but minimal scholarly—attention. Karen Terry, Cynthia Calkins Mercado, and Anthony Perillo have conducted one of the only studies of the relationship between a history of victimization and future offending among clerics who commit acts of sexual abuse. Their results indicate that offender clerics who were themselves victims of childhood abuse began their criminal activities earlier—following ordination—than those offender clerics who were not victims. The victims of abused clerics were also older and more likely to be male than the victims of non-abused clerics. Unfortunately, Terry and her colleagues had no access to the abuse histories of clergy members (95% of the total population of clergy included in the review) who were not identified as abusers in this groundbreaking and controversial John Jay College of Criminal Justice Study. Despite this limitation, the findings reported here certainly improve our understanding of this subgroup (5%) of offending clergy and challenge the notion that all adult sex offenders were themselves victims of childhood abuse.

Concluding Comments: Old and New Research on Crime and Victimization in the Life-Course 
Much of what we currently know about trajectories of crime (and desistance from crime) from childhood to old age is based on the reanalysis of data originally collected by Sheldon and Eleanor Glueck on a sample of 500 male delinquents and 500 male non-delinquents (ages 10 to 17) living in Boston more than 60 years ago. The study began in 1940 and focused on three distinct points in these youths’ lives—ages 14, 25, and 32 (Glueck and Glueck, 1950, 1968, as summarized in Sampson and Laub, 2005). The reanalysis and extension of Glueck’s research by Sampson and Laub (1993) and the subsequent re-interviewing of a small sub-sample of 52 of the original “delinquent boys” from the study (Laub and Sampson, 2003) offered a rare opportunity to track a group of individuals from age 14 through age 70. Clearly, the results of this investigation have had a major influence on criminological theory and have spurred heated debate, in the most preeminent criminology and sociological journals worldwide, on topics such as criminal careers, career criminals, age and crime, and the use of cross-sectional and longitudinal research designs to study these issues (Sampson and Laub, 2005).
In recent years, criminologists have considered whether we might have overemphasized the impact of childhood experiences (victimization, parenting, peer influences, school experiences) on adult patterns of continued criminality (the persistent offenders) and desistance from crime (the age-crime connection). According to Sampson and Laub (2005), the four key turning points in the adult life-course that appear to be linked to desistance from crime are marriage, employment, the military, and physical relocation. They conclude that, “Involvement in institutions such as marriage, work, and the military reorders short-term situational inducements to crime and, over time, redirects long-term commitments to conformity” (2005, p. 18). If Sampson and Laub are correct, then it would certainly make sense for both institutional and community corrections  to recognize the importance of these turning points as they consider the prospects and develop strategies for changing the behavior of the offenders under their direct supervision and control( National Research Council, 2007; Byrne, forthcoming).
A variety of institutional and community corrections initiatives consistent with life-course theory can be identified that place a renewed emphasis on the provision of both job training and employment in prison and in the community (Byrne, Hummer, and Taxman, 2008). These initiatives also include the development of strategies to assess community “risk” and to relocate offenders who reside in “high-risk” neighborhoods to “lower-risk” neighborhoods using the lure of  job opportunities or housing incentives (Byrne and Taxman, 2005; Kling, Ludwig, and Katz,2004). In addition, the option of easing restrictions and allowing ex-offenders to join the military could also be explored, based on the premise that the odds for marriage or stable long-term relationships should improve with changes in employment status and physical location. Sampson and Laub (2005, p. 17) explicate the direct link between these turning points and desistance from crime:

The mechanisms underlying the desistance process are consistent with the general idea of social control. Namely, what appears to be important about institutional or structural turning points is that they all involve, to varying degrees, (1) new situations that “knife off” the past from the present, (2) new situations that provide both supervision and monitoring as well as opportunities for social support and growth, (3) new situations that change and structure routine activities, and (4) new situations that provide the opportunity for identity transformation.
The translation of these research findings into effective criminal justice policies and practices has been slowed by a variety of factors. Most important is the simple fact that a study of the life experiences of a group of delinquent boys growing up in post-World War II Boston appears to have only slight relevance to the life experiences of today’s youths and adults. Consider the changes that have occurred in each of the four major “turning points” identified by Laub and Sampson (2005). 
Marriage is more tenuous now than it was in the 1950s, with multiple marriage transitions much more likely; traditional gender roles and relationships have been strained by women’s greater involvement in work outside the home. Employment is still critical, but increased outsourcing of manufacturing jobs, the exclusion of offenders from many job categories, and the deterioration of our public education system have all restricted the job opportunities of residents in lower class neighborhoods. Current military service is associated with negative outcomes for a significant number of participants, attributable in part to the inability of veterans—who have a wide range of mental and physical health deficits related to service—to obtain or maintain jobs in the civilian sector (Wright, Carter, and Cullen, 2005; Hisnanick, 2003). Finally, relocation is now more difficult (Kling, Ludwig, and Katz, 2004), particularly for those who live in high crime, poverty-pocket neighborhoods (Pattavina, Byrne and Garcia, 2006), and it less likely to foster new identity shifts because of improvements in surveillance technology. Present legislation allows lifetime supervision of certain categories of offenders via sex offender registration, online sex offender location, and restrictions on where ex-offenders can live and work and has improved criminal history databases nationwide (Byrne, forthcoming; Marx, 2007). 
Although questions will continue to be raised about the adequacy of current life course theory and research, it appears that the life-course perspective has laid a solid foundation for an emerging class of studies of turning points in the life-course of youths. However, our review underscores the need for contemporary research on turning points through the life course, focusing on trajectories—and intersections—of both crime and victimization.  These studies should focus on the trajectories of crime and victimization from childhood to old age. They also need to identify and evaluate strategies for improving offenders’ ability to change, which can draw on the results of this new wave of research. The five studies included in the current special issue of Victims and Offenders represent a small, but important, initial step in this direction.
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