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1.1 Introduction
Each year, over 2000 women are released from one of the women’s prisons 

in the Netherlands. These women have to re-integrate into society. As an 

inherent part of successful reentry, they will have to reframe from  further 

offending, e.g. desist from crime. Yet, research has shown that recidivism 

rates amongst formerly incarcerated women are high, indicating that the 

road to criminal desistance might be a bumpy one for these women. 

 Most of our knowledge about criminal desistance stems from experiences 

of male offenders. To date, studies have pointed at a wide range of factors 

contributing to or hampering men’s criminal desistance, most notably 

marriage, employment, parenthood and drug problems. Although these 

findings are important, they do not a priori pertain (to the same extent) 

to women offenders. In fact, scholars have asserted that men and women 

offenders tend to have different histories that affect their desistance efforts, 

and that they might be affected differently by the same factors. Women’s 

victimization histories are often mentioned as a gender-specific factor 

influencing desistance (Belknap, 1996; O’Brien, 2001). Moreover, marriage is 

said to have a positive influence on men only, given that women offenders 

tend to ‘marry down’ to an antisocial partner (Laub, Nagin, & Sampson, 

1998), while parenthood might be more beneficial for women than for men 

(Spjeldnes & Goodkind, 2009).

 Currently, the theoretical debate on desistance is dominated by on the 

one hand theories that focus on the aforementioned factors of (informal) 

social control (Laub & Sampson, 2003) and on the other hand those that 

focus on subjective change (Giordano et al., 2002; Maruna, 2001; Paternoster 

& Bushway, 2009). Here too, the basis of most of these theories stems from 

studies of male offenders, leaving the question of whether these theories 

generalize to women offenders unanswered. 

 Knowledge on factors contributing to women’s desistance is especially 

relevant when it comes to formerly incarcerated women. As mentioned, 

their recidivism rates are high (Linckens & De Looff, 2010), causing 

high societal costs. Moreover, the majority of incarcerated women have 

children, and research has shown that these children are seriously affected 

by their mothers’ imprisonment (Dallaire et al., 2015; Hissel et al., 2011). 

At the same time, the post-release period is often characterized by ‘a co-

occurrence of multiple demands’ (Richie, 2001, p. 380), where women have 

to find housing, secure employment or another form of income, address 

specific issues such as drug and mental health problems and reunite with 

family and friends. As Visher and Travis (2003, p. 89)  noted, ‘avoiding crimes 
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can be the least of problems’ under the sometimes difficult circumstances 

formerly incarcerated women face. 

 The aim of this dissertation is to examine the road to desistance of 

formerly incarcerated women. To that end, two interrelated research 

questions were formulated. The first question is: what factors contribute 

to or hinder women’s desistance after release from prison? The second 

question is: how do these factors influence women’s desistance efforts? To 

answer these research questions, a mixed-method approach was adopted 

employing officially registered longitudinal data on offending and a broad 

range of life events, complemented with interviews. 

 In this chapter, previous studies on (women’s) desistance from crime are 

reviewed and placed into theoretical perspective. Next, some limitations of 

desistance-studies in general are discussed. This introductory chapter then 

concludes with a description of the present study and an outline of the 

remaining chapters.

1.2  Empirical research on desistance
1.2.1 Marriage, employment and desistance
Although desistance from crime has long been “the least studied process” 

of the criminal career, relative to the onset and persistence of offending 

(Laub & Sampson, 2001, p. 4), the number of studies examining desistance 

has grown rapidly during the last fifteen years. In addition, the concept 

of desistance has increasingly been informed by longitudinal studies, 

enabling scholars to draw informed conclusions on a wide range of factors 

contributing to desistance.

 Of these factors, marriage and employment have most often emerged in 

the literature as central to the desistance process (Roque, 2017). Over two 

decades ago, Laub and Sampson pointed at marriage as a ‘turning point’ 

in the life course, one that would guide offenders away from crime. Since 

then, a large body of research has supported the notion that marriage has a 

protective effect on offenders, and, as a result, “consensus has grown among 

scholars  that marriage holds the potential to promote desistance from 

crime – commonly known as the ‘marriage-effect’” (Bersani & Doherty, 2013, 

p. 400). For example, Sampson, Laub, and Wimer (2006) found evidence 

for a causal effect of marriage on desistance, even after controlling for a 

broad range of individual factors, and the positive effect of marriage was 

also found by others (Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2005, Li & MacKenzie, 2003; 

Warr, 1998). More recently, however, scholars have begun to question the 

direct effect of marriage on desistance. First, studies have shown that 
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the marriage-effect is (at least partly) dependent on the specifics of the 

marriages and marital partners under study, such as the propensity to marry 

(King et al., 2007), the quality of marriages (Forrest, 2007), and attachment 

between the spouses (Laub, Nagin, & Sampson, 1998). Second, some studies 

have shown that desistance actually precedes entry into marriage (Beijers, 

Bijleveld, & Van Poppel, 2012; Lyngstad & Skardhamar, 2013; Skardhamar et 

al., 2015), challenging the marriage-effect even more. 

 As for employment, several studies have shown that having a job is 

associated with desistance from crime (Savolainen, 2009; Uggen, 2000; 

Verbruggen, 2014; Wright & Cullen, 2004). As holds true for the study of the 

marriage-effect, the causality of the effect of having a job on desistance has 

been contested in recent years; scholars have argued that factors such as 

job stability, attachment to the labor market, type of job and timing of job 

entry might be more important than having a job in itself (see Verbruggen, 

2014, for an overview of studies on the relation between employment and 

(desistance from) crime). 

1.2.2 Women’s desistance from crime
Along with the recognition that there might be more to criminal desistance 

than ‘just getting married’ or ‘just entering the workforce’, scholars 

have started to examine the different mechanisms underlying women’s 

desistance from crime as compared to that of their male counterparts. While 

a focus on the specific needs of women offenders originated with the work 

of feminist criminologists, ‘mainstream’ scholars have also pointed out 

the importance of studying the correlates of desistance and  the gendered 

processes influencing desistance. For example, Laub and colleagues (1998) 

stated that, given the differences in offending between men and women, 

men tend to marry ‘up’ to a prosocial partner, whereas women more often 

marry ‘down’ to an antisocial partner. Following this, one would expect 

the marriage-effect to be smaller, if present at all, in samples of women 

offenders. 

 Following traditional gendered scripts, women would also be less likely 

to take advantage of being employed. Although women offenders often 

face harsh financial circumstances (Cobbina, 2009; Richie, 2001; Visher & 

Bakken, 2014), they might be more likely than men to find other sources of 

income. Opsal (2012) mentions this in regard to having “an employed spouse 

or government support, to meet their basic needs” (p. 379). Moreover, it 

has been argued that parenthood, rather than marriage and employment, 

might have a crime-reducing effect on female offenders, given the central 
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role parenthood generally has in women’s lives. Conversely, scholars have 

indicated that children might form an additional source of stress to women 

offenders, who are often single mothers (Michalsen, 2011).

 Recent years have seen an increase in the number of studies on women’s 

desistance from crime, likely dictated by the aforementioned speculations 

on gender differences combined with rising numbers of women in 

the criminal justice system in many countries (Walmsley, 2015; Olson, 

Stalans, & Escobar, 2016). Most of these studies focus on factors that are 

traditionally regarded as central in women’s lives, such as parenthood and 

romantic relationships. Indeed, findings on the influence of motherhood 

are inconsistent, and this inconsistency also comes to the fore in studies 

examining gender differences in desistance; while some studies have found 

that the effect of being a parent is larger for women than for men (Benda, 

2005; Giordano et al., 2011; Gunnison, 2001; Uggen & Kruttschnitt, 1998), 

other studies found the opposite effect. For example,  Zoutewelle-Terovan 

and colleagues (2012) found that only men were positively affected by 

parenthood in the sense that their offending levels were lowered. 

 Similar inconsistent results have been found for the effects of romantic 

relationships and employment on desistance. Marital as well as non-

marital romantic relationships have been found to reduce crime in women-

only samples as well as in studies comparing genders, while these factors 

sometimes contributed to increased offending. In addition, several studies 

have found differential results depending on the type of crime under 

study, and characteristics of the romantic relationship or the (former) 

offenders themselves. For example, Griffin and Armstrong (2003) found that 

cohabitation lowered involvement in nondrug crimes, whereas it increased 

the number of crimes related to drugs. Partner’s antisociality and crime levels 

were found to influence desistance (Simons & Barr, 2012). King et al. (2007) 

found that only women with medium propensities to marry benefited from 

marriage. As for employment, the (mainly) quantitative studies on the effect 

of having a job have shown that employment might lower the likelihood of 

offending in women (Craig & Foster, 2013, Verbruggen et al., 2012), but that 

it could also increase criminal opportunity (De Li and MacKenzie, 2003). In 

general, most studies comparing genders showed the effect of employment 

to be larger for men (Benda, 2005; Simons et al., 2012; Verbruggen et al., 2012), 

indicating that gender differences might in fact be in play.

 Lastly, a consistent finding stemming from desistance studies is that 

individual problems related to mental health, drugs, housing and finances 

can interfere with women’s desistance-efforts (Benda, 2005, Huebner et al., 
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2010, McIvor, 2009, Schram et al., 2006, Taylor, 2008). It is likely that these 

problems form what was referred to earlier as the ‘co-occurrence of multiple 

demands’, potentially counteracting the influence of other (positive) life 

events. As such, these findings begfor an examination of the correlates of 

desistance in the context of the broader circumstances faced by (former) 

female offenders.

 Interestingly, some studies noted that while one form of social control 

did not contribute to reduced offending or termination from crime, a 

combination of different forms of social capital did influence desistance. For 

example, Giordano et al. (2002) found that individuals who had a so-called 

‘respectability package’ consisting of a job and a marriage were less likely 

to offend than individuals whose lives included just one element of social 

capital. Similarly, Zoutewelle-Terovan and colleagues (2012) found that the 

effect of marriage and parenthood increased when these family-life events 

occurred together in a ‘full-family package’. These studies indicate that the 

effect of certain turning points might be indirect through an accumulation 

of social capital, and that a combination of different forms of social control 

might turn into something larger than the sum of its parts.  

 Summarily, the abovementioned studies point at inconsistencies related 

to correlates of desistance in general, as well as to women’s desistance 

specifically. Moreover, it seems as though women are affected by some of 

the same factors that have been found to be important to men, but that 

there might be gender-specific processes at play as well. As such, these 

studies ask for a closer examination of the mechanisms underlying women’s 

desistance.

1.3  Theoretical framework
Along with a growing recognition that criminal desistance is not something 

that happens overnight, scholars have begun to view desistance as a process, 

rather than a one-off occurrence that represents whether or not someone 

has actually terminated offending. Within this conception of desistance 

as a dynamic process, reduced offending could also be seen as a form of 

desistance, one that could eventually lead to full termination.   

 While recent years have witnessed an enduring theoretical debate on how 

individuals progress through different stages of desistance to eventually 

reach a state of termination of crime, theoretical efforts to explain 

desistance from crime are not at all new. Over thirty years ago, Hirschi 

and Gottfredson (1983) argued that, given that offending declines with age, 

aging should be seen as the one and only explanation of desistance (and of 
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1
the age-crime curve in general). In their view, the effect of all other factors 

should be regarded the result of selection. 

 Although the relation between age and crime is not denied by other 

theorists, Hirschi and Gottfredson’s focus on age as the single underlying 

explanation of crime and desistance has been contested heavily. Rather, 

scholars have argued that age brings with it a series of other factors that, 

in turn, influence crime and desistance. As Roque (2017, p. 122) summarizes 

the critique of those scholars, “age has been mistakenly used as a proxy for 

biological changes. It means much more than that; only by understanding 

what aging really means can we get closer to understanding why criminal 

desistance occurs”. 

 One of the best-known desistance-theories that views age as more 

than just biological reform is Sampson and Laub’s age-graded theory of 

informal social control (1993; 2003). According to their theory, that is based 

on longitudinal data on a sample of 500 delinquent boys collected from 

1940 onwards (Glueck & Glueck, 1950), individuals establish different social 

bonds throughout their lives, bonds that match their (biological) age. For 

example, children form bonds with their parents, emerging adults with 

peers, romantic partners and through school, and adults acquire social 

capital by getting married and employed. Laub and Sampson propose that 

these bonds, when of good quality, bind individuals to society, and provide 

them with something to lose if they would commit crime. Desistance from 

crime thus occurs as a result of acquiring sufficient age-related forms of 

social capital. Thus, “although age is clearly important in understanding 

desistance… most offenders desist in response to structural turning points” 

(Laub & Sampson, 2003, p. 278). As such, their theory offers an explanation 

of the crime-reducing effect of marital and non-marital relationships and 

motherhood as found by some studies. In Laub and Sampson’s view, women 

who are in good-quality relationships will be less likely to (re-)offend 

than women who do not have these relationships. Moreover, the ‘quality-

component’ of their theory could partly explain the inconsistent findings 

reviewed above, given that many studies only examined the presence of 

social bonds, and disregarded their quality.

 Although highly influential, the age-graded theory of informal social 

control has been criticized for its emphasis on external, social factors, 

while largely ignoring the individuals’ own influence on desistance 

(although Laub and Sampson (2003) did recognize the importance of agency 

in a reformulation of their original theory). The idea that processes within 

the ‘self’ contribute to desistance has been recently postulated by several 
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scholars within different theories, most notably the theory of cognitive 

transformation (Giordano et al., 2002), redemption-theory (Maruna, 2001) 

and the identity theory of desistance (Paternoster & Bushway, 2009). What 

these theories have in common is that they all emphasize the influence of 

identity (changes) on desistance. The theories can be distinguished based 

on  the precise mechanisms underlying the influence of identity, as well 

as the degree to which identity impacts desistance in the absence of other 

factors. For example, Giordano et al. (2002) propose that individuals need 

to go through four types of cognitive transformations in order to be able 

to desist from crime; they need to experience an openness to change; they 

need to be exposed to “hooks for change” (i.e. the external factors as central 

in the age-graded theory of informal social control); they need to change 

the way they view themselves to envision a new self; and they need to see 

criminal behavior as something they do not desire (any longer). At the other 

end of the identity- spectrum, Paternoster and Bushway (2009) contend 

that desistance is the result of an almost rational decision to change one’s 

identity, one that is made after a accumulation of negative experiences 

related to offending and an offending lifestyle. In their view, (former) 

offenders have experienced a “crystallization of discontent”, making them 

realize that offending has been harming them in all sorts of ways. They 

then start envisioning a positive, possible self, and start to act accordingly. 

 Following the line of reasoning as proposed by the aforementioned identity-

theories, external factors such as marriage, parenthood and employment do 

not automatically lead to desistance, not even if they are of good quality. 

What is (more) important is that these forms of informal control support 

changed identities, and, as such, help individuals in sustaining desistance. 

Maruna (2004) has advanced the theoretical debate by distinguishing between 

primary and secondary desistance, where primary desistance refers to an 

initial attempt to stay away from crime, whereas secondary desistance occurs 

after a change in identity took place. It could be, then, that different forms 

of social control are not enough to enable individuals to reach secondary 

desistance in the absence of changes in identity. This, in turn, might explain 

why some studies failed to find an effect of specific life events on desistance. 

Motherhood, for example, might (in itself) not be enough to contribute to 

desistance (which matches the fact that many imprisoned women already 

had children before they first entered prison), and the same goes for romantic 

relationships and employment.



19

1
1.4 Limitations of previous studies
As can be deduced from the description of the prevailing desistance-theories, 

desistance is not something that can be easily measured. Whereas quantitative 

assessments might enable researchers to draw conclusions on some correlates 

of desistance, they are unable to contribute to an understanding of why 

certain factors do or do not influence desistance. Moreover, factors related 

to identity changes are difficult to examine quantitatively, and are thus 

calling for complementary research designs. Yet, most studies on desistance 

employ quantitative or qualitative research methods, making it impossible to 

examine the influence of external factors in relation to internal ones, as well 

as the time order of events. Earlier, Laub and Sampson (2001, p. 41) noted that 

“there is currently no way to disentangle the role of subjective vs. objective 

factors as the cause of desistance” and they argued that “a creative integration 

of quantitative and qualitative research methods in this area could lead to a 

major contribution to our understanding of desistance” (p. 55). 

 In addition, prior research often lacked detailed, dynamic information 

on offending and other factors under examination, making it difficult to 

draw reliable conclusions on effects or influences, let alone causal relations. 

For example, independent variables often reflect the offenders’ situation at 

one specific time-point (very often the point of release from prison), after 

which these are used to predict a specific outcome (most often offending or 

re-incarceration). Although these findings do add to general knowledge on 

correlates of desistance and persistence, longitudinal research designs are 

needed to bring us closer to drawing conclusions on causal relations. 

 Moreover, desistance-studies have often examined factors related to 

informal social control without taking into account the context in which 

desistance does or does not occur. Desistance clearly does not occur in a 

societal vacuum, and, especially when it comes to studying formerly 

incarcerated individuals, a consideration of crucial factors such as housing 

and financial circumstances appears warranted.

1.4.1 Social demographic context and penal climate
Finally, most studies on desistance were carried out in Anglo-Saxon 

countries. However, the question remains whether these findings generalize 

to other (western) countries, given that there are important differences 

related to, among other things, social institutions, prison systems, and 

welfare systems. Following this, some knowledge on the Dutch social 

demographic context and penal climate is important as this sets the stage 

for the dissertations’ findings. 
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 First, while many studies on women’s desistance from crime examine the 

influence of marital relations, the institution of marriage has become much 

less prevalent in the Netherlands during recent decades. Whereas getting 

married in early adulthood has long been the standard in the Netherlands, it 

is now more common to have non-marital romantic relationships. Related to 

this, the number of children born out-of-wedlock has increased drastically; 

in 1970, about 2% of all children born alive were born out-of-wedlock, but by 

2013 almost half of all newborn children had unmarried mothers (Centraal 

Bureau voor de Statistiek [CBS], 2015; Elzinga & Liefbroer, 2007). It is likely 

that these changes go hand in hand with changed norms and values. More 

importantly, they ask for a close examination of the effects of non-marital 

relationships, having children born out-of-wedlock, and modern forms of 

full-family packages. 

 Second, the Dutch welfare system is characterized by a relatively strong 

social safety net, consisting of many types of social security. For example, 

people can apply for unemployment and disability insurances, and people 

with a minimum income can appeal to social assistance (see Verbruggen, 

2014, for a description of the Dutch welfare state). The fact that the Dutch 

welfare system is much more generous than its US counterpart could 

potentially influence the effect of specific life events, such as employment. 

For example, being able to access different benefits might reduce the effect 

of (un)employment on offending. On the other hand, being employed might 

do more for (former) offenders than just providing them with an income. 

Indeed, Savolainen (2009) found that employment contributed greatly to 

men’s desistance in Finland, a country with a social support system that is 

even more generous than the Dutch one. The author speculated that “the 

decision to find work is preceded by subjective processes like cognitive 

transformations” (Savolainen, 2009, p. 301). This dissertation will assess 

whether these findings also come to the fore within a sample of women 

offenders in a similar liberal society.

 Lastly, compared to the United States (and many other Anglo-Saxon 

countries, for that matter) prison sentences in the Netherlands are relatively 

short, with each prisoner spending an average of 100 days in prison in 2016 

(with half of the prison sentences being shorter than one month, and two-

thirds being shorter than three months) (DJI, 2017). Moreover, the number 

of prisoners in the Netherlands is relatively low in general, and decreased 

in recent years from 17,600 prisoners at one specific time point in 2005 to a 

little over 9,000 prisoners in 2015 (with women constituting between 5 and 

7% of the total prison population). Although the early twenty-first century 



21

1
gave rise to a more punitive climate in the Netherlands (Tonry & Bijleveld, 

2007), the notion of rehabilitating offenders has remained prominent over 

time. . This translates into less short prison sentences in favor of imposing 

community service, and a renewed focus on humanity and resocialization 

(Kruttschnitt & Dirkzwager, 2011). It is likely that this penal climate affects 

outcomes after release from prison and efforts to desist from crime.  This 

penal climate could affect outcomes after release from prison in different 

ways. First, because getting a prison sentence has become increasingly 

rare, formerly incarcerated individuals might experience more stigma after 

release from prison. On the other hand, a focus on rehabilitation might 

result in more support for (formerly) incarcerated individuals, increasing 

chances of desistance.   

1.5  The present study
To overcome the abovementioned limitations, the present study employed a 

mixed-method design to study, in detail, the desistance process of formerly 

incarcerated women in the Netherlands. More specifically, longitudinal, 

time-varying information was used to examine the correlates of desistance 

and persistence during the post-release follow-up period, after which 

narratives of the women themselves provided insight into the mechanisms 

underlying these correlates. As such, this dissertation attempted to explain 

inconsistencies as presented by previous studies, while also disentangling 

structural, external factors and subjective, internal factors influencing 

desistance. 

1.5.1 Sample and data
This dissertation is based on a sample of women who were released from 

prison in 2007 and who were registered in the Municipal Population 

Register (“Gemeentelijke Basisadministratie” [GBA] (n = 2839)). The sample 

was drawn from the Custodial Institutions Agency (“Dienst Justitiële 

Inrichtingen” [DJI]) in the Netherlands, which holds information on 

dates of incarceration and release. The women’s prison records were 

then complemented with register-data up to 2014 coming from different 

sources, as well as in-depth information from interviews conducted with a 

subsample of the women themselves. 

 After conducting a systematic review of the literature on female desistance 

from crime and gender differences in desistance (chapter 2), information 

about marriage and children was extracted from the GBA. The GBA is a 

centralized automated population registration system, holding information 
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on all legal residents in the Netherlands. Based on dates of marriage and 

divorce, as well as birthdates of legally recognized children, multiple time-

varying variables were constructed to assess whether women were married 

and/or a mother during the follow-up period. Moreover, their prison records 

were used to construct a variable assessing whether, and if so when, women 

were re-imprisoned during follow-up. This combined information made it 

possible to assess the influence of marriage and parenthood on the risk of 

re-incarceration in this high-risk group of (formerly) incarcerated women 

(chapter 3).

 Next, complete judicial documentation (also called ‘rap sheets’) on 

offenses was collected for about half of the original sample (n = 1478). 

The rap sheets were drawn from the Judicial Information Service (JustID) 

and contain all cases registered at the public prosecutor’s office, offenses 

from age 12 onwards (the minimum age of criminal responsibility in the 

Netherlands) and the verdicts. This information was then complemented 

with information on specific life circumstances as drawn from the Social 

Statistics Database1 (SSB) from Statistics Netherlands (CBS). More specifically, 

I examined  whether at any given day during the follow up period women 

were married or cohabiting, whether they were a mother, whether they had 

their children living with them at home or elsewhere, whether they were 

employed and whether they received one of the types of income support 

that are most common in the Netherlands (namely for unemployment, 

disability or public assistance, with ‘benefits for homeless people’ coded as 

a specific subtype of public assistance).  This information, in the form of 

time-varying variables, was then used to examine the influence of these life 

circumstances on the risk of offending (chapter 5).

 Lastly, semi-structured interviews were held with a subsample of 30 

women. These women were recruited through DJI by sending an invitation 

letter to their last known address2. The interviews were held at the 

respondents’ homes, and covered numerous topics, such as their criminal 

career, family life, employment, housing, drug use and their daily lives after 

release from prison. These interviews were then used (a) to qualitatively 

1 This national database is “a system of interlinked and standardized registers and surveys” 

(Bakker, Van Rooijen, & Van Toor, 2014, p. 411) and contains information on a wide range of 

factors, including but not limited to households, jobs, benefits, and pensions.

2 Before the start of data-collection, this studies’ approach was checked and approved by the 

Ethics Committee for Legal and Criminological Research (CERCO) of the Vrije Universiteit 

Amsterdam. Moreover, official permission to conduct this study was granted by DJI, GBA, 

JustID and CBS. 
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1
examine the influence of romantic relationships and motherhood on 

desistance (chapter 4) and (b) to elaborate on the mechanisms underlying 

the influenceof the broad range of life circumstances that were first 

quantitatively examined (chapter 5). 

1.5.2 Analytical approach
To be able to answer the different research questions, various analytical 

techniques were used throughout this dissertation, with the longitudinal 

character of the data as the common denominator of the empirical chapters. 

In chapter 3, a Cox proportional hazards model was estimated to show the 

risk of re-incarceration during follow-up, after which multilevel fixed and 

random effects analyses were used to examine, on a monthly basis, the 

influence of marriage and motherhood on the risk of re-incarceration. In 

chapter 5, using information on a weekly level, a logistic hybrid random 

effects-model was estimated to investigate the influence of a broad range 

of factors on actual offending, while simultaneously controlling for time-

invariant variables such as prior periods of incarceration and country of 

origin. Lastly, the interviews (chapter 3 and 5) were analyzed during a process 

of identifying common themes within the narratives, hand-coding of these 

themes, and repeated examination and interpretation of the specific codes, 

leading to a detailed reconstruction of the women’s lives. 

1.6 Outline of the following chapters
The remainder of this dissertation is organized as follows. Chapter 2 

provides a systematic literature review of studies on women’s desistance 

from crime, as well as gender differences in desistance. Chapter 3 offers 

a quantitative assessment of the influence of marriage and motherhood 

on the risk of re-incarceration.  Chapter 4 elaborates on these findings by 

qualitatively examining how family life events impacted the women’s post-

release lives and their desistance efforts. Chapter 5 then broadens the scope 

of this study by quantitatively and qualitatively reviewing the influence 

of family life events as presented in chapters 2 and 3 against the influence 

of employment, social benefits, housing and drug use. Finally, chapter 6 

provides a general discussion, including a summary of the main results and 

implications for theory, research, policy and practice. 
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Abstract 

To examine whether, and if so how, male-based theories of desistance also 

apply to female offenders, this article reviews 44 studies on female desistance. 

Where available, gender differences in desistance are considered. Having 

children and supportive relationships is found to be important for females, 

in addition to economic independence, the absence of drugs and individual 

agency. Gender differences are found for the influence of children, supportive 

relationships, employment and the absence of criminal peers. This review 

shows that male-based theories of desistance seem applicable to females 

as well. Furthermore, results underscore the importance of considering 

how individual and social factors interact during the process of desistance. 

Implications for future research and for strategies for promoting desistance 

are discussed.

2.1 Introduction 
Along with the recognition that the vast majority of criminal offenders 

eventually stop committing crimes, several theoretical insights regarding 

desistance from crime have emerged (Laub and Sampson, 2001). Most notably, 

the theory of informal social control, the theory of cognitive transformation, 

and identity theory point to different factors influencing desistance, such 

as marriage, employment, agency and identity transformation (Blokland 

and Nieuwbeerta, 2005; Giordano et al., 2002; Gottfredson and Hirschi, 

1990; Maruna, 2001; Paternoster and Bushway, 2009; Sampson and Laub, 

1993; Sampson et al., 2006; Simons et al., 2002). 

 Because most empirical studies underlying desistance theories are 

based on males, it is unclear whether theories of desistance are applicable 

to female offenders too. There are reasons to believe that gender-specific 

processes contribute to desistance. Compared with men, female offenders 

face different challenges related to income, family responsibilities and 

housing, and they have different victimization histories (Belknap, 1996; 

O’Brien, 2001; see also Spjeldnes and Goodkind, 2009). The effects of life 

events might also vary across the sexes. For instance, the marriage effect on 

desistance could be gender related, because women reportedly marry ‘down’ 

to an antisocial partner whereas men marry ‘up’ to a prosocial partner (Laub 

et al., 1998). In addition, studies of parenthood and criminal offending 

indicate that having children might be a more important factor for females 

than for males (Siennick and Osgood, 2008: 176). These and other findings 

emphasize the importance of studying factors related to female desistance. 
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 This paper will provide a systematic overview of empirical studies on 

female desistance. Specifically, it will summarize factors contributing to 

female desistance. In addition, it will list differences found between factors 

related to female and male desistance.

2.2 Conceptualization and theories on desistance 
There is little agreement on the meaning of the term ‘desistance’. Various 

definitions of desistance have been developed, with two main clusters of 

definitions pitted against each other (Farrington, 2007; Kazemian, 2007; 

Kurlychek et al., 2012). One cluster defines desistance as the point at which 

someone has stopped committing crimes, that is, termination of crime. The 

other points to the actual process of moving toward desistance. Within this 

latter view, reductions in offending are regarded as part of the desistance 

process (Kazemian, 2007; Loeber and LeBlanc, 1990). 

 In studies that focus on termination, the operationalization of ‘termination’ 

varies and there is no consensus on when someone has actually terminated 

a criminal lifestyle that is, how many years of non-offending constitute 

desistance (Kazemian, 2007; Laub and Sampson, 2001; Maruna, 2001). Indeed, 

some have argued that real desistance occurs only upon death (Farrington and 

Wikström, 1994; Kazemian, 2007). Others point to the relevance of examining 

intermittent patterns of offending in criminal careers, because these periods 

of intermittency provide valuable information on why people stop offending 

for specific periods of time (Kazemian, 2007; Piquero, 2004). 

 By now, most researchers acknowledge the importance of studying 

dynamic factors related to a movement away from crime, instead of just 

looking at static factors such as age and criminal history that may not be 

able to fully explain desistance (LeBel et al., 2008). According to Sampson 

and Laub’s age-graded theory of informal social control (1993), desistance 

is mainly the result of social bonds established in adulthood, in particular 

marriage and steady employment. These factors are considered ‘turning 

points’ that bind individuals to society and, by doing so, provide them with 

‘social capital’ to lose. Following this view, offenders stop committing crimes 

in order to prevent losing their new bonds to society, which, in turn, leads to 

long-term behavioral change (Laub and Sampson, 2003). 

 However, Sampson and Laub’s (1993) theory of informal social control has 

been criticized for its lack of attention to psychological processes. Several 

authors emphasize the influence of cognitive transformation and identity 

change on desistance (Farrall et al., 2011; Giordano et al., 2002; Maruna, 

2001). According to the theory of cognitive transformation (Giordano et al., 
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2002: 1000), desistance is a process that consists of a cognitive openness to 

change; exposure to ‘hooks for change’ or turning points; the envisioning 

of an appealing and conventional replacement self; and a transformation in 

the way the actor views deviant behavior. So, whereas Giordano et al. (2002: 

992) do recognize the importance of certain life events, they place high 

value on cognitive and identity transformations and the ‘up-front work’ 

accomplished by actors themselves. More recently, Giordano et al. (2007: 

1614) explored the role of positive and negative emotions in the desistance 

process, pointing to the importance of viewing cognitions and emotions 

as mutually supportive in achieving desistance. Lastly, Maruna (2001) notes 

that desistance requires a reformulation of one’s identity. Individuals in 

his desisting subsample describe redemption narratives in which they view 

their real selves as non-criminals. Furthermore, desisters somehow manage 

to acquire a sense of agency, a sense of being able to make choices and exert 

control over their own lives. 

 The idea that both individual and social changes contribute to desistance 

is supported by several other researchers (Laub and Sampson, 2003; LeBel et 

al., 2008; Maruna, 2001). In fact, in a reformulation of their theory, even Laub 

and Sampson (2003: 281) emphasize the importance of agency, claiming that 

‘the men [they] studied were active participants in constructing their lives’.

2.3 Method 
2.3.1 Sample of studies
The goal of this review is to provide an overview of quantitative and 

qualitative empirical studies examining factors contributing to female 

desistance, with a focus on dynamic factors. Furthermore, we elaborate on 

differences between male and female desistance. Computer searches of the 

databases Google Scholar, PsycInfo and ScienceDirect were conducted to 

locate relevant studies, using keywords such as: female desistance, female 

offenders, criminal career, gender differences, reoffending, recidivism 

and re-entry (for a complete list of the keywords used, see Appendix 2.1). 

Additionally, reference lists of studies were scanned for relevant articles. 

 Several inclusion criteria were used for this review. First, we agree 

with recent insights that examining the actual process of desistance – for 

example, reductions in crime – is important. Therefore, we selected studies 

that investigate factors related to reductions in crime, as well as studies 

investigating only complete termination of self-reported and/or officially 

registered criminal behavior, that is, a state of non-offending. 
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 Second, studies had to specify the follow-up period. As mentioned above, 

true desistance is difficult to measure and researchers are increasingly aware 

that (short) periods of non-offending also provide valuable information. 

Therefore, and to be able to include as much information on desistance as 

possible, we did not include a specific cut-off point. 

 Third, studies had to assess females only or, when males and females 

were included, conduct a separate analysis by sex. Fourth, we included only 

studies on desistance from crime by adult offenders. Some studies used 

multiple waves, starting in adolescence. These studies were used only if 

they also measured desistance in adulthood. This criterion was based on the 

fact that most juvenile delinquents do not become adult offenders (Moffitt, 

1993) and that there is mounting evidence that women are more likely than 

men to have an adult onset of offending (Bergman and Andershed, 2009; 

Block et al., 2010; Delisi, 2002), supporting the need to study desistance 

beyond adolescence. 

 Lastly, several criteria were used to take into account the strength of 

the research methods employed in the original quantitative and qualitative 

studies. Quantitative studies that were included (1) had to control for 

individual level and demographic characteristics and (2) had to employ 

multivariate statistical modeling. Following the Critical Appraisal Skills 

Programme (CASP, Singh, 2013), qualitative studies were evaluated against 

the 10 questions of the CASP checklist, assessing, among other things, 

whether studies formulated a clear statement of the aims of the research 

and whether studies employed appropriate qualitative methodologies, 

research designs and recruitment strategies. 

 The search and selection resulted in 44 articles, 32 employing quantitative 

methods and 12 qualitative methods. Of the 32 quantitative articles, 5 also 

employed qualitative techniques. Whenever relevant, findings from these 

studies will also be incorporated in the qualitative part of this review. 

For an overview of the studies, see Table 2.1. Except for three studies (26, 

27 and 35), all quantitative studies had a follow-up period of at least two 

years. They took into account a range of criminal history characteristics 

(number of prior arrests, age of first arrest, number of times incarcerated, 

delinquent disposition). The majority of studies were part of larger, ongoing 

studies. With the exception of three studies (18, 26 and 44), all quantitative 

studies had a sample size exceeding 200 individuals, ranging from 210 to 

208,296. Regarding the qualitative studies, sample sizes ranged from 20 to 

276. Whereas most quantitative studies examined both males and females, 

almost all qualitative studies focused on females only.
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Table 2.1 Studies on Female Desistance

Authors Design Sample Dependent 
measure

Definition desistance Multivariate 
analyses

Age

1 Bakken, 2009, US Quantitative N = 1538, (21% females), 
prison sample

Self-reported 
offending

Reductions in crime versatility Hierarchical 
linear 
modeling

Average 34

2 Barry, 2010, 
Scotland (Scottish 
Desistance Study)

Quantitative N = 40 (50% females), 
sample of persistent young 
offenders

Self-reported 
offending

Stopped offending within a 
year prior to the interview

- 18-33

3 Benda, 2005, US Quantitative N = 600 (50% females), 
bootcamp graduates

Official records 
of arrest/parole 
violations

No arrest or parole violations 
during 5 years follow-up after 
release boot camp

Cox’s 
regression

Average 24.1

4* Bersani, Laub, 
& Nieuwbeerta, 
2009, 
Netherlands 
(CCLS)

Quantitative N = 4615 (9.3% females), 
representative sample 0f 
convicted offenders

Official records of 
convictions

Reductions in offending rates Hierarchical 
linear 
modeling

Range 12-79

5 Broidy & 
Cauffman, 2006, 
US

Quantitative N = 424 (100% females), 
prison sample (women’s 
reformatory)

Case files, self-
report

Not returning to crime in the 
five years following parole

Logistic 
regression

Unknown

6 Bui & Morash, 
2010, US

Qualitative N = 20 (100% females), 
sample of former prisoners 
now on parole

Official records of 
crime

No official records of crime 
for at least 21 months after 
release

- 25-50

7* Cobbina, 2009, 
US, Study St. 
Louis City

Qualitative N = 50 (100% females), 
incarcerated and formerly 
Incarcerated females

Official records of 
arrest

No incarceration during two to 
three years following release 
from prison

- 34 and younger 
(48%), 35 and 
older (52%)

8* Cobbina, 2010, 
US, Study St. 
Louis City

Qualitative N = 50 (100% females), 
incarcerated and formerly 
incarcerated females

Official records of 
arrest

No incarceration during two to 
three years following release 
from prison

- 34 and younger 
(48%), 35 and 
older (52%)

9 Cobbina, 
Huebner, & Berg, 
2012, US

Quantitative N = 570 (29.6% females), 
random sample  from 
prisons Midwestern state

Official records of 
arrest

No arrest since release from 
prison during 46 month 
follow-up

Cox’s 
regression

Average 32.5

10* Craig & Foster, 
2013, US (Add 
Health)

Quantitative N = 3082 (53.3% females), 
representative sample U.S. 
schools

Self-reported 
delinquency

Decreases in delinquency 
during three waves of 
interviews

OLS regression Average 21

11 Doherty & 
Ensminger, 
2013, US

Quantitative N = 965 (52.2% females), 
community-cohort

Official records of 
arrest

Reductions in crime Hierarchical 
linear 
modeling

Cohort 17-32

12* Forrest, 2007, US 
(National Youth 
Survey)

Quantitative N = 1625 (47% females), 
national probability 
household sample

Self-reported 
offending

No criminal participation 
during previous calendar year3

Multilevel 
analysis

19-25

13* Giordano, 
Cernkovich, & 
Holland, 2003, US 
(Ohio Life-course 
Study)

Quantitative N = 210 (51.9% females), 
population sample state-
level institution

Self-reported 
delinquency and 
official arrest 
records

‘would you say that the overall 
amount that you do things 
that get you into trouble 
with the law is the same, 
more or less than when you 
were interviewed back in 
1982?’ complemented with 
desistance: no records of arrest 
for at least a two-year period 
prior to the interview

Logistic 
regression

Average 29.6
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Authors Design Sample Dependent 
measure

Definition desistance Multivariate 
analyses

Age

14* Giordano, 
Cernkovich, & 
Rudolph, 2002, 
US (Ohio Life-
course Study)

Quantitative N = 210 (51.9% females), 
population sample state-
level institution

Self-reported 
delinquency and 
official arrest 
records

‘would you say that the overall 
amount that you do things 
that get you into trouble 
with the law is the same, 
more or less than when you 
were interviewed back in 
1982?’ complemented with 
desistance: no records of arrest 
for at least a two-year period 
prior to the interview

Logistic 
regression

Average 29.6

15* Giordano, 
Schroeder, & 
Cernkovich, 2007, 
US (Ohio Life-
course Study)

Quantitative N = 210 (51.9% females), 
population sample state-
level institution

Self-reported 
delinquency and 
official arrest 
records

Low level or no involvement 
in crime and not incarcerated 
during three waves of 
interviews

OLS regression, 
multinomial 
logistic 
regression

Average 29.6

16* Giordano, 
Longmore, 
Schroeder, & 
Seffrin, 2008, US 
(Ohio Life- course 
Study)

Quantitative N = 210 (51.9% females) 
during first follow-up, N 
= 152 (50.7% females) 
during second follow-up, 
population sample state-
level institution

Self-reported 
delinquency and 
official arrest 
records

Low level or no involvement 
in crime  and not incarcerated 
during three waves of 
interviews

Multinomial 
logistic 
regression

Average 
between 29.6 
and 37.2

17 Giordano, Seffrin, 
Manning, & 
Longmore, 2011, 
US (TARS)

Quantitative N = 1066 (53.1% females), 
stratified random sample 
of schools

Self-reported 
crime

Declines in criminal 
involvement between four 
waves

Hierarchical 
linear 
modeling

Average 15-21

18 Griffin & 
Armstrong, 
2003, US

Quantitative 195 (100% females), prison 
sample

Self-reported 
offending

Decreases in the odds of 
offending 

Hierarchical 
generalized 
linear 
modeling

Average 33.7

19* Gunnison, 2001, 
US (National 
Youth Survey)

Quantitative N = 1517 (47% females), 
national probability 
household sample

Self-reported 
offending

Non-offending for a period of 
at least three years

Logistic 
regression

Average 23.8

20* Herrera, Wiersma, 
& Cleveland, 
2010, US (Add 
Health)

Quantitative N = 1267 (55% females), 
representative sample U.S. 
schools 

Self-reported 
offending

Lower levels of criminality 
between three waves

Hierarchical 
inear modeling

18-27

21 Huebner, DeJong, 
& Cobbina, 
2010, US

Quantitative N = 506 (100% females) 
prison sample

Official records of 
offending

No subsequent contact with 
the   correctional system 
during 8 year  follow-up after 
release from prison  

Logistic and 
survival 
analyses

Average 34

22 Jamieson, McIvor, 
& Murray, 1999, 
Scotland

Qualitative N = 276 (50% females), 
sample of young people 
from two towns

Self-reported 
offending

Had offended in the past but 
not in the previous 12 months 

- (14-15), 18-19,
22-25

23* King, Massoglia, 
& MacMillan, 
2007, US 
(National Youth 
Survey)

Quantitative N = 1382 (49% females) 
national probability 
household sample

Self-reported 
crime

Reductions in crime during 
seven waves

Propensity 
score 
matching, OLS  
regression

11-27

Table 2.1 Continued
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Authors Design Sample Dependent 
measure

Definition desistance Multivariate 
analyses

Age

24 Kreager, 
Matsueda, & 
Erosheva, 2010, 
US (Denver Youth 
Survey)

Quantitative N = 567 (100% 
females), probability 
household sample Denver 
neighborhoods

Self-reported 
crime

Decreases in delinquency Fixed effects 
models

7-27

25 Leverentz, 2006b, 
US

Qualitative N = 49 (100% females), 
sample of (former) halfway 
house residents

Self-report, 
interviews

Not reincarcerated after release 
from prison (women had been 
out of prison for from between 
a few days and nine  years)

- Average 41.3

26 Li & MacKenzie, 
2003, US

Quantitative N = 125 (24.8% females), 
probation sample

Self-reported 
crime

Reductions in crime Multilevel 
hierarchical 
regression

Average 31.1

27 Makarios, Steiner, 
& Travis III, 
2010, US

Quantitative N = 1743 (20.4% females), 
released offenders

Parole case-files Lower likelihoods of recidivism Logistic 
regression

Average 34.9

28 McIvor, Trotter, & 
Sheehan, 2009, 
Australia

Qualitative N = 69 (100% females), 
prison sample

Self-reported 
offending

Crime-free since leaving prison 
one year ago

- 17-67, average 
31 during 
interview in 
prison

29* Michalsen, 2011, 
US, Study New 
York City

Qualitative N = 100 (100% females), 
purposive sample formerly 
incarcerated females

Self-reported 
offending

Engaging in fewer behaviors 
that could get the females 
into trouble at the time  of the 
interview than before their 
most  recent incarceration

- 20-68 average 
40

30* Michalsen, 2013, 
US, Study New 
York City

Qualitative N = 100 (100% females),  
purposive sample formerly 
incarcerated females 

Self-reported 
offending

Engaging in fewer behaviors 
that could get the females 
into trouble at the time of the 
interview than before their 
most recent incarceration

20-68 average 
40

31 31. 
Monsbakken, 
Lyngstad, & 
Skardhamar, 
2013, Norway

Quantitative N = 208296 (48.7% 
females), population 
sample resident persons 

Police records of 
crime

Declines in offending Logistic 
regression

-

32 Pelissier, Camp, 
Gaes,  Saylor, & 
Rhodes, 2003, US

Quantitative N = 2315 (25.7% females), 
prison sample  

Case files 
containing arrest 
information

No new arrest during the first 
three  years after release

Survival 
modeling

Average 35 for 
females, 37 for 
males

33 Robbins, Martin, 
& Surratt, 2009, 
US

Quantitative N = 276 (100% females) 
prison sample  

Self-reported 
arrest, records of 
arrest

No arrest for new offense since 
release 18 months ago

Logistic 
regression

Average 31

34* Schellen, 
van, Apel,  & 
Nieuwbeerta, 
2012, 
Netherlands 
(CCLS)

Quantitative N = 4615 (9.3% females), 
representative sample 
of convicted offenders 

Official records of 
convictions

Reductions in offending rates Fixed effects 
models

Range 12-79

35 Schram, Koons-
Witt, Williams 
III, & McShane, 
2006, US

Quantitative N = 546 (100% females), 
parole sample  

Reincarceration 
rates

Not reincarcerated for a period 
of 12 months following release

Logistic 
regression

younger than 
30 (20%) 30 
and older 78%

Table 2.1 Continued
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Authors Design Sample Dependent 
measure

Definition desistance Multivariate 
analyses

Age

36 Simons and Barr, 
2012, US (FACHS)

Quantitative N = 589 (58% females)  
sample of African-American 
families  

Self-reported 
offending

Reductions in crime Negative 
binomial 
regression

14-22

37 37. 
Simons, Stewart, 
Gordon, Conger,
& Elder, 2002, US

Quantitative N = 236 (56.8% females),  
sample of families in 
Midwest 

Self-reported 
crime

Reductions in crime Structural 
equation 
modeling

Average 22

38 38. 
Sommers, Baskin,
& Fagan, 1994, US

Qualitative N = 30 (100% females),  
snowball sample offenders

Self-reported 
offending and 
official arrest 
records

Having desisted from all 
criminal involvement for at 
least two years prior to the 
interview

- 1-40, average 
30.5

39 Taylor, 2008,
New Zealand

Qualitative N = 26 (100% females), 
probation sample  

Self-reported 
offending

No offenses since leaving 
prison up to 7 years ago 

- 22-52, mdn. 
29.5

40 Trotter, McIvor, & 
Sheehan, 2012, 
Australia

Qualitative N = 58 (100% females), 
prison sample

Self-reported 
offending

Crime-free since leaving prison 
one year ago

- Average 32 
during prison-
interview

41 Uggen & 
Kruttschnitt, US, 
1998

Quantitative N = 3395 (illegal earnings 
9.8% females) N = 4104 
(arrests, 9% females), 
sample recruited  
from drug treatment, 
criminal 
justice and social service 
agencies

Self-reported 
crime and arrest 
data

Likelihood of remaining crime 
ree during 3-year follow-up

Cox’s 
regression

Average 26.3  
for females,  
24.9 for males)

42* Verbruggen, 
Blokland, & 
Geest, van 
der, 2012,  
Netherlands 
(17-up Study)

Quantitative N = 540 (50% females), 
sample former 
institutionalized boys 
and girls

Official records of 
convictions

Reductions in crime Random and 
fixed effects 
models

Range 18-32

43* Zoutewelle-
Terovan, Geest, 
van der, Liefbroer,  
& Bijleveld, 2012, 
Netherlands 
(17-up Study)

Quantitative N = 540 (50% females), 
sample former 
institutionalized boys 
and girls

fficial records of 
convictions

Reductions in crime Random and 
fixed effects 
models

Range 18-32

44 Zurhold, 
Moskalewicz, 
Sanclemente, 
Schmied,  
Shewan, & 
Verthein, 2011, 
Spain, Scotland, 
Germany,  
Austria, Poland

Quantitative N = 59 (100% females), 
sample drug users in 
European prisons  

Self-reported 
offending

Having stable housing, an 
exclusively legal source of 
income, not having committed 
any criminal offenses and not 
having been reimprisoned 
since release (average 13.5 
months follow-up)

Anova Average 32.2

Note: Studies marked with an asterisk are based on the same sample as (an)other stud(y)ies. 

In these cases, the name of the study is added to the second column.

Table 2.1 Continued
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2.4 Results
Per domain, we consider the results from quantitative studies first, followed 

(if available) by results of qualitative studies. In addition, we distinguish 

between studies looking at reductions in crime and studies looking at 

termination of crime. Lastly, we present findings on gender differences in 

desistance for every domain.

2.4.1 Family factors
Marriage

Marriage reduced offending (Bersani et al., 2009; Craig and Foster, 2013), 

even when the partner had previously been convicted (Van Schellen et al., 

2012). Doherty and Ensminger (2013) found that being married reduced the 

odds of a property arrest, whereas it increased the odds of a drug arrest. 

King et al. (2007) examined the effect of the propensity to marry (measured 

by several variables found to be related to the likelihood that an individual 

will marry, for example relationship expectancies, family background, 

employment history). They concluded that marriage reduced crime for 

females with moderate propensities to marry, but not for females with 

low and high propensities to marry. Three studies failed to find significant 

effects (Giordano et al., 2011; Kreager et al., 2010; Zoutewelle-Terovan et al., 

2012), and one study found that cohabitating with a spouse led to increased 

offending (De Li and MacKenzie, 2003). 

 Findings are also inconsistent with respect to the influence of marriage 

on the actual termination of offending. Some quantitative studies find that 

marriage can contribute to termination (Broidy and Cauffman, 2006; Forrest, 

2007; Gunnison, 2001). In contrast, Huebner et al. (2010) did not find an effect 

of marriage, nor did Giordano et al. (2002), who examined attachment to a 

spouse. However, the latter authors did find that respondents whose lives 

included more than one traditional element of social capital, for example 

marriage and a job, were less involved in crime than respondents who were 

only married, suggesting that this ‘respectability package’ (2002: 1052) might 

contribute to termination. 

 Looking at gender differences regarding the influence of marriage (found 

in quantitative studies only), six studies found that marriage was more 

likely to increase the odds of crime reduction and termination in males 

than in females (Bakken, 2009; Bersani et al., 2009; Doherty and Ensminger, 

2013; De Li and MacKenzie, 2003; Pelissier et al., 2003; Zoutewelle-Terovan 

et al., 2012). By contrast, one study found the effect to be bigger for females 

(Van Schellen et al., 2012). King et al. (2007) found that marriage reduced 
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offending only for males with low propensities to marry and for females 

with medium propensities to marry. Forrest (2007) concluded that entry 

into a high-quality marriage affected only males.

Partner

Although the findings on the influence of marriage are important, they do 

not answer the question of whether relationships outside marriage matter 

as well. During recent decades, the institution of marriage has become less 

prevalent (Seltzer, 2000), pointing to the importance of looking at romantic 

relationships that do not involve marriage. 

 Indeed, some quantitative studies find that longer relationships (Herrera 

et al., 2010) and higher-quality relationships (Simons and Barr, 2012; Simons 

et al., 2002) lead to crime reductions. Interestingly, Simons and Barr (2012) 

concluded that the influence of relationship quality on crime reduction 

was partly mediated by cognitive changes. Griffin and Armstrong (2003) 

found that living with a significant other decreased involvement in non-

drug crimes, whereas it increased involvement in drug-dealing activities. 

According to the authors, this differential effect could possibly be explained 

by the ‘sexsegregated nature of the drug trade’ (Griffin and Armstrong, 2003: 

232); living with a significant other provides access to a male-based drug 

market, creating certain opportunities for females, and it also acts as a 

mechanism of informal social control, decreasing the likelihood of non-

drug crimes. 

 Most studies examining termination show that having a partner is also 

related to actual cessation of offending (Benda, 2005; et al., 2012; Huebner 

et al., 2010; Zurhold et al., 2011). However, Pelissier et al. (2003) found that 

cohabitation after release did not contribute to termination if the male 

spouse had an antisocial attitude. Rather than supporting a drug-free, 

crime-free lifestyle, the male spouses were often indifferent or even hostile 

to such a lifestyle. Similarly, the partner’s antisociality and crime levels 

influenced desistance, with increased chances of crime reductions (Simons 

and Barr, 2012) and termination (Giordano et al., 2003) at lower levels of 

partner antisociality and crime. Giordano et al. (2007) concluded that the 

positive effect of the partner’s criminality on the females’ own crime levels 

varied depending on their level of happiness in the relationship, with a 

weaker positive effect at lower levels of happiness and a stronger positive 

effect at higher levels. 

 Taking these findings together, it seems as though the impact of being in 

a relationship strongly depends on the characteristics of that relationship. 
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This conclusion finds support in qualitative studies. The ending of a 

relationship with an abusive partner and forming a new relationship 

described as supportive and better than the previous one contributes to 

termination (Barry, 2010; Bui and Morash, 2010; Cobbina, 2010; Giordano 

et al., 2003). Interestingly, contrary to the often cited idea that having a 

criminal partner most likely leads to increased offending, Leverentz 

(2006b: 473) found that a couple can ‘redefine itself, both independently 

and together, as law-abiding and in recovery’. As such, partners can support 

each other in their movements away from crime. 

 Most studies comparing genders indicate that relationships have a 

stronger effect on females than on males (Benda, 2005; Cobbina et al., 

2012; Simons et al., 2002), with partner antisociality increasing the criminal 

involvement of females but not males (Simons and Barr, 2012). Also, the risk 

of losing a non-offending partner was more often mentioned as a reason 

to stop offending by females than by males (Barry, 2010). Herrera et al. 

(2010) found opposite results: longer relationships were related to crime 

reductions for females and males, but the quality of a relationship affected 

only male offending. 

 To conclude, these findings point to the importance of looking at the 

specifics of a relationship; these might explain why some females benefit 

from having a romantic partner, whereas others do not. Nonetheless, having 

a romantic partner, whether married or not, has the ability to decrease 

crime, in the right circumstances.

Children

Some quantitative studies find that the transition to motherhood is 

associated with reductions in crime (Kreager et al., 2010), particularly 

under the condition that the pregnancy was wanted and for mothers from 

advantaged families (Giordano et al., 2011). Bakken (2009) found that being 

the primary caregiver of children inhibited crime versatility levels for 

females. Monsbakken et al. (2012) found that motherhood led to reductions 

in crime preceding childbirth, but to increased crime levels afterwards. 

According to Griffin and Armstrong (2003), mothers who have their children 

living with them were less likely to engage in drug-dealing, but there was 

no effect on non-drug crimes. Zoutewelle-Terovan et al. (2012) found a 

negative association between motherhood and serious offenses, but this 

finding remained insignificant. 

 Even more studies find that having children contributes to termination 

(Benda, 2005; Broidy and Cauffman, 2006; Gunnison, 2001; Huebner et al., 
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2010; Uggen and Kruttschnitt, 1998). Robbins et al. (2009) found that female 

offenders who planned to live with their minor children following release 

from prison were more likely to enter a work-release program, which, in 

turn, contributed to termination. These studies seem to indicate that being 

a mother may reduce crime or even contribute to cessation of offending. 

Interestingly, qualitative studies provide insights into the mechanisms 

underlying this effect. Some interview studies report that having children 

is regarded as a turning point, promoting the process of crime reduction 

(Michalsen, 2011, 2013) and termination for women (Barry, 2010; Cobbina, 

2009; McIvor et al., 2009; Taylor, 2008). Interestingly, although Giordano 

et al. (2002) did not find an effect of attachment to children in their 

quantitative analyses, findings from the interviews revealed that women 

often mentioned their children as catalysts for changes they had made. 

Despite the importance of the maternal bond, children can be a potential 

source of stress, contributing to recidivism (Cobbina, 2009; Michalsen, 2011, 

2013; Taylor, 2008). For example, Cobbina (2009: 159) found some women in 

the recidivating subsample reporting ‘feeling overwhelmed and unprepared 

with the obligations of motherhood, which impacted their ability to 

successfully reintegrate’. 

 As might be expected, several studies find that the effects of having 

children are larger for women than for men (Benda, 2005; Giordano et al., 

2011; Gunnison, 2001; Uggen and Kruttschnitt, 1998). However, Monsbakken 

et al. (2012) found that only males experienced stabilizing crime levels after 

childbirth. In contrast, female crime levels increased afterwards. Zoutewelle-

Terovan et al. (2012) found parenthood reduced serious offending only for 

men. 

 Findings from qualitative studies add to these results. Children were 

more often mentioned by women than by men in narratives of desistance 

(Barry, 2010; Giordano et al., 2002). Surprisingly, Giordano et al. (2011) found 

that male respondents were more likely to mention parenthood as having 

an effect on their offending than females (see Discussion and conclusions 

for a further elaboration on this topic).

Family

Quantitative studies show that having family relations in general is related 

to termination (Benda, 2005), as are quality parental ties (Cobbina et al., 2012). 

These findings are supported by qualitative studies that find that having 

positive relationships with relatives, especially with parents, siblings and 

grandparents, is associated with termination (Barry, 2010; Bui and Morash, 
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2010; Cobbina, 2010). These relationships increase access to resources (Bui 

and Morash, 2010; Cobbina, 2010) and provide emotional support (Barry, 

2010; Bui and Morash, 2010; Cobbina, 2010; McIvor et al., 2009). Conversely, 

unsupportive networks and relationships with criminally involved family 

members often contribute to recidivism (Cobbina, 2010). 

 The above studies show that social bonds established within the family 

have the potential to reduce or terminate criminal activities, at least insofar 

as they are of high quality, supporting the age-graded theory of Sampson 

and Laub (1993). However, these bonds can exert a negative effect when 

they generate stress. Furthermore, other life circumstances, for example 

lack of financial resources, have the ability to undo the protective effect of 

these bonds. 

 Examining gender differences, studies show that males do not benefit as 

greatly from family bonds as do females (Benda, 2005; Cobbina et al., 2012). 

However, Giordano et al. (2002) did find that males tend to focus on family 

more generally in their process of desistance. Although family relationships 

seem to be highly relevant for females, it is safe to assume that the support 

systems described above also have the potential to affect male offending. 

 Taking the above findings together, it seems as though social bonds 

established within the family domain, most notably those with partners 

and children, have the potential to reduce or terminate criminal activities, 

supporting the age-graded theory of Sampson and Laub (1993). However, 

given the fact that most studies found varying results based on quality 

of relationships and types of crime, it is clear that these bonds do not 

automatically lead to desistance.

2.4.2 Social factors 
Employment

Three quantitative studies find that employment reduces offending (Craig 

and Foster, 2013; Griffin and Armstrong, 2003; Verbruggen et al., 2012). 

Interestingly, Giordano et al. (2011) did not find an effect of employment, 

nor did Simons et al. (2002), who examined the effect of job attachment on 

female crime rates. De Li and MacKenzie (2003: 296) even found opposite 

results, suggesting that, for females, employment could be regarded as an 

indicator of criminal opportunity. 

 By contrast to the studies of reductions in offending, most studies 

examining employment effects on termination find that employment-

related factors and military service influence crime cessation (Benda, 2005; 

Broidy and Cauffman, 2006; Gunnison, 2001; Huebner et al., 2010; Makarios 
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et al., 2010; Schram et al., 2006). However, Cobbina et al. (2012) did not find a 

significant effect of post-release employment on termination and Giordano 

et al. (2002) failed to find an effect of job stability. 

 Findings from the qualitative studies show that, for several women, 

gaining employment was indeed related to pathways out of crime (Bui 

and Morash, 2010; Cobbina, 2009; Taylor 2008). However, some offenders 

stopped offending without having a job, and others with a job failed to 

terminate offending (Barry, 2010; Cobbina, 2009). Basically, these results 

support the quantitative studies in that employment sometimes does and 

sometimes does not have an effect on desistance, highlighting the fact that 

employment in itself might not be enough to trigger desistance. 

 As expected, studies that compare genders show that employment has a 

larger impact on males than on females (Benda, 2005; Cobbina et al., 2012; 

De Li and MacKenzie, 2003; Simons et al., 2002; Verbruggen et al., 2012). 

Contrary to expectations, military service led to reductions in crime (Craig 

and Foster, 2013) and termination (Gunnison, 2001) for females only. 

 All in all, these findings show that employment could potentially have 

a beneficial effect on women’s desistance, and should therefore not be 

overlooked simply because most studies comparing genders show that 

employment affects males more than females.

Education

Graduation from high school was found to be unrelated to reductions 

in crime (Giordano et al., 2011) whereas going to school even increased 

offending (De Li and MacKenzie, 2003). However, two studies found that 

having an educational degree contributed to termination (Huebner et al., 

2010; Uggen and Kruttschnitt, 1998). 

 Looking at gender differences, one study reported that education has a 

bigger influence on females than on males (Uggen and Kruttschnitt, 1998), 

whereas others find the opposite (Benda, 2005; De Li and MacKenzie, 2003). 

However, no qualitative explanations of the (possibly gendered) influence 

of education on crime reductions and termination are available.

Friends

Having friendships in general was found to contribute to termination 

(Benda, 2005), as was having a ‘straight’ best friend (Uggen and Kruttschnitt, 

1998). Deviant friends, however, were found to decrease chances of reduced 

offending (Simons et al., 2002), but this result was not supported by 

Gunnison (2001), who found deviant friends had no effect on termination. 
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Again, the qualitative studies provide some important insights into the 

mechanism underlying the influence of friends and the broader network. 

For example, studies find that positive and supportive relationships with 

friends, especially friends who accept and support the woman’s non-deviant 

identity, and relationships established in prison with fellow inmates, 

the clergy and mentors contribute to termination (Bui and Morash, 2010; 

Cobbina, 2010; Sommers et al., 1994; Taylor, 2008; Trotter et al., 2012). 

Also, moving away from their old social world or avoiding peer relations 

altogether helps many women in the process of termination (Cobbina, 

2009; Giordano et al., 2003; Sommers et al., 1994; Taylor, 2008), emphasizing 

the women’s own agency in achieving desistance. As might be expected, 

unsupportive networks, for example unsupportive parole officers, often 

reduce the likelihood of termination (Cobbina, 2010). 

 Although deviant friends were found to influence females, their impact 

on males is even larger (Cobbina et al., 2012; Giordano et al., 2003; Gunnison, 

2001; Simons et al., 2002). However, satisfaction with friendships (Benda, 

2005) and having a straight best friend (Uggen and Kruttschnitt, 1998) were 

related to termination only for females. 

 The aforementioned results suggest that the influence of friends and 

the broader network on women’s desistance strongly depends on the 

characteristics of these relationships, with supportive relationships 

exerting a substantial influence in the process of moving away from crime.

2.4.3 Individual factors 
Punishment

Gunnison (2001) found that a high perception of the certainty and severity 

of punishment increased the likelihood of termination (an effect that was 

not found for males). Qualitative studies seem to be particularly relevant 

in this domain, as they shed light on several internal processes related to 

crime reduction and termination that are harder to capture in quantitative 

studies. Somewhat related to the above mentioned motivational 

factors (Gunnison, 2001), Michalsen (2013) found that the desire to avoid 

reincarceration contributed to reductions in crime. In addition, this same 

desire, sometimes expressed as a sense of tiredness, and fear of dying were 

found to influence termination, as were new perspectives on life, making 

an individual commitment to change, and a sense of agency and self-

efficacy (Barry, 2010; Bui and Morash, 2010; Cobbina, 2009; McIvor et al., 

2009; Sommers et al., 1994).



41

2

Religiosity

Looking at the influence of spirituality and church attendance, Giordano et 

al. (2008) did not find these factors to be related to sustained termination. 

However, Bakken (2009: 128) did find that women who reported regular 

attendance at religious services had decreased levels of crime versatility, 

influencing the desistance process. In contrast to their quantitative 

findings on the influence of spirituality and church attendance, Giordano 

et al. (2008: 125) did conclude that religion and spirituality can have positive 

effects on some individuals under some conditions. Also, Giordano et al. 

(2002) found that the women in their sample sometimes described religious 

transformations as related to their termination.

Mental health 

Women who were identified as having a stable mental health status were 

less likely to fail on parole (Huebner et al., 2010). In addition, Giordano et 

al. (2007) found that anger identity, measured as anger dimensions of the 

respondent’s emotional self-concept, decreased the odds of termination. 

However, they did not find an effect of depression (although they did 

find an effect of depression for males, see Giordano et al., 2007). When 

interviewed, women indeed mentioned health issues as important factors 

in their efforts to desist (McIvor et al., 2009).

Drugs 

Consuming drugs and drug dependency increase offending and decrease the 

chances of termination (Benda, 2005; De Li and McKenzie 2003; Huebner 

et al., 2010). In line with these findings, women who were assessed as not 

needing some type of drug intervention were more likely to terminate 

offending than women whose needs were unmet (Schram et al., 2006). 

Findings from qualitative interviews provide support for this notion. Many 

women attributed termination to their success in avoiding drug use since 

leaving prison, sometimes guided by an awareness of how their drug use had 

affected them (McIvor et al., 2009: 355; Taylor, 2008). Likewise, consuming 

and needing (money for) drugs were regarded as contributing to offending 

(Jamieson et al., 1999; Taylor, 2008).

Financial resources 

Women who are economically independent are more likely to terminate 

offending than women who are not (McIvor et al., 2009; Taylor, 2008). 

Related to this, being able to secure a stable living situation, as opposed to, 
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for example, living in a shelter, living on the street or having a high degree 

of residential mobility, is regarded to influence reductions in crime (Griffin 

and Armstrong, 2003) and termination (Makarios et al., 2010; Schram et 

al., 2006). As can be concluded from the findings at the individual level 

presented above, a stable, healthy situation influences the life of (former) 

offenders in a positive manner, and feelings of agency and a desire to build a 

new life for oneself also contributes to the process of desistance. Likewise, 

having all sorts of problems related to drugs, health and finances will most 

likely interfere with efforts to desist.

2.5 Discussion and conclusions 
The aim of this systematic review was to provide an overview of factors 

related to female desistance and to examine differences between factors 

related to female and male desistance. We focused on two prevailing 

definitions of desistance, namely on termination and on reductions 

in crime. Furthermore, we discussed both quantitative and qualitative 

studies. Whereas many studies on (female) desistance use quantitative 

techniques to draw conclusions about the correlates of desistance, other 

researchers have undertaken the challenging task of assessing female 

desistance qualitatively in order to provide insights into the actual process 

of desistance. By merging both types of studies, we were able to examine 

significant correlates of desistance while at the same time shedding light 

on the mechanisms underlying desistance. As a result, we pointed to the 

significant contribution of the qualitative studies throughout the paper. 

 The quantitative studies reviewed in this article identified several 

factors related to a movement away from crime. Family factors, especially 

motherhood and being in a relationship, were related to crime reductions 

and termination. For the effect of marriage, findings were inconsistent. 

Differences in the operationalization of the independent variable (for 

example, marriage, marriage quality, marriage length, marriage satisfaction) 

might explain why some studies did but other studies did not find an effect. 

Lastly, employment, education and factors related to mental health, drug use 

and economic independence were found to be related to both reductions 

in crime as well as complete termination. Findings from the qualitative 

studies largely support these conclusions. Interviews revealed that 

relationships, children and family members influenced desistance, as did 

certain individuals in the broader network and having a job. Furthermore, 

as was found in the quantitative studies, individual factors within the 

health, drugs and financial domain played a role. More importantly, the 
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qualitative studies provided some insights into the mechanisms underlying 

the influence of specific variables on desistance. For example, motherhood 

served as a motivation to remain crime free, but it was also found that the 

stress that accompanies motherhood sometimes led to failed desistance. 

Thus, where quantitative studies sometimes failed to find an effect of 

motherhood, qualitative studies showed that, when a mother feels capable 

of taking care of her children without being overwhelmed and stressed out 

by (financial) demands, motherhood may be related to reductions in crime 

and termination. 

 Additionally, the qualitative studies provided some possible explanations 

for the varying effects of employment on desistance (recall that some 

studies found that work played a role in women’s pathways out of crime, 

whereas other studies pointed out that, although many women secured 

some form of employment, only a small number indicated that being 

employed contributed to their desistance). Cobbina (2009) provides a 

possible explanation for this finding, pointing to the fact that most of 

the women worked in low-level positions. It might be that the low-level 

positions as described by these females are not sufficient to provide them 

with the advantages that employment could normally offer. However, as 

mentioned by Leverentz (2006a), this does not rule out the possibility 

that women could benefit from other, more meaningful, jobs (possibly 

in combination with other elements of social capital; see Giordano et al., 

2002, for a discussion of the respectability package).

 Lastly, individual factors, which specifically emerged from the 

qualitative studies, were identified. A sense of agency, new perspectives on 

life and making an individual commitment to change contributed to crime 

reductions and termination. 

 Several differences between factors related to female and male offenders 

came to the fore as well. Remarkably, most quantitative studies analyzed 

gender differences, whereas only two studies containing qualitative 

findings systematically compared genders. As a result, most gender 

differences listed above stem from quantitative studies. First, having a high-

quality relationship and having social bonds with supportive friends and 

family exerted a bigger influence on females than on males. In addition, 

the gender studies provide ample evidence that women benefit more from 

having children than do men. Several possible explanations are found in 

the literature. The amount of time spent on childcare could be responsible 

for this gender effect (Graham and Bowling, 1995). Also, mothers might be 

more likely to take advantage of certain hooks for change than fathers. 
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For example, minor children can influence women’s likelihood to follow a 

work-release program, indicating that children can have an indirect effect 

on their mother’s desistance efforts. Lastly, this gendered effect could lie 

in the nature of the parental role. Most quantitative studies have examined 

the impact of being a parent (for example, formally having the parental 

role), rather than actually being involved with and caring for the child. The 

positive influence of parenthood seems to depend on the nature of the 

situation, with mothers who are able to care for their children benefiting 

the most from motherhood status. It might be that, especially for fathers, 

becoming a parent does not automatically mean that one is involved with 

the child. As a result, becoming a father does not automatically lead to 

desistance (see Giordano et al., 2002). This could also explain the fact that one 

qualitative study did find that males mentioned parenthood as important 

in their desistance. To address this issue, future research should focus on 

the influence of parenthood on desistance while taking into account the 

differential meaning of motherhood and fatherhood across cultures and 

contexts. Within Western societies, the care-giving role of fathers is often 

minimized, and mothers are emphasized as the primary parent (Price-Wolf, 

2014). What is more, parental attachment has been found to vary across 

cultures (Li et al., 2014; Pearson and Child, 2007), with stronger attachment 

to mothers in some cultures but stronger attachment to fathers in others 

(Li et al., 2014). It could be that studies taking into account paternal and 

maternal roles and identities, as well as parental attachment, yield different 

results than the ones presented above. 

 Another difference between female and male desistance emerged within 

the social domain; having criminal friends decreased the likelihood of 

desistance for males much more than for females. Cobbina et al. (2012: 349) 

note that male offenders, unlike females, ‘often rely on deviant peer groups 

for social support; thus, these relations make prosocial relationships less 

attractive for men’. Interestingly, Haynie et al. (2014) found that both boys 

and girls were influenced toward delinquency when exposed to more 

delinquent friends. However, when exposed to less delinquent friends, only 

girls reduced their delinquency (Haynie et al., 2014). In order to examine the 

gendered impact of criminal peers on crime beyond adolescence, future 

research should focus on differential peer influences in adulthood. 

 Lastly, employment impacted male offending more than female 

offending. One has to keep in mind, however, that being employed was 

found to contribute to crime reductions and termination for females as 

well. However, some women failed in their efforts to desist, despite having 
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a job. It could be, then, that having a job in general has a positive influence 

on males, whereas the quality of a job and surrounding circumstances 

moderate the effect of employment for females. All in all, women appeared 

to benefit more from family factors, while men were influenced more by 

employment and peer factors.

 In evaluating the impact of social factors on female desistance, the 

results proved consistent with the aforementioned theories of desistance. 

Social factors affect female desistance in several ways, indicating that the 

male-based age-graded theory of informal social control (Sampson and 

Laub, 1993) is also applicable to females. Most notably, having children 

and supportive relationships is found to influence female desistance to a 

considerable extent. However, some studies reviewed here rightly pointed 

out that social bonds are not something that fall from the sky. For example, 

Monsbakken et al. (2012) noticed that becoming a mother significantly 

reduced offending rates, but that this decline took place well ahead of the 

individual’s first child. One possible conclusion could be, then, that the 

decrease in offending is caused by a readiness for change in combination 

with the turning point of becoming a parent. Notwithstanding this finding, 

social bonds, especially those of high quality, are found to increase chances 

of desistance, in both quantitative and qualitative studies, supporting the 

age-graded theory of informal control. 

 Cognitive transformations were found to play an important role. 

The desire to become another person was sometimes strengthened by 

a psychological process during which women realized that the life they 

had been living was not good for them or their children. Many women 

indicated that feeling capable and motivated to change actually helped 

them in their efforts to desist. Importantly, it is likely that these cognitive 

transformations did not influence these women in a social vacuum, just as 

the social factors would not have had the same effect without some sort of 

agency stemming from an internal motivation to desist. 

 This review has a number of policy implications. Most notably, the 

findings suggest that, in order to promote desistance, it is critical to 

provide recently convicted females with a wide range of assistance related 

to housing, financial support, relationships, employment and drug use. 

As became clear from both quantitative and qualitative studies, females, 

even more so than males, can benefit from parenthood, family relations, 

networks, economic independence and the ability to refrain from drug use. 

At the same time, it was found that these variables do not automatically 

lead to reductions in crime and offending; rather, it was the quality of 
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relationships, the ability to take care of children without being overwhelmed 

by the demands motherhood brings along, and the ability to form new 

friendships with prosocial peers that helped females in their desistance 

efforts. Following this, assistance should focus on (re)establishing bonds 

between female offenders and their relatives and enabling women to take 

care of their children. What is more, services aimed at tackling problems 

with drugs and finances should be opened up to females having a hard time 

dealing with these problems by themselves. Lastly, the influence of feelings 

of agency was repeatedly found to be significant and should therefore not 

be overlooked. In addition to providing practical assistance in several areas, 

a focus on establishing agency and inner motivations to stop offending 

needs to be included in a package to support females terminate offending.

 Although this study provides a systematic overview of research on female 

desistance and gender differences in desistance, several caveats must be 

considered. First, notwithstanding the fact that the included studies were 

carefully selected, they differ in terms of research design and outcome 

variables (samples, measurements, analyses) and, as such, conducting a 

more formal meta-analysis turned out not to be feasible. Clearly, then, the 

overall strength of the studies varies depending on these characteristics 

and this has to be kept in mind when interpreting results. That said, 

summarizing a range of different studies on female desistance (while at the 

same time accounting for differences in methodology, see Table 1) had the 

advantage of providing the reader with a broad overview of a topic that has 

been largely neglected so far. 

 Second, a large proportion of the qualitative studies have relatively 

small sample sizes, which inhibits generalizing some of the results to other 

female offenders. Yet, whereas quantitative studies merely identify specific 

covariate factors, qualitative studies shed light on the meaning that is given 

to these factors. That is, the qualitative studies were able to explain some 

of the inconsistencies found in the quantitative studies. However, it is also 

important to keep in mind that it was mainly the qualitative, most often 

female-only, studies that focused on (and, as a result, found evidence for) 

the influence of individual factors; by contrast, the quantitative studies that 

more often compared genders focused more on social factors. Therefore, 

we cannot adequately compare genders on the individual factors. Future 

research should integrate quantitative and qualitative findings on both 

genders to create a better understanding of the process of crime reduction 

and termination and to determine whether social factors influence 

individual factors, or vice versa. 
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 This review is primarily based on US studies (N = 33). However, important 

differences between the situations of European offenders and those of 

their US counterparts likely influence desistance. For example, the social 

security network of most European countries differs enormously from 

the one in the USA, the latter being much less generous. It could be, then, 

that employment and having financial resources have a different effect on 

desistance in European countries than in the USA. Future research on cultural 

and contextual differences with respect to (the meaning of) employment 

and their potentially differential influence on desistance could contribute 

to our empirical knowledge and the development of grounded hypotheses. 

Also, serious offenders in the USA often receive long prison sentences, and 

most US-based studies focus on desistance after incarceration. Imposing 

less extreme sentences, for example community service, is more common 

in European countries. Correctional community programs have been found 

to be beneficial for women offenders, for example because these allow 

them to maintain ties with their family (Carmichael et al., 2005), leading to 

fewer barriers to re-entry than after periods of incarceration. In addition, 

some behavior is labeled criminal in the USA but less often so in Europe 

(notably for women: prostitution). Cross-continental studies would be 

needed to examine similarities and differences related to desistance in 

different contexts. 

 This review highlights the importance of studying the specific process 

leading to crime reduction and termination from crime, because it showed 

that individual and social factors that are often found to contribute to 

desistance do not operate in a vacuum, and are connected with, or may be 

buffered by, internal factors such as agency. In addition, it points at certain 

gender differences related to factors found to contribute to desistance 

and to the meaning that is given to these factors. A more comprehensive 

understanding of the specific process that female desisters go through 

has the ability to increase theoretical knowledge, while at the same time 

contributing to tailored interventions for female offenders.
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Abstract

Using a sample of Dutch female prisoners, we assess the separate and combined 

influence of motherhood and marriage on the risk of re-incarceration. 

Findings show that being married in itself does not reduce the likelihood 

of re-incarceration. Also, no effect is found for the influence of children. 

Considering the separate and combined effects of marriage and parenthood 

on re-incarceration, results show that only the “full-family package” has a 

beneficial effect. The obtained results reinforce the importance of social ties.

3.1 Introduction
Research on desistance has grown substantially during the last decade and 

the findings from a number of studies suggest that family-life events like 

marriage and parenthood contribute to reductions in, and the termination 

of, offending (Bakken, 2009; Bersani, Laub, & Nieuwbeerta, 2009; Doherty 

& Ensminger, 2013; Giordano, Seffrin, Manning, & Longmore, 2011; Li & 

MacKenzie, 2003; Pelissier, Camp, Gaes, Saylor, & Rhodes, 2003; Sampson & 

Laub, 2003; Sampson, Laub, & Wimer, 2006; Savolainen, 2009; Zoutewelle-

Terovan, Van der Geest, Liefbroer, & Bijleveld, 2012), especially when they 

are of high-quality (Sampson & Laub, 1993, Laub, Nagin, & Sampson, 1998) 

or occur together in a so-called “full family or respectability package” 

(Giordano et al., 2002; Savolainen, 2009; Zoutewelle-Terovan et al., 2012).

 However, most studies of desistance are based on male offenders and 

there are reasons to believe that gender processes impact the influence 

of these life events on desistance. For example, it has been argued that 

marriage does not have the same influence on women as it has on men 

(Laub, Nagin, & Sampson, 1998), because men marry ‘up’ to prosocial women 

while women marry ‘down’ to antisocial men. In addition, because women 

are more likely than men to have responsibilities for small children, 

parenthood might exert a bigger influence on females than on males 

(Siennick & Osgood, 2008, p. 176; Spjeldnes & Goodkind, 2009). Women also 

have different victimization histories than men and this difference might 

affect their ability to take advantage of specific life events or ‘hooks for 

change’ (Belknap, 1996; Daly, 1998; Giordano, Cernkovich, & Rudolph, 2002; 

O’Brien, 2001, see also Spjeldnes & Goodkind, 2009).   

 Given the limited attention for the potentially crime-reducing effect of 

important events in the lives of serious female offenders, the purpose of 

the current study is to assess the influence of marriage and children on 

post-release outcomes for a large sample of serious female offenders. Using 

monthly data on re-incarceration, we examine how many female offenders 
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are re-incarcerated after release and whether the often-found beneficial 

effects of marriage and children on crime also hold in the post-release 

context.

3.2 Theoretical background
Although there is little consensus on what the term ‘desistance’ actually 

means, most studies adopt either a static approach, defining desistance as a 

complete cessation of offending, or a dynamic approach, where reductions 

in crime are also considered part of the desistance process (Farrington, 

2007; Kazemian, 2007; Kurlychek, Bushway, & Brame, 2012; Loeber & 

LeBlanc, 1990). Some scholars argue that true desistance only occurs upon 

death (Farrington & Wikström, 1994; Kazemian, 2007), and that it is more 

or less impossible to claim that an offender has truly desisted in the 

absence of lifelong follow-up periods. Others claim that a strong focus on 

termination adds little to the study of crime; rather, researchers should 

examine intermittent patterns of offending, as these periods shed light on 

why people stop offending for a certain period of time (Kazemian, 2007; 

Piquero, 2004).

 Notwithstanding these differences in the operationalization of the term 

desistance, most researchers acknowledge the importance of studying 

dynamic factors related to desistance (LeBel, Burnett, Maruna, & Bushway, 

2008), most notably:  marriage, parenthood and employment (Blokland & 

Nieuwbeerta, 2005; Laub, Nagin, & Sampson, 1998; Maruna, 2001; Paternoster 

& Bushway, 2009; Sampson & Laub, 1993; Sampson et al., 2006; Savolainen, 

2009; Simons, Stewart, Gordon, Conger, & Elder, 2002).  According to 

the age-graded theory of informal social control (Laub & Sampson, 2001; 

Sampson & Laub, 1993),  social bonds, like marriage and employment, have 

the potential to bind individuals to society by providing them with ‘social 

capital’. The establishment of these bonds are seen as ‘turning points’ in the 

lives of offenders, inhibiting crime and changing their lives for the better.

 While recognizing the relevance of these turning points, other scholars 

point to the importance of motivational and identity factors in the process 

of desistance, consistent with the ideas postulated by identity theory and 

the theory of cognitive transformation (Giordano et al., 2002; Maruna, 2001). 

These theoretical standpoints draw attention to the psychological processes 

that are thought to be necessary ingredients for the desistance process 

(Farrall, Sharpe, Hunter, & Calverley, 2011; Giordano et al., 2002; Maruna, 

2001). More specifically, scholars like Maruna (2001) and Giordano and her 

colleagues (2002) place high value on the ‘up-front work’ accomplished 
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by individuals themselves. Supporting this perspective, a Norwegian 

study found that marriage did not lead to a decline in offending; rather, 

lower offending rates were found to precede the event of getting married 

(Lyngstad & Skardhamar, 2013).

3.3 Marriage, parenthood and female desistance
Studies of the relationship between marriage and desistance from crime 

among women reveal conflicting results. Some studies find that marriage 

has a beneficial effect on women and that it contributes to crime reductions 

and desistance (Broidy & Cauffman, 2006; Craig & Foster, 2013; Doherty 

& Ensminger, 2013; Forrest, 2007; Graham & Bowling, 1999; Gunnison, 

2001; King, Massoglia, & MacMillan, 2007). Other studies do not find an 

effect (Huebner, DeJong, & Cobbina, 2010; Giordano et al., 2002; Kreager, 

Matsueda, & Erosheva, 2010). When examining gender differences, studies 

are similarly inconclusive. Some studies show that marriage has a stronger 

effect on males (Bersani et al., 2009; Doherty & Ensminger, 2013; Pelissier 

et al., 2013; Zoutewelle-Terovan et al., 2012), providing support for the idea 

that men tend to marry ‘up’ to prosocial women while women marry ‘down’ 

to antisocial men (Laub et al., 1998). However, other studies find that the 

beneficial effect of marriage is stronger for females (Benda 2005; Cobbina, 

Huebner, & Berg 2012; Graham & Bowling 1995; Gunnison, 2001; Van Schellen, 

Apel, & Nieuwbeerta).

 It is likely that the divergent outcomes presented above are influenced 

by differences in the operationalization of the independent variable, as 

well as heterogeneity in the samples under study. In other words, the effect 

of marriage may depend on (i) being in a high-quality marriage and (ii) the 

characteristics of the offender population. For example, Cobbina et al. (2012) 

found that, for men, the effect of marriage and intimate partner relations 

varied by criminal history; men with fewer prior criminal convictions were 

more likely to benefit from strong bonds with a spouse or intimate partner 

than men with more extensive criminal backgrounds. For women, on the 

other hand, there was no moderating effect of criminal history.  King et al. 

(2007) found that marriage has the potential to reduce offending, but only 

for males with low propensities to marry (measured by several variables 

found to be related to the likelihood that an individual will marry e.g. 

relationship expectancies, family background, employment history) and 

females with medium propensities to marry.

 Another life event with the potential to act as a turning point in the life 

of female offenders is motherhood. Indeed, most studies have found that 
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becoming and being a mother is related to crime reductions and termination 

in crime (Barry, 2010; Benda, 2005; Broidy & Cauffman, 2006; Cobbina, 

2009; Graham & Bowling, 1995, Griffin & Armstrong, 2003; Gunnisson, 2001; 

Huebner et al., 2010; Jamieson, McIvor, & Murray, 1999; Kreager et al., 2010; 

McIvor, Trotter, & Sheehan, 2009; Michalsen, 2011, 2013; Taylor, 2008; Uggen 

& Kruttschnitt, 1998), especially when mothers have a good attitude towards 

their children and are able to take care of them (Kleymann, 2010). Studies 

comparing the effect of parenting on desistance among females and males 

consistently find that the effects of children are larger for women than 

they are for men (Benda, 2005; Giordano et al., 2011; Graham & Bowling, 

1995; Gunnison, 2001; Uggen & Kruttschnitt, 1998). However, most studies 

examined the influence of simply having the parental status. Fathers, who 

are less likely than mothers to be the primary caretakers of children, do not 

automatically gain the responsibilities and benefits related to desistance. It 

could be that measuring the actual time spent with children or the quality 

of the parent-child bond would produce different results.

 Some studies suggest that the demands placed on women when they 

become a mother can be overwhelming, especially under the adverse 

circumstances many high-risk offenders face (Zoutwelle-Terovan et al., 

2012). For example, Giordano et al. (2011) found that parenthood only 

exerted a beneficial influence on the least disadvantaged women in their 

sample, and only to the extent that the pregnancy was wanted (as opposed 

to pregnancies that were wanted but ill-timed, or pregnancies that were 

not wanted). Whether becoming a parent has a crime inhibiting effect may 

also depend on the marital status of the parents, supporting the notion 

that  full-family or respectability packages are beneficial to the process of 

desistance (Giordano et al., 2002; Savolainen, 2009; Zoutewelle-Terovan et 

al., 2012).  Indeed, Nomaguchi and Milkie (2003) found that married mothers 

were the most advantaged individuals in terms of social and psychological 

resources and psychological well-being (Nomaguchi & Milkie, 2003).

3.4 The post-release context
The aforementioned correlates of desistance do not a priori pertain to 

formerly incarcerated women. Female offenders face unique challenges 

after release from prison (Brown & Bloom, 2009; Cobbina, 2009; O’Brien, 

2001; Schram, Koons-Witt, Williams, & McShane, 2006; Visher & Travis, 2003). 

They often have what Richie (2001, p. 380) refers to as “the co-occurrence 

of multiple demands”, which includes histories of (sexual) abuse, economic 

marginalization, addictions and mental health problems (Huebner et al., 
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2010; Kruttschnitt & Gartner, 2005; Mallik-Kane & Visher, 2008; O’Brien, 

2001; Richie, 2001). What is more, challenges related to, among other things, 

finding a place to stay and gaining a legal form of income can make the 

reentry process a difficult one. Most women who return from prison are 

unemployed and only a small proportion of formerly incarcerated women 

manage to get a job in the first six months after release (Huebner et al., 

2010; Mallik-Kane & Visher, 2008).

 Importantly, the different forms of social capital found to influence 

crime reductions and desistance are not easily accessible to offenders 

upon their release. Serving a prison sentence often disrupts social bonding 

and it is difficult to maintain ties with partners and children (Brown & 

Bloom, 2009; Carmichael, Gover, Koons-Witt, & Inabnit, 2005). In the 

case of children, some experience displacement prior to their mothers’ 

incarceration (Glaze & Maruschak, 2010, Hissel, Bijleveld, & Kruttschnitt, 

2011), while others experience changes in caregiving situations at the onset 

of their mothers’ incarceration (Hissel et al., 2011). Even when ties between 

mothers and children remain during the detention period, objective 

and subjective (feelings of) parental authority might weaken, leading to 

troubled reunifications upon release (Brown & Bloom, 2009). Additionally 

upon release, mothers might be unable to take advantage of having children 

under the difficult financial circumstances they often face, especially when 

they are single-parents of multiple children. 

 Taken together, female offenders have to overcome several barriers 

in the post-release context and are likely to experience difficulties in 

reestablishing a family role (Brown & Bloom, 2009; O’Brien, 2001; Richie, 

2001; Spjeldnes & Goodkind, 2009). Even if they are reunited with their 

partners and children, they may lack the ability to take advantage of their 

social capital due to overwhelming demands placed upon them in other 

areas. Under these circumstances, “avoiding crime can be the least of 

problems” (Visher and Travis, 2003, p. 89). 

3.5 The present study
Based on the literature review presented above, we conclude that little 

attention has been directed to the influence of marriage and children on the 

likelihood of re-incarceration in samples of high risk females. While there 

is evidence that being married and having children might have the same 

beneficial effects on women that it has on men, adverse circumstances in 

the post-release context may counterbalance these potentially beneficial 

effects. Using a large, contemporary sample of formerly incarcerated 
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females from the Netherlands, this study aims to answer four questions. 

First, how many female offenders are re-incarcerated after release from 

prison and, on average, within how many days? Second, to what extent 

does motherhood and marriage and marriage duration affect the likelihood 

of re-incarceration? Third, does the number of children influence the 

likelihood of re-incarceration? And lastly, do the effects of marriage and 

motherhood have a stronger effect on desistance when they are combined 

and represented in the ‘full family package’?

 This study contributes to existing research in two respects. First, by 

using a prison-sample of females, we are able to examine the influence 

of marriage and motherhood on the risk of re-incarceration in a group of 

very serious female offenders. Many studies have examined the influence 

of family-life events on subsequent offending in general populations of 

offenders. Less is known about how populations of formerly incarcerated 

offenders manage to stay out of prison. By using a sample of females who 

were all imprisoned, we are able to examine whether motherhood and 

marriage have the ability to reduce the risk of re-incarceration despite other 

problems formerly incarcerated females face in the post release context.

 Second, many studies focus on older samples of individuals that came of 

age in a period in which having a full-family package was the norm. During 

recent decades, the institute of marriage has become less prevalent and 

having children out of wedlock is now more common (Elzinga & Liefbroer, 

2007; Seltzer, 2000). As such, the current study improves on, and adds to, 

the existing desistance literature in several important respects. 

3.6 Method
3.6.1 Sample
For this study, all females who were released from prison in 2007 were 

drawn from the Custodial Institutions Agency (DJI) in the Netherlands. DJI 

holds records for all individuals who are incarcerated in the Netherlands, 

providing dates of incarceration and release. This data base was comprised 

of 4,360 females. We complemented these prison-records with information 

about marriage and children, extracted from the Municipal Population 

Register (“Gemeentelijke Basisadministratie” [GBA]). However, only 2839 

females were found in the GBA and no additional information was available 

for the remaining 1521 females. Comparing those found in the GBA data 

base and those not found revealed that the missing females contained a 

higher proportion of individuals who were not re-incarcerated after their 

latest period of incarceration. Interestingly, however, almost all females 
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that were not found in the GBA were born outside the Netherlands (1508 vs. 

19 born in the Netherlands). Thus, it is likely that we did not find records 

for them in the municipal registries because they migrated (or were forced 

by the Dutch government to go back) to their home country.

3.6.2 Dependent variable
The aim of this study is to examine the influence of marriage and 

parenthood on the risk of re-incarceration in a high-risk group of (formerly) 

incarcerated females. For this purpose, we constructed a time-varying 

dichotomous variable assessing the first occurrence of re-incarceration 

during the 72-month follow-up after release from prison in 2007, where 

1 = re-incarcerated and 0 = not re-incarcerated. For the recidivists, data 

on time-to failure were collected, providing information on the number 

of months in the community before re-incarceration. Descriptive results 

show that 1782 women (62.8%) were not re-imprisoned after release from 

prison in 2007. The 1057 recidivists averaged around 1.5 year (574 days) in 

the community before being re-imprisoned (S.D. = 476 days). Of those who 

recidivated, almost half (45%) did so within one year. After two years, 71% of 

them were re-incarcerated.

3.6.3 Independent variables
Time-varying variables

The GBA was used to gain information on marriage and motherhood. 

The GBA, a centralized automated population registration system, 

holds information on every resident in the Netherlands. We extracted 

information on marriages (dates of marriage and divorce) and on children 

(birth dates of legally recognized children). To account for the dynamic 

nature of parenthood and marriage, we collected monthly information on 

the women’s parental and marital status.

 For the main analysis, we constructed 10 time-varying variables using 

information on  a monthly basis. To account for the ageing effect on 

crime, we constructed the age variable, reflecting respondents’ age at each 

time point considered. Furthermore, the variable being married recorded 

whether individuals were married in a specific month (value of 1) or not 

(value of 0) In addition, marriage duration was constructed as a continuous 

variable recoding the number of months a person has been registered as 

married. The dichotomous variable having children recorded a value of 1 in 

the months a woman had one or more children and a value of 0 otherwise. 

To obtain a more nuanced picture of parental effects on crime, two 
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additional dichotomous time-varying variables were constructed to reflect 

whether the females where the mothers of a single child (having one child) 

or whether they have two or more children (having two or more children). 

Lastly, to account for the separate and combined effects of marriage and 

parenthood on crime, three time-varying variables were constructed: one 

for the months females were married but not having children (married, no 

children), one for the months females had  children without being married 

(children, not married), and one for the months females were married and 

had children (married and children).

Time-stable variables

To account for previous offending, we added two variables measuring 

detention history. First, the length (in days) of the latest period of 

incarceration before release in 2007 was measured. Second, prior periods of 

incarceration is a continuous variable measuring the total number of times 

a female was incarcerated prior to the prison term that ended with release 

in 2007.  Lastly, we added a variable recording whether a women ever got 

divorced (1 = yes) and country of birth (1 = non-Dutch).

3.6.4 Analysis Technique
To answer the first research question, a cumulative survival function 

is presented, showing the risk of re-incarceration during the 72 month 

observation period after release from prison. For the multivariate analyses, 

a person-month file was constructed, recording separate information 

for each month a person was observed. When a person died (n = 92) or 

emigrated (n = 62), their person-month file ended after the month during 

which the event occurred. Complete information was obtained for a total 

of 182,551 person months. 

 To examine the effects of marriage and parenthood on the risk of re-

incarceration, we implemented a multilevel random effects method. The 

technique is advantageous as it is able to estimate both time-varying and 

time-constant predictors, and it allows for an examination of both within-

individual and between-individual variation. In this study, the random 

effects models were estimated using a logit link, since the dependent 

variable (re-incarceration) was recorded as a binary variable. 

 The analyses proceeded in four phases, during which four separate 

random effects models were estimated. First, we estimated the influence of 

marriage and parenthood on the risk of re-incarceration. In a second step 

we included the duration of marriage as a predictor in the estimated model. 
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Third, we extended the existing model by adding the number of children. 

Lastly, we considered the possibility that being involved in a so-called ‘full 

family package’ (Zoutewelle-Terovan et al., 2012) has a stronger effect on 

the risk of re-incarceration than when marriage and motherhood do not 

occur together. Therefore we estimated the separate and combined effects 

of marriage and parenthood on the probability of re-incarceration. All the 

models in this study controlled for the effects of ageing using a second 

order polynomial for the age variable.

3.7 Results
3.7.1 Descriptive statistics
Figure 3.1 displays the survival re-incarceration curve for the sample of 

females released in 2007. The horizontal axis represents time in months, 

and the vertical axis represents the cumulative survival of those at risk 

for recidivism. As can be seen, after 12 months, about 80% of the women 

have not yet been re-incarcerated. Within the second year after release, this 

percentage drops to approximately 70%. After the end of the observation 

period, about 60% of the sample is not re-incarcerated.

 Descriptive statistics for the sample are presented in Table 3.1. Females 

were on average 35 years old when released from prison in 2007. Entrance 

into parenthood occurred for these females in their early twenties (age 23.2 

for the not re-incarcerated group, and age 22.4 for the re-incarcerated group). 

Their most recent period of incarceration lasted 68 days on average for those 

who were not re-incarcerated, 48 days on average for the other women. An 

interesting difference between the two groups is observed for the prior 

periods of incarceration: females who were not re-incarcerated registered 

only one previous period of incarceration on average, whereas re-incarcerated 

females recorded about four previous incarcerations on average. With regard 

to ethnic background, the two groups are relatively similar: 55.3% of the 

females who were not re-incarcerated, and 64% of the re-incarcerated females 

had a Dutch ethnic background. Many of these females (about 60% in both 

groups) had children when they were released from prison, whereas only a 

minority were married when they were released (13.3% in the group without 

re-incarceration, 9.1% in the other group). Less than 6% of the females (4.7% in 

the re-incarcerated group, and 5.7 in the other group) experienced a divorce 

during the follow-up period. Further, only 10 women who divorced during 

the follow-up period married again before the end of the observation period. 

Lastly, from the total number of person-months registered, 10.2%  (20.804) 

recorded marital relationships.
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Figure 3.1. Cumulative survival distribution.

Table 3.1 Descriptive Statistics 

Not re-incarcerated (n=1782) Re-incarcerated (n=1057)

M SD M SD

Length (in days) last period of incarceration 68.4 132.3 48.4 88.2

Prior periods of incarceration 0.9 2.2 3.8 5.2

Age at release 35.2 10.8 36.1 9.8

Age at first child 23.2 5.1 22.4 5.0

Frequency Percent Frequency Percent

Country of origin                           

Non-Dutch 796 44.7 380 36.0

Netherlands 986 55.3 677 64.0

Having children at release
Yes
No

1093 61.3 676 64.0

689 38.7 381 36.0

Married at release
Yes
No
Missing

237 13.3 96 9.1

1543 86.6 959 90.7

2 0.1 2 0.2

Getting divorced during follow-up
Yes
No

101 5.7 50 4.7

1681 94.3 1007 95.3
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3.7.2 Multilevel logistic random effects models
In the first model, we estimated the influence of marriage and motherhood 

on the risk of re-incarceration. Results of the analysis presented in 

Table 3.2 (Model 1) show that being married and having children are not 

significantly related with the risk of re-incarceration. Moreover, the second 

model estimated (Model 2) shows that the duration of a marriage was not 

significantly associated with re-incarceration.

 Model 3 examines whether the number of children influences the 

likelihood of reincarceration. Results show that having two or more children 

is not related to the likelihood of re-incarceration. However, women have a 

15% lower risk of re-incarceration in the months when they are mothers of 

a single child (albeit this effect is only marginally significant, p = .06).

 Finally, we assess the separate and combined effects of being married 

and having children on the risk of re-incarceration. As can be seen in Model 

4, the likelihood of re-incarceration does not differ for married and non-

married women. The model also shows no significant differences between 

non-married females with and without children. However,  being married 

and having children within a specific month is related to a 24% lower 

likelihood of re-incarceration.

Table 3.2 Multilevel Logistic Random Effects Models

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

OR SE OR SE OR SE OR SE

Age 1.04 .02 1.04 .02 1.04 .02 1.04 .02

Age2 1.00* .00 1.00* .00 1.00* .00 1.00* .00

Having children .91 .06 .91 .06

Having one child .85# .07

Having two or more children .96 .07

Being married  .82 .09 .81 .09

Marriage duration 1.00 .000

Married, no children .72 .19

Children, not married .90 .06

Married and children .76* .10

Length (in days) last period of 
incarceration

1.00** .00 1.00** .01 1.00** .00 1.00** .00

Prior periods of incarceration 1.09** .01 1.09** .01 1.09** .01 1.09** .01

Country of origin .84** .05 .83** .05 .84** .05 .84** .05

Ever divorced 1.07 .37 1.06 .08 1.06 .08 1.07 .08

Note *p < .05 **p<.01, #p < .10 Age2 = age squared
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3.8 Conclusion and Discussion
There is a growing body of research that suggests that marriage and 

parenthood have crime-inhibiting effects. Yet much of this research is based 

on male offenders leaving the question of whether these events affect 

females in the same way unanswered. Further, findings based on general 

samples of offenders might not be generalizable to samples of formerly 

incarcerated offenders. Studies on reentry and reintegration consistently 

show that offenders face several challenges in the post-release context, 

and these problems might interfere with the potential beneficial effects of 

marriage and parenthood on crime.

 Using a large, contemporary sample of (formerly) incarcerated females 

who were all released at some point in 2007, this study examined the 

influence of marriage and parenthood on the risk of re-incarceration, both 

separately and combined in a so-called full family package (Zoutewelle-

Terovan et al., 2012). Overall, we find that almost 40% of females were re-

incarcerated at least once during the 72-month follow-up. Most females 

who recidivated did so within one year, and after two years, more than 70% 

of the recidivists were re-incarcerated.

 On the basis of prior research (e.g. Kurlychek, Brame, & Bushway, 2006) 

we expected to find an increased likelihood of re-incarceration for women 

with more substantial incarceration histories. Indeed, results show that 

women who were incarcerated more often prior to their latest period of 

detention were more likely to be re-incarcerated during the observation 

period. Interestingly, the duration of the latest incarceration-period had a 

negative effect on the risk of recidivism. Given that staying out of prison 

has been identified as a primary motivation to desist from crime, especially 

for women who had been separated from their children for longer periods 

of time (Bui & Morash, 2010; Michalsen, 2013), this finding might reflect a 

strong desire to avoid getting re-imprisoned. Another possible explanation 

is that these women may have committed relatively ‘rare’ offenses, such as 

manslaughter, resulting in longer sentences.

 Contrary to expectations, having children was not related to the 

likelihood of recidivism during the months after release from prison. That 

said, we did observe a lower likelihood of re-incarceration for women 

with one child relative to those who had two or more children. A possible 

explanation for this finding could be the nature of the sample we analyzed. 

All of the women in our study were serious offenders. As such, it is likely 

they experienced severe problems within various domains after release 

from prison, for example finding a place to stay and managing alcohol or 
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drug problems. Under these adverse circumstances, having children might 

not have the crime-inhibiting potential that it would have under more 

beneficial conditions. This might also explain why we found that having 

two or more children was not related to the likelihood of re-incarceration. 

The demands placed on women when they have to take care of multiple 

children are overwhelming, perhaps counterbalancing the positive effects 

of having children. Additionally, even if mothers succeed in maintaining 

ties with their children while in prison, they have to deal with new 

circumstances upon release which may include weakened authority and 

influence over their children, with children regularly dispersed over several 

caregivers while the mother was detained. Women’s relationships with their 

children are central to their self-concept (Berman, 2005) and a disruption 

in the bond between mothers and children can put a lot of strain on 

female offenders, especially under the conditions described above (Slocum, 

Simpson, & Smith, 2005). Taken together, these unique circumstances may 

explain why we did not find a protective effect of having children.

 Considering the influence of the marital bond, being married was not 

related to a lower likelihood of recidivism, nor was marriage duration. 

These results confirm those of other studies that show that marriage does 

not reduce female offending (Huebner et al., 2010; Giordano et al., 2002; 

Kreager et al., 2010). Our finding that marriage and marriage duration do not 

lower the likelihood of re-incarceration could be the result of the fact that 

we were not able to include a measure of the quality of the relationship. 

Some scholars have argued that it is the quality of a marriage, rather than 

marriage in itself, that has a positive influence on offenders (see, for example, 

Sampson & Laub, 2001). Although one could consider marriage duration as 

an indicator of quality, it could also be that women are immersed in good 

as well as bad marriages for longer periods of time. 

 The last model of our analyses adds to the understanding of the 

aforementioned findings. Looking at the separate effects of motherhood 

and marriage (being an unmarried mother and being married without 

having children) we found that neither marriage nor motherhood was by 

itself related to the likelihood of re-incarceration. However, when occurring 

together in a full family package, marriage and motherhood lowered the 

risk of re-incarceration by 24%. This finding is important in two ways. First, 

it shows that rather than the marital status, it is the formation of a stable 

family life that has a protective influence on formerly incarcerated females. 

At the same time, it sheds some additional light on the influence of children 

on the risk of re-incarceration. While having children does not lower the 
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risk of re-incarceration for non-married mothers - possibly because they are 

unable to cope with the amount of stress placed upon them after leaving 

prison - children can exert a positive influence on female offenders when 

they are part of a marital union. Difficulties with finding a place to stay and 

securing some (legal) form of income are two important problems many 

formerly incarcerated females face (Kurlychek, Brame, & Bushway, 2006). 

It is possible that married mothers experience less problems within these 

domains than non-married mothers. As a result, they may be better able to 

cope with everyday life and focus more on their children as catalysts for 

change (Giordano et al., 2002).

 It is important to recognize the limitations of the present study 

when interpreting the aforementioned results. First, although using a 

group of formerly incarcerated females has the advantage of examining 

the correlates of re-incarceration in a homogeneous high-risk group of 

offenders, we are aware that our measure of recidivism (re-incarceration) 

is rather conservative. Thus, the study design inhibits generalizing the 

findings to other groups of female offenders. Second, we were not able 

to control for several variables that have been found to be important in 

the post-release context, for example employment and housing. Related to 

this issue, we have no information on individual factors that have been 

found to moderate the influence of motherhood and marriage, such as 

motivation, agency and identity change, making it difficult to interpret our 

results. For example, our finding that having a full-family package lowers 

the risk of re-incarceration could be the result of acquiring strong social 

bonds, supporting the informal social control perspective (Sampson & 

Laub, 1993). However, one could also argue that being married and a mother 

at the same time brings along a certain identity change, supporting identity 

theory and the theory of cognitive transformation (Giordano et al., 2002; 

Maruna, 2001). Without additional information on individual factors, we 

are not able to draw valid conclusions on the mechanisms underlying our 

results.

 Following these limitations, several suggestions for future research can 

be made. Given the centrality of family-life events in the lives of females 

offenders, there is a continuous need to explore the influence of these events 

on desistance, and it is our belief that important insights can be gained by 

combining quantitative and qualitative instruments. Using mixed-method 

studies enables researchers to identify correlates of desistance while at the 

same time shedding light on the mechanisms underlying desistance. Second, 

the specific nature of the post-release context calls for more prospective, 
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longitudinal designs that take into account the adverse circumstances 

many formerly incarcerated females face. Adding information on, amongst 

other things, housing, employment, environment and addiction, would 

enhance our knowledge on recidivism and desistance, while at the same 

time broadening our understanding of the relatively underexplored topic 

of female prisoner reentry.
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A qualitative 

examination of the 

influence of romantic 

relationships and 

motherhood on 
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5  This chapter was submitted for publication as: 

 Rodermond, E. (submitted for publication). It’s all about family? A qualitative examination of  

the influence of romantic relationships and motherhood on desistance.
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Abstract

Motherhood and romantic relationships are often said to contribute to 

desistance of women offenders, but findings are inconsistent. The aim of this 

study is to qualitatively examine the effects of motherhood and romantic 

relationships on female desistance. To that end, in-depth interviews with a 

subsample of formerly incarcerated women (n = 30) were held in 2014/2015. 

The interviews covered a broad range of topics, including but not limited 

to the women’s family life and criminal career. Results show that desisters 

were more likely to be in stable, supportive relationships after release 

than persisters, and to have a (renewed) close relationship with their 

children. Interestingly, most desisters have taken active steps to dissolve 

negative relationships and form new ones, after which these relationships 

reinforced their initial motivation to desist from crime. That said, women 

in both subgroups experienced a magnitude of problems in their daily lives, 

and these sometimes interfered with the positive influence of romantic 

relationships and motherhood on desistance. The present findings underscore 

the importance of taking into account more subjective changes as well as 

the broader circumstances surrounding formerly incarcerated women, as it 

appeared that motherhood and romantic relationships are insufficient to 

bring about lasting change.

4.1 Introduction
During the last fifteen years, the number of women incarcerated around 

the world increased extensively. According to a recent report, over 700,000 

women and girls are being held in prisons worldwide, which is an increase 

of about 50 percent since 2000 (Walmsley, 2015). Once released, these 

women face many issues related to re-building their lives in the post-

release context. One of the biggest challenges is to avoid committing new 

crimes that could potentially lead to a new stint in prison. That is, criminal 

desistance is a necessary ingredient of a successful transition back into the 

community, a transition that is often hampered by all sorts of practical and 

emotional problems (Arditti & Few, 2008; Brown & Bloom, 2009; Cobbina, 

2009; O’Brien, 2001; Richie, 2001; Schram, Koons-Witt, Williams, & McShane, 

2006; Visher & Travis, 2003).

 The body of literature on desistance from crime is growing, pointing at 

the importance of life transitions (Laub et al., 1998; Sampson & Laub, 1993), 

cognitive shifts (Giordano et al., 2002; Haggard et al., 2001) agency and 

wilful identity changes (Maruna, 2001; Paternoster & Bushway, 2009) in the 

process of desistance.  While many desistance-studies were male-based for a 
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long time, studies nowadays also tend to focus on womens’ termination of 

crime and gender differences in desistance. As a result, different correlates 

of female desistance have come to the fore, most notably motherhood and 

being married or in an intimate relationship (Barry, 2010; Benda, 2005; Broidy 

& Cauffman, 2006; Cobbina, 2009; Craig & Foster, 2013; Doherty & Ensminger, 

2013; Forrest, 2007; Graham & Bowling, 1995; Gunnison, 2001; Huebner et al., 

2010; Jamieson, McIvor, & Murray, 1999; King, Massoglia, & MacMillan, 2007; 

McIvor, Trotter, & Sheehan, 2009; Michalsen, 2011, 2013; Taylor, 2008; Uggen & 

Kruttschnitt, 1998; for an overview, see Rodermond, Kruttschnitt, Slotboom, 

& Bijleveld, 2016). Interestingly, findings are inconsistent as to whether 

motherhood and being in a relationship have positive or negative effects on 

the desistance process for women. Trying to explain these inconsistencies, 

studies have argued that the direction of the effect most likely depends on 

the quality of the bonds and the specific circumstances surrounding (former) 

offenders (Brown & Bloom, 2009; Giordano, Seffrin, Manning, & Longmore, 

2011). This is especially important when it comes to formerly incarcerated 

women, who are likely to be the most serious female offenders. For them, the 

post-release context is filled with unique challenges, that, if left unattended, 

might seriously interfere with efforts to desist from crime. Under these 

circumstances, motherhood and marriage in itself might not be enough to 

turn things around (Brown & Bloom, 2009; Carmichael, Gover, Koons-Witt, & 

Inabnit, 2005; Giordano et al., 2011). 

 The current study aims to qualitatively examine when and how 

motherhood and being in an intimate relationship has the potential to 

enhance chances of desistance amongst formerly incarcerated women. 

Where quantitative analyses have enabled researchers to draw conclusions 

on the correlation between family factors and desistance, looking at these 

factors through a qualitative lens has the advantage of gaining insights 

into the mechanisms underlying desistance. Drawing from semi-structured 

interviews, I examine the construction of the women’s post-release lives 

and, more specifically, the influence of their family life on their efforts 

to move away from crime. The results will enhance knowledge of the 

mechanisms underlying criminal desistance in a group of serious female 

offenders. 

4.2 Motherhood and romantic relationships in the 
post-release period
As an inherent consequence of the growing incapacitation rates of women 

worldwide, more and more women face the challenges that follow upon 
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release, such as family reunification, housing, securing some form of 

income and, often, dealing with substance addictions (Brown & Bloom, 

2009; Cobbina, 2009; O’Brien, 2001; Schram, Koons-Witt, Williams, & 

McShane, 2006; Visher & Travis, 2003). Under these adverse circumstances, 

many women resort to a criminal lifestyle sooner or later.  Given this 

heightened risk for re-offending, increased attention is being paid to the 

factors that promote criminal desistance as a central element in their re-

entry experiences, most notably family-related factors.

 Evidence suggests that marriage, or being in an intimate relationship in 

general, and having children has a positive influence on women’s efforts to 

desist (Barry, 2010; Benda, 2005; Broidy & Cauffman, 2006; Cobbina, 2009; 

Craig & Foster, 2013; Doherty & Ensminger, 2013; Forrest, 2007; Graham 

& Bowling, 1995; Gunnison, 2001; Huebner et al., 2010; Jamieson, McIvor, 

& Murray, 1999; King, Massoglia, & MacMillan, 2007; McIvor, Trotter, & 

Sheehan, 2009; Michalsen, 2011, 2013; Taylor, 2008; Uggen & Kruttschnitt, 

1998). From an informal social control perspective, being in a relationship 

and becoming a mother might bring along feelings of attachment and a 

‘stake in conformity’ for female offenders, withholding these women from 

further offending. Recently, scholars have also argued that relationships 

and motherhood are central to women’s adult identities, thus affecting 

their desistance efforts through an internal process of  identity-related 

changes (Broidy & Cauffman, 2006; Giordano et al., 2011). However, other 

studies find no or contradictory effects (Huebner, DeJong, & Cobbina, 2010; 

Giordano et al., 2002; Kreager, Matsueda, & Erosheva, 2010; Zoutwelle-

Terovan et al., 2012). 

 Taking stock of the aforementioned inconsistencies, some scholars 

point at the importance of considering the circumstances surrounding 

parenthood and romantic relationships. As for parenthood, Giordano et al. 

(2011) emphasize “the utility of exploring not only whether parenthood is 

associated with reductions in crime, but specific conditions under which a 

prosocial impact is observed” (p. 406). According to the authors, assessing 

these conditions is necessary if one wants to explain why so many studies 

find a positive effect of motherhood, while the majority of incarcerated 

women have young children (Giordano et al., 2011). Indeed, studies have 

found that being a mother has differential effects, depending on the 

context. For example, Kreager, Matsueda and Erosheva (2010) found that 

motherhood led to reductions in drug use and delinquency among a sample 

of disadvantaged young women. Contrastingly, Giordano et al. (2011) found 

that women from advantaged backgrounds were more likely to benefit 
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from becoming a mother than women from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

They did find, however, that chances of desistance increased for all women 

to the extent that the pregnancy was wanted (Giordano et al., 2011, p. 411). 

Examining the influence of motherhood upon reentry, Michalsen (2011) 

found that children can both encourage and discourage desistance in 

the post-release period; they can act as a social bond, but they also bring 

along practical challenges that can hamper desistance efforts.  Related to 

this issue, Brown and Bloom (2009) point at the many challenges faced by 

formerly incarcerated women, and argue that women will be better able to 

take advantage from being a mother when they receive “adequate material 

and social support” (p. 334). 

 With regard to social support, being married is one of the most often 

cited forms of social support for women, albeit findings on the effect of 

marriage on desistance are inconclusive (see above). Moreover, given the 

fact that the institute of marriage has become less prevalent during recent 

decades (Seltzer, 2000), scholars increasingly study effects of non-marital 

romantic relationships. Lastly, it has been argued that it is the quality of 

a relationship that is important when considering desistance, rather than 

being in a relationship per se (Laub & Sampson, 2003; Sampson & Laub, 1993). 

A handful of studies has focused on the characteristics of relationships and 

partners in assessing their influence on women’s desistance and found, for 

example, that longer relationships (Herrera et al., 2010) and higher-quality 

relationships (Simons and Barr, 2012) were related to crime reductions. 

Notably, Leverentz (2006b) explored the impact of romantic relationships 

on the desistance efforts of formerly incarcerated women and found that 

being in a relationship, even with a partner who has a history of offending 

and/or drug use, can be beneficial for women who are in the process 

of desistance. However, for some women, avoiding romantic partners 

altogether was found to be a necessary ingredient of a movement away 

from crime (Leverentz, 2006b). According to the author, this suggests that 

“personal agency is more important than social bonds or that other types of 

social bonds are more important for women than romantic relationships” 

(p. 484).   

 With some exceptions, studies tend to focus on the influence of marriage 

or the influence of parenthood on crime, while only controlling for the 

other form of social capital. At the same time, many women offenders are 

a mother and in a romantic relationship. These forms of informal social 

control are not acting on their lives independently but intertwined, and 

should be examined accordingly. Indeed, studies have pointed at the 
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crime-reducing effect of so-called respectability-packages (Giordano et 

al., 2002) and full family packages (Rodermond et al., 2015; Zoutewelle et 

al., 2012), again signifying the importance of examining the mechanisms 

underlying the influence of motherhood and romantic relationships, both 

independently and combined. Thus, the current study aims to shed light 

on whether and how motherhood and romantic relationships influence 

desistance from crime. First, I examine the extent to which romantic 

partners exert a positive or negative influence on the women’s movements 

away from crime. Second, I assess whether and if so how motherhood acts 

as a desistance-enhancing factor. Lastly, I will elaborate on the effect of so-

called full family packages, where women describe a high quality family life 

consisting of close bonds to a supportive partner and one or more children. 

4.3 Methods
The findings presented in this chapter are part of a larger study on the 

desistance efforts of formerly incarcerated women (Rodermond, Slotboom, 

& Zoutewelle-Terovan, 2015). The initial data-collection of this project 

started with obtaining prison records of all women who had been released 

from prison in 2007 and who were found in the Municipal Population 

Register (Gemeentelijke Basisadministratie [GBA]) (n = 2839), complemented 

with register-information on different life events. After a quantitative 

examination of the influence of marriage and parenthood on the risk of 

re-incarceration (see Rodermond et al., 2015), the current study draws on 

verbatim transcriptions of interviews with a subsample of 30 women to 

qualitatively assess the influence of romantic relationships and motherhood 

on criminal desistance and persistence. The semi-structured interviews 

were held in 2015/2016. Recruitment of participants occurred through the 

Custodial Institutions Agency of the Netherlands by sending an invitation 

letter to their last known address. A random sample of 440 women received 

an invitation letter. Initially, 36 women agreed to participate in the study. 

However, 6 women decided to withdraw later on for various reasons (illness, 

not wanting to participate, no time to participate), so the final sample 

consists of 30 women. A comparative analysis showed that the women who 

participated were slightly older (48 vs. 44 on average), more often born in 

the Netherlands (70% vs. 52%), and more often married at release (30% vs. 

9%) than the non-participants. Noteworthy, they had been incarcerated 

more often before their 2007 detention than the non-participants (almost 

5 times on average, vs. 2,5 times) and their last period of incarceration 

lasted on average 35 days, while the non-participants were detained for 63 
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days on average. What is more, the participants were convicted for a mean 

number of 18 offences, against 11 offences in the other group. These findings 

indicate that the participants were criminally more active than the non-

participants in terms of frequency. More importantly, this could indicate 

that the participating women, more so than the non-participants, could be 

considered revolving door offenders. 

 The invitation letter specifically stated that participation was voluntary, 

and all interviewees were given a gift voucher worth of 25 Euros. Interviews 

were held at the respondents’ homes, where they were most likely to feel 

as comfortable as possible. Interviews were recorded and lasted 1,5 hours 

on average. They covered a wide range of topics, including but not limited 

to the women’s criminal career, their period in prison, their family life, 

employment, financial status, housing, addiction, and their goals for the 

future. After a short introduction, all women were asked to sign a general 

consent form, stating that they were aware of the aims of the study and 

their right to end the interview at any point without further explanation. 

After transcribing the interviews, multiple readings of each interview were 

conducted to identify common themes in their narratives.

 Of the 30 women, 11 had not been convicted for an offense during 

the last 7 years, and were labelled “desisters”. Nineteen women were 

registered for one or more offenses during that same time-period, and were 

labelled “persisters”. Although there is no consensus on how many years of 

non-offending constitute desistance, a 7-year time-frame brings one closer to 

grasping differences between those who re-offended and those who did not. 

 For the current study, common themes related to motherhood and 

romantic relationships in the post-release context were identified within 

the narratives and were coded by multiple individuals independently6,using 

the qualitative data analysis program Atlas-TI. In the first phase of coding, 

the influence of both positive and negative aspects of post-prison romantic 

relationships on desistance and persistence was assessed, followed by 

an examination of positive and negative aspects of motherhood in the 

women’s post-release lives. In the second phase of coding, the narratives 

were screened for the presence of high quality full family packages, 

existing of both a supportive partner and one or more children playing an 

important role in the women’s daily life, and the meaning that was given to 

these packages. 

6 The interviews were coded by the principal investigator and a research assistant 
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 During the final stage of the analyses, the specific codes were carefully 

examined and interpreted, leading to detailed reconstructions of the 

women’s post-release family lives.

 Table 4.1 provides an overview of the characteristics of the sample under 

study. 

 The women were between 27 and 68 years old, and persisters were on 

average slightly older than desisters (47.5 vs. 46.4). Fourteen persisters and 

seven desisters were born in the Netherlands, the other women were born 

in a wide variety of countries. The majority of women in both subgroups 

attended at least some form of high school education. Six persisters and 

two desisters only went to elementary school, and three other women (2 

persisters, 1 desister) did not follow any education. Lastly, two desisters 

followed higher education. The majority of women in this sample (n = 21) 

reported having children, with ages ranging from 3 to 49. About half of the 

women had underage children when they were released from prison in 2007 

(11 persisters and 5 desisters) but most of their children reached adulthood 

during follow-up. Related to this, only 5 persisters and 3 desisters got to live 

together again with one or all of their children directly after release from 

prison, while most (underaged) children stayed with their father or were 

taken into care. 

Table 4.1 Characteristics of the sample
Name Number of 

offenses before 
2007 period in 
prison

Number of offenses 
after 2007 period 
in prison

Age Country of 
birth

No. of 
children

Relationship status 
(* regarded full family 
package)

Jessica Persister 28 1 45 Netherlands 3 Single

Amy Desister 104 - 45 Netherlands 3 Partner, not cohabiting

Briana Persister - 2 56 Netherlands 2 (1 died) Recently divorced, and 
broke up recently with 
non-marital partner

Alison Desister 19 - 52 Netherlands 5 Partner, cohabiting*

Marie Persister 10 1 44 Non-Dutch none Partner since few months 
(he lives in another 
country)

Evelyn Persister 42 4 50 Netherlands none Single

Laura Persister 8 19 51 Non-Dutch 3 (2 children 
died)

Single

Michelle Persister 2 3 57 Netherlands 3 Partner since one year, not 
cohabiting

Rebecca Persister 14 1 40 Netherlands 4 Married, cohabiting*



75

4

Name Number of 
offenses before 
2007 period in 
prison

Number of offenses 
after 2007 period 
in prison

Age Country of 
birth

No. of 
children

Relationship status 
(* regarded full family 
package)

Brenda Persister 6 1 48 Non-Dutch 4 Partner since one year, not 
cohabiting

Gloria Desister 3 - 68 Non-Dutch 6 Single but close friend

Lynn Desister 8 - 53 Non-Dutch 2 Married, cohabiting

Charlene Desister 1 - 37 Non-Dutch none Single

Sara Desister 4 - 45 Netherlands 1 Partner (he lives in another 
country)

Joy Persister 4 2 50 Netherlands 3 Partner since 15 year, 
cohabiting*

Nicole Persister 22 3 53 Netherlands 0
(2 children 
died)

Single

Audrey Desister 4 - 48 Netherlands none Partner, not cohabiting

Amanda Persister 9 12 55 Netherlands 3 Divorced but still in that 
relation, not cohabiting*

Melissa Persister 5 4 61 Netherlands 2 Partner since 3 months, not 
cohabiting

Lisa Persister 9 8 27 Netherlands none Partner since 1,5 years, not 
cohabiting

Julie Persister 35 1 54 Netherlands 1 Single

Karen Persister 43 7 45 Netherlands 2 Partner since 6 years, not 
cohabiting

Susan Desister 5 - 51 Netherlands 5 Partner, not cohabiting

Stacy Persister 10 4 44 Netherlands none Single

Rhonda Desister 1 - 37 Netherlands none Single

Ann Desister 2 - 41 Non-Dutch none Recently separated

Beth Desister - - 33 Netherlands 3 Partner, cohabiting*

Judith Persister 0 1 31 Non-Dutch 2 Single

Phyllis Persister 5 16 37 Non-Dutch 2 Partner, not cohabiting

Jennifer Persister 46 10 46 Netherlands 1 Partner since 4/5 year, not 
cohabiting

 As for romantic relationships, most women cited that they had a partner, 

although only two women were married. According to Leverentz (2006b), 

it is important to contextualize women’s experiences with relationships 

during the desistance process by describing their past relationships, 

“because often they were central to the origins of their offending and 

shaped their current attitudes toward relationships” (p. 470). Examining the 

Table 4.1 Continued
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women’s descriptions of their past relationships revealed similarities and 

differences between persisters and desisters. Both persisters and desisters 

reported having experienced negative, abusive relationships with intimate 

partners at some point before their 2007 prison period. Moreover, about 

half of the women had been in one or more relations with a partner with 

a criminal record, and most of them explicitly mentioned that one of their 

former partners had a direct influence on the origination and continuation 

of their offending and/or drug use, a finding that is in line with previous 

research (Uggen & Kruttschnitt, 1998). 

 The women showed substantive differences with respect to the number 

and types of crimes committed. On average, persisters had been prosecuted 

for 15 offenses before their 2007 incarceration period (ranging from 0 to 43 

offenses), and desisters for 14 offenses (however, one desister was registered 

for 104 offenses, while most desisters had committed 1 – 5 offenses). Lastly, 

almost all women indicated to have had (severe) substance abuse problems 

at a certain point in their life.

4.4 Results
In order to examine in what ways motherhood and romantic relationships 

influence the lives of formerly incarcerated women, I compare the accounts 

of desisting and persisting women in describing their romantic and maternal 

lives after release from prison in 2007. Furthermore, I take into account the 

occurrence of so-called full family packages and assess their influence over 

and above the influence of romantic relationships and motherhood. 

4.4.1 Romantic relationships
Although many women had reported being in a negative, abusive 

relationship in the pre-prison period, the accounts of women’s relationships 

after prison showed a remarkably different picture. Most importantly, the 

majority of women in both subgroups described to have been in a positive 

relationship at some point during follow-up. Prior to forming these positive 

relationships, women took active steps to end their negative and abusive 

relationships, such as physically leaving their home, filing for divorce or 

finally pressing charges. The decision to end the relationship was often 

triggered by yet another instance of abuse or the sudden realization that 

things were not going to change, both referred to as ‘eye-openers’. As such, 

these stories show strong signs of agency, as expressed in the recurring 

use of terms like ‘realization’, ‘being fed up with it’, and ‘what am I doing’. 

Alison (desister) had been in an abusive relationship for thirty years. She 
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cited how her former partner was always drunk, and how she had lost 

contact with her mother and other close relatives because of him. About 

finally leaving him, she explained: 

And you get, you feel you are getting stronger and stronger. At first, you 

just let him hit you over and over again. And then, at one point, you are 

fed up with it, and then… yeah, that takes a long time, but then you are 

just done with it.

Amy (desister) was registered for 104 crimes between 1992 and 2007. She 

had been in multiple abusive relationships, until she decided that things 

had to change:

And uh, then I realized that, that it was no relationship. And that it was 

just one big lie. Like, what have I done to myself? What am I doing to 

myself? You know… And I’m a nice person. I’m not stupid and all so… and 

then all these things happen and then I’m like how did this all happen? 

Something must happen here, this is no life of dignity.

Importantly, these agentic moves away from their negative relationships 

paved the way for forming more positive, supportive relationships, a process 

that featured in the accounts of both desisting and persisting women. Melissa 

(persister) cited how she had been in an abusive relationship up until a 

couple of months prior to the interview, and how she had lost contact with 

her family while she was in this relationship. She explained that she never 

dared pressing charges against her violent partner, but that all of a sudden, 

she realized that he had no right abusing her. She described how she finally 

pressed charges against him and left. Moreover, she said she had distanced 

herself from ‘bad people’ altogether and had made a fresh start. Eventually, 

a whole new world had opened up to her ever since she got together with 

her current partner. The fact that he was not doing any of the things that 

got her into trouble over and over again, such as drinking and using drugs, 

had helped her a great deal. Other women described how their partners had 

supported them in maintaining a crime- and drugs free life, for example by 

motivating them to go to meetings of the Narcotics Anonymous (Audrey, 

desister) or by directly asking them to stop using drugs and committing 

crimes. Moreover, their partners helped them with everyday life issues and 

housing. Lynn eloquently described how various desistance-enhancing 

factors converged after forming a new, positive relationship:
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 Because we were together. And then I had a place to stay and uh.. I slowly 

started to get clean… Because uh.. you have another life. You have a man, 

and you want uh. You wake up. You think, now I have to make a decision. 

Either… you die, if you continue. Or you start living in the right way. A 

normal life.

This reach for normality was described by other desisting women, and could 

be considered as an important part of the ongoing process of desistance. After 

ending her latest abusive relationship, Amy found a new partner. She described 

him as a calm person, who had brought structure into her life. As a side-effect 

of this new, positive relation, she stopped spending time with individuals 

who had been incarcerated and started to hang out with ‘just normal people’. 

 Although the findings presented above show similarities with respect to 

romantic relationships in the accounts of desisting and persisting women, 

some differences came to the fore as well, and these are likely to have 

influenced their pathways after incarceration. First, desisters were more likely 

to be in a stable, long-term relationship during follow-up than persisters, 

indicating some sort of stability in their lives (although the number of women 

who were in a cohabiting relationship was low in both groups, 3 desisters and 

2 persisters). 

 Contrastingly, the relationship status of most persisters changed frequently 

during follow-up. In two specific occasions, persisting women described 

how they had lost a partner with a good influence during follow-up, and 

how they suffered a great setback because of this. For example, Briana, a 

former prostitute, had a relationship with one of her former customers. He 

forced her to go to a rehab facility after prison or otherwise, he would end 

the relationship. However, he met someone else, and ended the relationship. 

Evelyn had met someone on the streets, who helped her after incarceration. 

She could go to him if she needed a roof above her head, and he helped 

her out with practical things, like washing her clothes. Unfortunately, he 

died during follow-up. Some persisting women described being in abusive 

relationships during follow-up. However, as mentioned earlier, their romantic 

life changed for the better during the last year of follow-up when they ended 

their violent relationship and formed a new, better one with a supportive 

partner. Remarkably, these women had not committed any offences since 

they were in this relationship, and it could be that their new partners had 

kept them from further offending. 

 Notwithstanding these differences, the women’s agentic movements 

out of abusive, negative relationships and into new, positive relationships 
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as displayed in the accounts of both desisters and persisters seem to be of 

particular relevance here, as these active steps away from their former partner 

paved the way for the formation of more supportive, desistance-enhancing 

relationships. As such, these findings stress the importance of agency in the 

initial phase of desistance, providing these women with the opportunity to 

take advantage of newly formed, supportive relationships. 

 Noteworthy, when asked about the criminal history of their new partners, 

all women cited that their partner had a criminal record and/or a history 

of drug use. This finding supports studies that have shown that supportive, 

romantic relationships have the ability to exert a positive influence on the 

desistance process, irrespective of the partners’ own criminal history (see for 

example Leverentz, 2006b). In other words, it seems to be the present-day 

support provided by romantic partners that counts. 

4.4.2 Motherhood
Before, it was argued that the often-found positive effects of motherhood 

do not always hold for women who are struggling to re-build their post-

release lives, and that the effects depend on the strength of the mother-

child bond and the surrounding circumstances. Examining the narratives 

of both desisting and persisting women, similarities as well as differences 

were found in their accounts of motherhood. 

 To begin with, mothers in both subgroups expressed deep feelings of love 

and pride for their children, and they often mentioned their children when 

asked about the positive things in their lives. Moreover, they expressed a 

desire to turn their lives around for their children, or claimed that their 

children were the reason that they already started to change. The narratives 

revealed that being away from their children during imprisonment had 

been hard for mothers in both groups, and they mentioned the fear of being 

separated from their children as a reason to turn things around:

That was terrible for me. Because… he is all that I have, I don’t want to 

lose my child… Because, you know, I had time to think like shit, if I go on 

this way, I will lose my children for real. [Laura, persister]

In essence, these stories indicate that almost all women experienced 

warm feelings towards their children and that they used their children as 

‘catalysts for change’ (see also Giordano et al., 2002), with the potential 

to contribute to the initial phase of desistance. However, it became clear 

from the narratives that motherhood was not an exclusively positive 
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experience for these women. Indeed, women in both subsamples described 

various factors related to motherhood that interfered with the potentially 

beneficial influence on a movement away from crime. 

 First, financial difficulties played a role in their post-release lives. One 

woman explained that she never did anything other than stealing, and only 

for food. She was on social welfare after release from prison, taking care of 

all other family members on her own, and said it was difficult to make ends 

meet. 

 Moreover, unstable family situations featured in several accounts of 

persisters and desisters, with children who were taken into care, lived 

at the house of family members or at the house of the father against the 

mothers’ will. Some women blamed the father of the child for the fact that 

she was not able to be with her child. Briana said that her former partner 

played ‘a dirty game’ with the family guardian, resulting in the loss of her 

three children. During her period in prison, she figured that it would be 

better to just let them go. Jessica (persister) described a similar process, and 

cited how the struggle to get her children back was hard on her:

 While I fought so hard. I had to bring my urine to the judge, you know? 

To show them that I really wanted it, you know? And, and.. it did not do 

anything. And then, after three years, I thought, the hell with it, I won’t 

get them back anyway.   

Other women experienced traumatic events related to the loss of one or 

more children, and reported feeling indifferent about their lives. Laura had 

5 children, but two of them committed suicide. Briana lost a baby one day 

after giving birth. Nicole lost two children and said that that’s the reason 

she keeps using drugs. She said she wanted things to be different, and to 

have a normal life, but it’s hard on her. 

 Lastly, persisters as well as desisters mentioned that the bond with their 

children had changed because of being in prison, or as a result of their 

drug use. They expressed concerns about having fights with their children 

or weakened mother-child bonds. Moreover, Melissa mentioned that her 

son was being bullied at school because of her being in prison, and that 

he blamed her for that. He did bad at school, and she worried a lot about 

him. Asked how her imprisonment-term influenced her connection with 

her children, Amanda (persister) stated that they often got mad with her, 

and that they called her names if she had been using drugs. She describes:
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Yeah my son has become a bit snappish, but he is always a bit quiet, and my 

daughter was also a bit spiteful. But with the little one, my youngest, not.

 

Although desisters and persisters cited similar positive and negative sides 

of motherhood in the post-release context, some differences between the 

stories of desisting and persisting mothers came out as well.  Noteworthy, 

almost all desisters who reported having problems related to their children 

described how things had recently started to get better, and how they 

slowly regained contact with their children. Interestingly, these women 

also mentioned the wellbeing of their children as a key motivator to turn 

things around, just as some of the persisters had done:

Yeah, I think I became a bit more responsible. You start doing some 

thinking like hey, what am I doing? … Then you think, imagine that I use 

something wrong, then it’s finished. And what about my son then? Yeah, 

that really hit me, I must say. I figured ok, things have to change, because 

this is not right. [Sara]

Their narratives shed light on why these women actually managed to 

desist from crime, whereas their persisting counterparts, who also claimed 

that they wanted to change for their children, did not. First, and most 

importantly, it was found that the desisting mothers took active steps to 

resolve some of the problems that interfered with fulfilling their maternal 

role; they stopped using drugs, and tried to bring some kind of structure 

into their lives. It is likely that these changes in lifestyle impacted their 

desistance efforts directly, while at the same time strengthening the bond 

with their children, influencing their desistance process indirectly. Lynn 

did not have contact with her children for ten years. According to her, 

things were getting better when she got clean, and became more  ‘present’ 

as a result. 

 At the same time, findings showed that most of the desisting mothers 

experienced some kind of support, most likely from their partner. They 

provided them with, amongst other things, a place to stay, making it easier 

to focus on solving their problems and, as a result, to be better able to take 

advantage of being a mother. It could be then, that the influence of children 

alone is not enough to initiate desistance. Or, as already argued by McIvor 

(2015, p. 168), children could “offer a strong incentive for not resuming drug 

use and associated offending (i.e. supporting secondary desistance)”, but 

women might need more handles to get to that point in the first place. 
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4.4.3 Full family package
Before, It was hypothesized that a quality full family package consisting of 

a romantic partner and children could have a bigger influence on desistance 

than just being in a relationship or having children. Therefore, the narratives 

were screened for the presence of full family packages existing of both a 

supportive partner and one or more children playing an important role in 

the women’s daily life. 

 Within the current sample, only three persisting and two desisting 

women described a family life that could be regarded as a full family 

package. Although this number is low, the accounts of these women do add 

to the understanding of how having a full family package can stimulate 

the desistance process. Women mentioned doing ‘fun’ things together, how 

they were babysitting grandchildren and dividing household-chores, and 

they described how they preferred their ‘new lives’ in which they were 

spending time with their partner and (grand)children over their former 

criminal activities. For example, Alison (desister) lives with her partner 

and one of her children. She and her partner often visited her other 

children, and they were regularly babysitting their granddaughter during 

the weekend. She expressed being proud of her partner and children, and 

feeling much happier now. Rebecca provided one of the clearest examples 

of the desistance-enhancing effect of a stable family life. Besides helping 

her to stop using drugs, her partner got them a place to stay. He also stressed 

the importance of being a good example to their children. They had built a 

family-life together, with positive outcomes: 

We are opposites. He is a tree-hugger and I am a fighter. But, we help 

each other. If I’m working, then uh, he takes care of the children. We do 

housecleaning together. We do yeah, together, we just make ends meet.

What these stories have in common is a reach for normality and the 

formation of a stable family-life. From an identity perspective, these women 

seem to value their identity as ‘family woman’ highly, and to commit 

further crimes would be to deviate from this role. As such, their partner and 

children are positively influencing their desistance process. Although the 

practical support from partners as described by the women in these full-

family package was also mentioned by some women without (close bonds 

with their) children, it seems that the identity of family woman has an 

additional positive influence on the desistance process.  
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 At the same time, some of these stories justify the importance of 

considering the broader circumstances and quality of relationships when 

evaluating the influence of family life factors, and might also explain why 

the persisters did not succeed in their efforts to desist, despite having a full 

family life. Amanda (persister) had been together with her partner for 23 

years. She described how her partner and daughter made sure everything 

stayed the way it was while she was in prison, and that it was nice coming 

back home after prison. However, it became clear from her story that this 

full family package was not as stable as the label might suggest: she and her 

partner recently got divorced, and he had been living elsewhere ever since. 

About their relation, she described:

Divorced is divorced. So you don’t have any… nothing to say about me… 

But we are still… because I have a daughter with him, you know. And I 

did not have a father myself, so I find it important that that stays intact.

Although being able to go back to a family environment after release from 

prison has been found to increase chances of desistance, it is likely that 

this effect decreases when emotional bonds are decreasing. In other words, 

women who are in high quality full family packages are the most likely to 

benefit from their role as family woman.  

 Lastly, the story of Rebecca provides another explanation for why some 

women might not be able to desist, despite having a quality family package. 

At the end of the interview, she talked about how she used to be involved 

‘into doing business’ and discussed the severe financial problems she was 

in at the time of the interview:

If I would get an offer now, to, to get out of debt. Then I would not know if 

I would do that. My guy would be yelling and screaming like a bitch but… 

yeah.. I think I would do it. Yeah. 

Earlier, Rebecca had described a stable, high quality family life, and 

attributed her ability to desist to this newly formed life. However, this 

latter statement made clear that her financial problems could potentially 

counteract the positive influence of her stable family life on her desistance 

efforts. Indeed, this woman re-offended (at least) once during follow-up. 
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4.5 Discussion
This study qualitatively examined the influence of having a partner and 

being a mother on the desistance efforts of 30 formerly incarcerated 

women. More specifically, it aimed to shed light on when and how romantic 

relationships and motherhood affected desistance within this group of 

offenders. All women had been released from prison in 2007 and were 

interviewed in the beginning of 2015, so a construction of at least 8 years of 

their post-release lives could be made. 

 In assessing the women’s relationships in general, it became clear that 

almost all women had been in one or more abusive relations before their 

2007 incarceration period, and these experiences impacted heavily on 

their lives. Women reported feeling indifferent about their lives, or they 

just did not know what a normal relationship would look like. The first 

thing that stood out when examining the influence of romantic partners 

in their post-release lives was that the majority of women had ended their 

abusive relationship and had formed a supportive relationship instead. The 

narratives of these women showed clear signs of agency; triggered by a 

new episode of abuse or a sudden realization that things would have to 

change, they ended these negative relationships. Consequently, their lives 

slowly started to get better. Noteworthy, their new partners were found 

to exert a positive influence on their desistance efforts, both directly and 

indirectly. They supported them in their movement away from crime or 

drug use, but they also provided them with a place to stay or helped them 

out with their daily life hassles.  As became clear from the women’s stories, 

having a supportive partner changed them, and it made them strive towards 

leading what they referred to as a normal life, adhering to an informal 

social control perspective as well as identity perspectives. Consistent with 

previous studies (Leverentz, 2006b, Van Schellen, Apel, & Nieuwbeerta, 

2012), this positive influence existed despite the criminal history of their 

new partners. Thus, as suggested by Leverentz (2006b, p. 483), “we may 

be well advised to expand our notions of ‘marriageable men’ (or women) 

beyond those who have no histories of involvement with drug use or the 

criminal justice system”.

 Interestingly, active steps to dissolve negative relations to form a new, 

supportive one were reported by desisters as well as persisters, and they 

both cited that their lives had changed in a positive way since having 

their new partner. A possible explanation could lie in the timing of the 

relationship. The persisting women who described these agentic moves got 

together with their new partner in the year prior to the interview.  Before, 
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they were single or still in an abusive relationship. Hence, it is likely that 

their lives were just starting to change, and that they would report having 

desisted if they were to be interviewed again within a few years. 

 With respect to motherhood, it was found that the majority of women in 

both subgroups experienced difficulties related to their children, and that 

they often struggled to deal with these problems. Some women’s children 

had been taken into care, died, or the mother-child bond had weakened over 

the years. Interestingly, it appeared that the desisters were most successful 

in their efforts to strengthen their bonds after release from prison. At the 

same time, women in both the desisting and persisting subgroups expressed 

a desire to change their lifestyle for the sake of their children. It could 

be that the women in both groups truly wanted to turn things around, 

but that the persisters lacked the necessary resources to actually achieve 

their goals. Similar conclusions have been drawn previously by Giordano 

et al. (2002), who did not find an effect of motherhood on desistance in 

their quantitative analyses, while they did find that mothers mentioned 

their children as catalysts for changes. About this, the authors stated that 

“a focus on children as a hook for change is thus particularly useful as an 

illustration of our central argument – that when we focus on contemporary 

serious offenders, mere exposure to a given stimulus/catalyst is often not a 

sufficient bridge to conformity and sustained behavior change” (p. 1038). 

 Moreover, one has to keep in mind that at least one of the children of 

the majority of mothers in this sample had reached adulthood by the end 

of the follow-up period. Previous studies have shown that being (financial) 

responsible for under-aged children might cause a great deal of stress to 

women offenders, thereby influencing their post-release lives, while it can 

also have a positive effect by creating structure and giving meaning to life 

(see for example Michalsen, 2011).  Based on the interviews, it has to be 

concluded that mothers of under-aged children experienced more stressors 

related to taking care of their children or to reuniting with them than 

mothers of adult children, while mothers of underaged as well as mothers 

of adult children mentioned the positive aspects of motherhood that have 

been described earlier. 

 Lastly, the influence of being in some sort of full family package was 

examined, and it was found that women who had a full family package cited 

how their family lives had made them change, and how they felt happy and 

proud.  Many of the positive outcomes of being in a full family package, 

such as receiving practical and emotional support, were also cited by 

women who were only in a supportive relationship without having (a close 
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bond with) children; however, it seemed that spending time as a family and 

making ends meet together were additional positive consequences reserved 

for those women who were in a full family package. All in all, these stories 

indicate that a sense of agency and positive family-life developments can 

become intertwined, setting in motion a vicious circle of positive events, 

directly and indirectly impacting on their desistance process. 

 Before discussing future research efforts that could broaden the present 

findings, a few limitations must be noted. First, the present study was 

based on a relatively small sample of women, and examining more stories 

might provide additional insights. Second, the current sample consists of 

a heterogeneous group of women in terms of their criminal careers, and 

differences in their careers are likely to have caused differences in the 

women’s pre- and post-prison lives.  What is more, as mentioned before, the 

relatively low response rate could be an indicator of differences between 

those who participated and those who did not. Although speculative, it 

could be that more of the non-participants had moved or become homeless 

before they received the invitation letter, or that they faced even more 

adverse circumstances than those reported by the participants, interfering 

with their potential willingness to participate. One has to keep this in 

mind when interpreting the results. Third, this study focused solely on 

the influence of relationships and children on the desistance efforts of 

formerly incarcerated women. At the same time, it is a well-known fact that 

these women often face many difficulties, impacting upon the process of 

desistance. Indeed, some women failed to desist despite having a supportive 

partner and children, while another women managed to desist while she did 

not have a partner or children. Again, this shows that examining desistance 

asks for a thorough examination of all elements of the lives of offenders, 

including often-found correlates of (male) desistance such as employment, 

addictions, financial problems and mental health status. 

 Despite these limitations, the present study contributes to a better 

understanding of when and how family life factors impact upon the 

desistance efforts of formerly incarcerated women. That said, future studies 

should aim at incorporating more of the aforementioned factors, while at 

the same time accounting for differences between offenders. Moreover, 

longitudinal designs would allow for a closer examination of how the lives 

of these women change over time, and how some of them manage to turn 

their lives around for the better. 
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Abstract

Recently, increased attention has been paid to re-integration and desistance 

experiences of formerly incarcerated women. However, knowledge on the 

influence of specific life events on crime and desistance is still mostly based 

on studies of male offenders. As a result, the influence of some variables 

on women’s desistance (e.g. employment) is not well understood.  Moreover, 

scholars increasingly argue that life events by themselves do not contribute 

to desistance in the absence of internal (i.e. identity) changes. The present 

study employs mixed-methods to examine the desistance process of Dutch 

female ex-prisoners. First, quantitative analyses on the post-release lives of 

1478 women are conducted to assess the influence of motherhood, romantic 

relationships, employment, and financial circumstances on offending during 

follow-up. Next, interviews with a subsample of women (n=30) are used to 

examine contextual factors such as homelessness, as well as the (internal) 

processes either supporting or hindering desistance. The findings are discussed 

in terms of implications for research, theory and policy. 

5.1 Introduction
Recently, increased attention has been paid to re-integration and desistance 

experiences of formerly incarcerated women, dictated by rising numbers of 

women in the criminal justice system worldwide and high incarceration 

and recidivism rates (Walmsley, 2015; Olson, Stalans, & Escobar, 2016). 

More specifically, studies are shedding light on the difficulties faced by 

formerly incarcerated women, and the factors that could either promote 

or hamper desistance and a successful transition back into the community.  

An important conclusion based on these studies is that some of the 

factors that have been found to contribute to men’s desistance are also 

prevalent in women’s accounts of their movements away from crime, 

namely employment, supportive romantic relationships, and parenthood 

(Cobbina, 2009; Griffin & Armstrong, 2003; Leverentz, 2006b; Kruttschnitt, 

2016; Steiner, Makarios, & Travis III, 2015). On the other hand, desistance 

efforts were found to be affected by specific life circumstances that are, 

often, more prevalent in the lives of female offenders, such as abusive 

relationships, economic marginalization and problems with family re-

unification. As Herrschaft et al. (2009, p. 464) put it, ‘incarcerated men suffer 

from the same issues as incarcerated women, but research has shown that 

women suffer from these issues at significantly higher rates than their 

male counterparts’ (see Rodermond et al., 2015 for an overview of gender 

differences in desistance). 
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 Potentially more salient than the question of which factors, by themselves, 

contribute to or hinder women’s desistance efforts is the question of how 

these factors impact desistance. The dominant theories in the desistance 

field all support – to varying degrees – the relevance of the aforementioned 

life events, namely the formation of a romantic relationship, gaining 

employment, and becoming a parent. However, they differ in the extent to 

which they attach a desistance-enhancing effect to these events alongside 

the occurrence of more subjective changes such as shifts in identity and 

cognitive transformations.  So, where some scholars emphasize life events 

preceding changes in behaviour (Laub & Sampson, 2003; Sampson & Laub, 

1993), others argue that identity changes are essential ingredients in the 

process of desistance that by default precede changes in life circumstances 

(Giordano at al., 2002; Maruna, 2001; Paternoster & Bushway, 2009).

 Following these different theoretical angles, some scholars have pointed 

out that the actual process of desistance is different for men and women, and 

that this ‘transformation process should not be assumed to be the same for 

both groups’ (Herrschaft et al., 2009, p. 469). Thus, although women might 

benefit from some of the same factors promoting desistance as their male 

counterparts, the mechanisms underlying this influence might be different. 

 Knowledge about these mechanisms is especially relevant for studying 

women’s post release lives, a period that is often marked by a female-

specific ‘co-occurrence of multiple demands’ (Richie, 2001, p. 380). A greater 

understanding of these mechanisms could improve existing pre- and 

post-release programs and enhance women’s efforts to desist from crime. 

The present study aims to contribute to this understanding by exploring, 

from both a quantitative and a qualitative lens, which factors influence 

women’s successful or failed desistance after release from prison, and 

which mechanisms likely govern the desistance process (i.e. structural vs. 

identity factors). Using a sample of 1,478 formerly incarcerated women, we 

first quantitatively assess whether factors that are often considered to be 

especially important to men, most notably employment, are also relevant 

for women, and whether these factors might be even more important than 

the often-studied variables significant to women: romantic relationships 

and motherhood. Second, we qualitatively examine how women are affected 

by romantic relationships, motherhood, and employment, and which other 

post-release circumstances impact their lives. We then consider the extent 

to which their desistance efforts are influenced by social and/or identity 

factors, as to conclude which theoretical angle might be especially salient 

when studying and interpreting the lives of formerly incarcerated women.
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5.2 Theoretical overview
Recent theorizing about desistance has led to a variety of ways in which 

factors such as romantic relationships, parenthood, and employment could 

contribute to efforts to desist from crime. One of the theories assigning 

much prominence to these events is the age-graded theory of informal social 

control (Laub & Sampson, 2003; Sampson & Laub, 1993), which argues that 

age-related pro-social institutions serve to strengthen pro-social bonds that, 

in turn, encourage individuals to choose a life free of crime.  According to 

Sampson and Laub (1993), new or renewed social bonds provide individuals 

with something to lose, while they also lead to a decrease in time and 

opportunities to engage in crime. In their view, then, different life events 

have the ability to contribute to a similar outcome, namely desistance, 

through these mechanisms of social control.  

 Although Giordano et al. (2002) do recognize the importance of life 

events on the road to desistance, their theory points at four cognitive 

transformations that must either proceed or follow upon the occurrence 

of turning points. More specifically, they argue that desistance is a process 

that requires (1) a cognitive openness to change and (2) exposure to 

important ‘hooks for change’ or turning points, such as becoming a parent 

or employed. Once an individual has been successful in acquiring these 

hooks for change, two other cognitive transformations need to come into 

play to further strengthen the desistance process; (3) the envisioning of 

a conventional replacement self and (4) a change in how the individual 

views deviant behaviour. In a follow-up study, Giordano et al. (2007) argued 

that the aforementioned cognitive changes often go hand in hand with 

emotional transformations, or, as they put it, “we have not abandoned our 

prior emphasis on the cognitive, but here have endeavoured to show the 

closely aligned nature of these subjective phenomena – whether the referent 

is behaviour continuity, change, or a specific derailment experience” 

(Giordano et al., 2007, p. 1651).

 While Sampson and Laub (2003) focus heavily on the importance of 

social institutions and Giordano et al. (2002, p. 992) place emphasis on 

the “upfront work” that individuals have to accomplish in order to benefit 

from acquiring social bonds, others have argued that the personal self and 

(changes in) identity should play a central role in every attempt to explain 

the process of desistance (Maruna, 2001; Paternoster & Bushway, 2009). 

Maruna (2001) compared narratives from desisting offenders to those of 

their persisting counterparts. He concluded that desisters differed from 

persisters in that the former described so-called ‘redemption scripts’ in 
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which they viewed their true selves as non-offenders. Through this process 

of identity-reformulation, these offenders were able to desist from crime. 

In contrast, persisters described ‘condemnation scripts’, in which they 

took on a passive role; they felt like they were unable to change because 

of circumstances beyond their control. Later on, Maruna and Farrall (2004) 

offered an additional framework, introducing the concepts of primary and 

secondary desistance. In their view, primary desistance refers to a period of 

non-offending during the course of a criminal career. Secondary desistance, 

however, is achieved when the initial period of non-offending is followed 

by an actual change in identity, one that comes with a new behavioural 

repertoire. As such, any attempt to explain long-term abstinence from 

crime should focus on the occurrence of secondary desistance,  rather than 

on initial (temporary) lulls in offending. 

 Lastly, Paternoster and Bushway (2009) have put identity in the foreground 

of desistance research by arguing that the desistance process begins 

“when perceived failures and dissatisfactions within different domains 

in life become connected and when current failures become linked with 

anticipated future failures” (2009, p. 1105). It is through this process of what 

they refer to as a “crystallization of discontent” (p. 1124, see also Baumeister, 

1991, p. 304) that offenders are getting tired of their criminal life. This, in 

turn, leads them to imagine a possible future self that stays away from 

crime and to eventually act according to this new self. Within these more 

‘agentic’ frameworks, whether advocating a reformulation of one’s ‘old’ 

identity or undergoing an active shift from an old criminal identity to a 

new conformist one, life events follow upon these changes in identity, after 

which they have the ability to further strengthen the reformulated or new 

identity (Rocque, Posick, & Paternoster, 2016). 

 Taken together, all four theoretical views described above assign 

prominence to objectively measurable life events and turning points. 

However, they differ in how much prominence is assigned to these life 

events, and during which stage of the desistance process they are most 

relevant; at one end of the spectrum (Sampson & Laub, 2003), they are 

considered to proceed life changes (either for the good or the bad), while at 

the other end of the spectrum, it is argued that life events are by themselves 

unlikely to change anything in the absence of identity transformations. 

Following the former theoretical viewpoint, one would expect to find 

an effect of employment, romantic relationships, and motherhood on 

desistance, irrespective of whether internal factors are taken into account. 

Following the latter viewpoint, however, the effect of employment, romantic 
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relationships, and motherhood  might be overlooked (or misinterpreted) 

in the absence of a (qualitative) examination of more subjective factors 

and broader circumstances.  Thus, to be able to understand the process 

of desistance of formerly incarcerated women, one has to disentangle the 

structural from the more subjective influences, and to consider them in 

light of the difficult circumstances  these women often face.

5.3 Method
5.3.1 Sample
In 2014, we collected data on 1,478 women who were released from prison 

in 2007, providing us with a follow-up period of 7 years. Complete judicial 

documentation (‘rap sheets’) of these women up to the end of 2014 was 

drawn from the Judicial Information Service (JustID), containing all cases 

registered at the public prosecutor’s office, offenses from age 12 onwards 

(the minimum age of criminal responsibility in the Netherlands) and the 

corresponding verdicts.  Offenses followed by an acquittal or a technical 

dismissal were not taken into account. We complemented this dataset with 

information on life circumstances such as parenthood and employment 

extracted from the Social Statistics Database (SSB) from Statistics 

Netherlands (CBS). Based on this combined information, we created a 

unique person-week dataset, containing information – on a weekly level 

– on offending and life circumstances (for more details, see below). Lastly, 

a subsample of 30 women was interviewed between 2015 and 2016, adding 

additional in-depth information to the official data.

5.3.2 Quantitative analyses
Dependent variable. We used the officially registered data on offending 

to construct a dichotomous time-varying variable assessing, on a weekly 

level, whether an offense was committed. Thus, for every week of the 7-year 

follow-up period, this variable recorded whether the individual committed 

an offense during that week (1 = yes). 

Independent time-varying variables. We used the SSB to gain information 

on romantic relationships (marriage and cohabitation), parenthood, 

employment, and income support. For the main analyses, we constructed 

nine dichotomous time-varying variables on a weekly level. The variable 

being married recorded whether an individual was married during a specific 

week (1 = yes). The variable cohabitation was constructed to assess whether 

an individual was unmarried but living together with a partner (1 = yes). As 
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for parenthood, we constructed two time-varying variables examining both 

motherhood as well as the proximity of the child. The variable child living 

at home (1 = yes) assessed whether the respondent had a child that lived 

with her at the same address, while the variable child living elsewhere (1 = 

yes) recorded a value of 1 for the weeks a woman (also) had a child that was 

not living at the same address. To examine the influence of having a job, the 

variable employment recorded a 1 for the weeks the individual was officially 

employed. Income support assessed whether a woman received one of three 

types of income support that are most common in the Netherlands; for 

unemployment, disability, or public assistance.  Moreover, we extracted the 

subtype ‘benefits for homeless people’ from the broader public assistance 

data, and added this fourth income support variable as an indicator of being 

homeless to the model. Lastly, we constructed an age variable, recording a 

woman’s age on a weekly level.  

Independent time-constant variables. To account for previous offending, 

we added two variables measuring detention history. First, the length (in 

days) of the period of incarceration before release in 2007 was measured. 

Second, prior periods of incarceration is a continuous variable measuring 

the total number of times a female was incarcerated prior to the prison 

term that ended with release in 2007.  Lastly, we added country of birth (1 

= Dutch).

Analysis technique.  To assess the effect of romantic relationships, 

parenthood, employment, and different types of income support on the 

risk of offending, we constructed a person-week file, recording separate 

information for each week a person was observed.  Their person-week file 

ended at the end of follow-up, when a person died (n=78), or when a person 

emigrated (n=47). Complete information was obtained for a total of 514,164 

person weeks. This person-week file was used to estimate logistic hybrid 

random-effects models, which combine the advantages of both random and 

fixed effects models. This hybrid model can be written as (Schunck, 2013):

yit = β0 + β1(xit − xi) + β2ci + β3xi + µi + ǫit

where subscript i denotes individual sample members and subscript t denotes 

the weeks in which a sample member was observed. β1 gives the within-

effect estimates of time-variant variables xit, which are equal to the estimates 

that would have been found if a fixed effects model had been used.  This 
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within-effect is estimated by transforming scores on time-variant variables 

into deviations from sample members’ person-specific means. By subtracting 

the person-specific means, only within-person changes are regressed and 

the model therefore automatically controls for bias caused by all observed 

and unobserved time-invariant variables. For the employment variable, for 

example, the exponential β1 indicates the increase or decrease in the odds 

to commit a crime in a week someone is employed compared to a week in 

which this same person is not employed. In a regular fixed effects model it is 

not possible to include variables that are constant over time and, thus, do not 

change within individuals. In the hybrid random-effects models, however, 

estimates of the effect of such time-invariant variables can be included, and 

these are captured by β2 in the formula. It is important to note that the 

β2 estimates are not automatically controlled for unobserved time-invariant 

variables. β3 gives the between-effect estimates of time-variant variables xit, 

and indicates the association between the person-specific means (xi) on xit 

and criminal offending (y). For the employment variable, for example, the 

exponential β3 indicates the increase or decrease in the odds to commit a 

crime for a person who is employed during all weeks (i.e. xi=1) as compared 

to a person who is unemployed during all weeks (i.e. xi=0). Similar to the β2 

estimates, the β3 estimates are not automatically controlled for unobserved 

time-invariant variables. In order to obtain the within-effects estimates (β1), 

it is not necessary to include these person-specific means in the equation. 

We included them, however, to ensure that the effects of β2 are corrected for 

between-person differences in xit.

5.3.3 Qualitative analyses
Method. Semi-structured interviews were held in 2015/2016 with a random 

sample of 30 women who had been released from one of the women’s 

prisons in the Netherlands in 2007. The women were recruited through the 

Custodial Institutions Agency of the Netherlands by sending an invitation 

letter to their last known address. A total of 440 women received a letter. 

Initially, 36 women agreed to participate in the study, but six women 

eventually withdrew from participation (illness, not wanting to participate, 

no time to participate). A comparative analysis showed that the women who 

participated were slightly older (48 vs. 44 years on average), more often born 

in the Netherlands (70% vs. 52%), and more often married at release (30% vs. 

9%) than the non-participants. They were also different with regard to their 

criminal history: participants were on average convicted for more offences 

than the non-participants (18 vs. 11 offences), they were incarcerated more 
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often before their 2007 detention than the non-participants (almost 5 times 

on average, vs. 2,5 times), and their last period of incarceration was shorter 

than that of the non-participants (35 vs. 63 days on average). These latter 

findings indicate that the participants were more criminally active than the 

non-participants, and that they can be regarded as serious offenders. 

 When they agreed to take part in the interview, the women were able to 

choose a preferred interview-location, most often their home. The interviews 

were recorded and lasted an average of 1,5 hours. They covered a wide range of 

topics, including but not limited to the women’s criminal career, their period 

in prison, their family life, employment, financial status, housing, addiction, 

and their goals for the future. After a short introduction, all women were 

asked to sign a general consent form, stating that they were aware of the 

aims of the study and their right to end the interview at any point without 

further explanation. At the end of the interview, all women were given a 

voucher worth 25 euros.

Analysis technique. After transcribing the interviews, multiple readings of 

each interview were conducted to identify common themes in the narratives 

related to, among other things, motherhood, romantic relationships, 

employment, financial difficulties, housing, and substance use. The 

narratives were then coded by multiple individuals independently7, using 

the qualitative data analysis program Atlas-TI. After this coding process, 

all codes were thoroughly examined and interpreted in order to come to a 

construction of the women’s lives after release, the meaning that was given 

to their broader life circumstances and specific turning points, and their 

struggles to desist from crime. 

5.4 Results: quantitative data
5.4.1 Descriptive statistics
Descriptive statistics for desisters and persisters separately are presented in 

Table 5.1. A total of 778 women were not registered for any offences during 

follow-up, whereas 700 women did re-offend.  Of the women who re-offended, 

38% (n=267) offended one time during follow-up. Almost 20% of the persisters 

(n = 128) offended twice, and over 40% (n = 305) offended three times or 

more, with a maximum of 28 offences. Looking at their incarceration history, 

desisters had spent an average of 69 days in prison preceding their 2007 

prison release, whereas persisters were in prison a bit shorter on average (56 

days), a significant difference (p < .05). In general, desisters had been in prison 

7  The interviews were coded by the principal investigator and a research assistant. 
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significantly fewer times than persisters (1.8 vs. 3.0 times, p <.01). Desisters were 

slightly older when released from prison in 2007, although this difference was 

only marginally significant (p < .10). With regard to ethnic background, groups 

were quite similar; about 60% of the women were born in the Netherlands, 

and about 40% elsewhere. A minority of women in both groups was married 

at release, although desisters were significantly more often married than 

persisters (13.7% desisters vs. 9% persisters, p <.05). The majority of women 

had at least one child upon release (65.6 % in both groups). Lastly, desisters 

were significantly more often employed at some point during follow-up than 

persisters (p <.01), and for more weeks on average than persisters (74 weeks vs. 

40 weeks). Looking at income support, slightly more desisters than persisters 

received income support for unemployment at some point, although the 

average number of weeks these women received this type of support was small 

in both groups (8 respectively 5 weeks). Lastly, persisters significantly more 

often received income support for being homeless and public assistance (p 

<.01) and they received these types of support for more weeks on average; 55 

weeks for disability (compared to 42 weeks in the desisting group), 22 weeks 

for being homeless (compared to 7 weeks in the desisting group), and 170 weeks 

general public assistance (compared to 140 weeks in the desisting group).

5.4.2 Hybrid random effects model
The results of the hybrid random effects model are presented in Table 5.2. The 

top of Table 5.2 shows the within-individual results. One has to keep in mind 

that within-individual analyses only take into account individuals who show 

variability over time on a specific variable. For our within-individual analyses, 

this means that only those women who offended during follow-up were taken 

into account here. First, women were less likely to offend when they were older. 

A change in marital status was related to a change in the odds of committing 

a crime. In other words, those women who offended during follow-up had 

more than twice the odds to commit a crime in the weeks they were married 

compared to the weeks they were unmarried. Moreover, in the weeks that these 

women received benefits for the homeless, they were two times more likely to 

offend, compared to the weeks that they did not receive this type of benefits. 

The within-individual effects of the other types of income support, namely 

for unemployment, disability, and public assistance (excluding benefits for the 

homeless), were non-significant in this model. Interestingly, receiving public 

assistance did significantly increase the likelihood of offending once ‘benefits 

for the homeless’ was added back again to this broader public assistance 

variable (model not shown here). This finding indicates that the positive effect 
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of receiving public assistance on offending is dependent on whether a woman 

received benefits for the homeless, and not just on receiving public assistance 

in general. Lastly, the within-individual effects of cohabitation, motherhood, 

and employment were all non-significant, indicating that a change in these 

variables was not related to a change in crime. 

 The between-individual results, in the lower part of Table 2, show that older 

women were less likely to offend than younger women.  Between-individual 

differences in being married were not associated with the likelihood of 

offending. However, women who were in a cohabiting relationship had a 

significantly lower likelihood of offending compared to women who were 

single.

Table 5.1 Descriptive statistics for the two groups

Desisters (n=778) Persisters (n=700)

M SD M SD

Length (in days) last period of incarceration* 69.1 151.1 56.4 97.5

Prior periods of incarceration** 1.8 3.7 3.0 4.3

Age at release# 36.9 10.9 36.0 9.7

Frequency Percent Frequency Percent

Country of origin                           

Non-Dutch 295 37.9 278 39.7

Netherlands 483 62.1 422 60.3

Children at release

Yes 510 65.6 459 65.6

Married at release*

Yes 107 13.8 64 9.1

Missing 1 0.1 - -

Income support during follow-up:

Unemployment** 151 19.4 92 13.1

Disability# 118 15.2 130 18.6

Homelessness** 62 8.0 143 20.4

Public assistance (homelessness excluded)** 498 64.0 525 75.0

Employed during follow-up:

Never** 392 50.4 450 64.3

At some point** 386 49.6 250 35.7

Note *p < .05 **p<.01 #p < .10



100

 Also, between-individual differences in whether the women had a child 

living at home was negatively related to the odds of offending, whereas 

these differences in having a child living elsewhere were positively related 

to offending, albeit marginally significant. Moreover, women who were 

employed during follow-up were significantly less likely to offend than 

women who were unemployed. Similar to the within-individual results, 

the between-individual part of the analyses shows a substantial effect of 

receiving benefits for the homeless; women who received these benefits 

were more than twice as likely to offend during those weeks than women 

who did not receive these benefits. 

 Lastly, looking at the static variables, women who were born in the 

Netherlands were less likely to offend than women born outside the 

Netherlands. With regard to detention history, experiencing more periods 

in prison increased the likelihood of offending. The length of the period in 

prison preceding the 2007 release did not have an effect.

 A couple of conclusions can be drawn based on the combined results of 

the within- and between individual analyses. First, a higher age was related 

to decreased offending in both analyses, showing that the odds of offending 

declines with age. Second, the finding that marriage increased the likelihood 

of offending in the within-individual analyses but not in the between-

individual analyses might be caused by some underlying characteristics of 

the marriages of the women under sample. Recall that only those women 

who re-offended during follow-up remained in the within-individual 

analyses, while the between-individual analyses included both persisters 

and desisters. It could be that those women who re-offended during follow-

up were in qualitatively bad marriages, and that these marriages influenced 

their offending behaviour after release (explaining the crime-enhancing 

effect as shown in the within-individual analyses). 

 Third, the influence of cohabitation, motherhood and employment as 

found in the between-individual analyses is likely endogenous, given that 

this influence was not found in the within-individual analyses. For example, 

employment differentiated between persisters and desisters in the between-

individual analyses, indicating that women who were employed for more 

weeks during follow-up were better off, and thus pointing at a correlation 

between employment (or a lack thereof) and desistance (or persistence). 

However, employment did not reduce the odds of offending in the within-

individual analyses. Thus, those women who re-offended during follow-

up were not better off in the weeks they were employed as compared to 

the weeks they were unemployed. To conclude, the fact that employment 
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lowered the likelihood of offending in the between-individual analyses 

but not in the within-individual analyses points at the presence of some 

unmeasured variables underlying both employment as well as the ability 

to remain crime-free. Thus, although employment can be regarded as an 

indicator of ‘doing better than unemployed individuals’, it does not have a 

causal connection to the ability to remain crime-free. 

 Lastly, receiving a homelessness-allowance was found to increase the 

odds of offending in both analyses, showing that receiving this type of 

allowance has a strong effect on offending. Although we are unable to test 

this inference, it is likely that this effect is actually caused by the effect of 

being homeless, and all other problems that precede or follow upon being 

homeless, such as financial problems and drug use. 

Table 5.2 Hybrid Random Effects Model

OR SE 95%-CI

Within-individual results

Age .83** .01 .80 - .85

Child living at home .79 .19 .50 – 1.26

Child living elsewhere .79 .20 .48 – 1.31

Married 2.17** .40 1.52 – 3.10

Cohabitation 1.18 .12 .97 – 1.43

Employment .95 .12 .74 – 1.21

Income support: homelessness 2.01** .25 1.58 – 2.57

Income support: unemployment 1.20 .31 .73 – 1.99

Income support: disability .99 .23 .63 – 1.55

Income support: public assistance (excluding homeslessness) 1.01 .09 .85 – 1.19

Between-individual results

Age .98** .01 .97 - .99 

Child living at home .75** .10 .57 - .98 

Child living elsewhere 1.26# .15 .99 – 1.60

Married .82 .15 .58 – 1.17

Cohabitation .73# .13 .51 – 1.03

Employment .25** .06 .15 - .40

Income support: homelessness 3.13** 1.06 1.61 – 6.07

Income support: unemployment 1.20 1.09 .20 – 7.09

Income support: disability 1.10 .19 .78 – 1.55

Income support: public assistance (excluding homelessness) 1.05 .17 .76 – 1.44

Country of origin .80** .08 .66 - .97

Length (in days) last period of incarceration .99 .00 .99 – 1.00

Prior periods of incarceration 1.06** .01 1.03 – 1.08

Note *p < .05 **p<.01, #p < .10
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5.5 Results: qualitative data
5.5.1 Descriptives
Table 5.3 presents an overview of the sample under study. The 30 interviewed 

women were between 27 and 68 years of age during the interview, with a 

mean age of 47. Of the 30 women, 11 had not been convicted for an offense 

during the last 7 years, and were labelled “desisters”. Nineteen women were 

registered for one or more offenses during that same time-period, and were 

labelled “persisters”. Most women (n=21) were born in the Netherlands. 

About one third of the women completed a form of higher education, most 

often community college (n=10). 

The other women had only finished high-school (n=9), elementary school 

(n=8) or had not followed any education (n=3). The majority of women had 

one or more children (n=21). Half of the women (n=18) were in a romantic 

relationship at the time of the interview, while 16 women had been in a 

romantic relationship directly after release from prison. Only five women 

indicated that their current partner was the same partner as the one they 

had directly after release. 

5.5.2 Family life and employment
Above, we suggested that the relation between family life and employment 

on the one hand and offending on the other as found in the quantitative 

analyses might be caused by differential circumstances surrounding these 

life events. With respect to family life, a previous analysis of the women’s 

narratives (see Chapter 4) showed that negative romantic relationships as 

characterized by, for example, domestic violence and (joint) drug use had 

a negative influence on desistance, while leaving an abusive partner for 

a more prosocial one had a positive effect on the women’s post-release 

lives and their desistance efforts. Regarding motherhood, it was found 

that almost all women were motivated to turn their lives around for their 

children, but that the post-release circumstances were too harsh (especially 

for the persisters) to act accordingly. 

 As for employment, the between-individual analyses presented above 

showed that being employed lowered the likelihood of offending, but 

that this association largely vanished after controlling for (unmeasured) 

within-individual factors. The women’s narratives bring us closer to an 

understanding of this association. Interestingly, here we do see marked 

differences between persisters and desisters. Women who desisted from 

crime described other types of jobs, other reasons for carrying out their 
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jobs, and other transformations related to having a job compared to their 

persisting counterparts. As for the type of jobs, three persisters had a regular 

paid job after release. Eight persisters were sex workers. Contrastingly, 

seven desisters secured a regular paid job, two desisters did voluntary 

work, and only one desisting woman indicated that she did not have a 

job and that she had not tried to find one. Perhaps even more telling than 

the differences between the two groups related to type of jobs are the 

different meanings and consequences assigned to these jobs. Women in 

the persisting group tended to mention the specifics of their job without 

assigning any prominence to it. The women who worked as sex workers 

described their job in terms of ‘making money fast’. Most of these women 

stated that they needed the money to buy drugs. Nicole started working 

in a sex club after release from prison. She had become addicted at age 21, 

after losing two children shortly after giving birth to them. At the time of 

the interview, she worked as a prostitute from home. Asked about her daily 

life, she responded:

It’s kind of boring. Every day is the same. Well eh.. using, using, using, 

making money, using, making money, using. Nothing else.

Interestingly, Nicole did mention that she would have liked to have a normal 

life. However, she felt like that was just not ‘in it’ for her, and because of that, 

her life will never change. Overall, the narrative of this woman was filled with 

themes of condemnation, in which she took on a passive role. Following this, 

one could argue that change is unlikely to occur in the near future.

 By contrast, almost all desisting women described how their jobs had 

played an important role in getting their lives back on track. Most of them 

had made agentic moves to get a job, such as going to an employment agency, 

or asking other people for help in finding a job. Interestingly, these moves 

were not primarily motivated by financial reasons but by a desire to ‘do 

something different with their life’. This might explain why desisters who 

started doing (unpaid) voluntary work seem to have benefited as much from 

their new jobs as the women who secured a paid job.  For all these women, 

being employed brought structure into their lives and made them proud 

of themselves. Moreover, their narratives showed a connection between 

their job and their identity. Amy specifically mentioned that she valued 

the status of employee and respected colleague highly.  Ann described how 

having a job matched her idea of ‘not being a bad person’. Asked about what 

made a difference this time, Rhonda responded:
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At one point, you start to think differently. And then you think, oh, that’s 

positive, or I can also do it this way. And yeah, by taking other directions, 

and for example start doing voluntary work, yeah, things went into a 

different direction.

This account also sheds light on the time-order of things; the woman decided 

that something had to change, then she started doing things differently, 

and then things went into a different direction. 

 Interestingly, two women in the persisting subsample described roads 

to becoming employed and consequences of employment similar to those 

described by their desisting counterparts. They said that they aimed at 

getting their lives back on track, and that the structure and responsibility 

that comes with having a job prevented them from falling back into crime 

and/or drug use. Interestingly, these women committed their last crime in 

2012, a while before they started their new job. It could be, then, that their 

search for a new life resulting in acquiring a job had a positive influence 

on their ability to stay away from crime. So, although they were classified 

as persister because they had committed another offence after their 2007 

prison release, they remained crime-free for at least a couple of years until 

the time of the interview. Hence, they could well be on the road to achieve 

secondary desistance. 

 To sum up, the majority of formerly incarcerated women, both desisters 

and persisters, described a desire to make positive changes in their lives. 

However, desisters more often than persisters succeeded in bringing about 

lasting change, especially with respect to acquiring meaningful employment 

for themselves. Although individual motivations clearly contributed to these 

differences, one also has to take into account the broader circumstances 

surrounding formerly incarcerated women, circumstances that have the 

ability to either promote or hinder efforts to desist from crime and that 

might provide an additional explanation of why some women managed to 

take advantage of family life and employment, whereas others did not. We 

now turn to these broader circumstances. 

5.5.3 Housing, drug use and financial difficulties
The unique challenges that formerly incarcerated individuals face when 

released from prison are undoubtedly impacting their efforts to desist 

from crime. For most women, the post-prison period was characterized by 

problems related to housing, drug use, and financial difficulties. Only three 

persisters indicated that they had had some form of stable housing after 
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release. The other women went to the streets, to a shelter, to a rehab facility 

or slept at their workplace. Five women progressed into an assisted living 

facility later on, and regarded this as an important step towards an improved 

life. Although some women in the desisting subsample experienced 

difficulties with finding a place to stay after release as well, most of them 

were able to go back to their own place, or to live with family members. It 

seems as though women in the persisting subsample faced more and bigger 

obstacles related to housing than their desisting counterparts, and that these 

obstacles prevented other potential beneficial factors from coming into 

play in the first place. Earlier, results of the quantitative analyses pointed 

at a strong crime-enhancing effect of receiving benefits for being homeless. 

It is likely that only a minority of homeless women actually received this 

type of benefits; many women mentioned that they did not know about 

the existence of this allowance at the time, or that they did not know how 

to apply for it. Hence, the effect of receiving this benefit as an indicator of 

homelessness is likely underestimated in the quantitative analyses. Either 

way, the narratives shed light on why it is almost impossible to bring about 

lasting change without having a place to stay. 

 

Nicole  lived at the sex club where she was working after release. About her 

efforts to desist, she recalls:

Even if you would like it [to change], you are out on the streets. And you 

don’t have anything.

So what then? And it’s difficult to get income support, because you don’t 

have an address.

And then you end up in a circle, you know?

Two persisting women mentioned how being out on the streets has a 

detrimental impact on the post-release period, especially for women with 

drug problems:

People get back on the streets. They were just starting to get clean in 

prison. And what do you do when you get back on the streets? You are cold, 

you are hungry, so you start doing coke or heroin again [Stacy]

And all of a sudden, you are walking in the rain. It’s cold. You don’t have a 

place to sleep, and you end up doing drugs under a bridge [Phyllis]
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These statements are especially relevant when examining the women’s 

(histories of) drug use. All but one persister and eight desisters mentioned 

that they had used drugs at one point in their lives. More specifically, 19 

persisters and 6 desisters stated that they had been addicted or described 

a form of usage that could be labelled as an addiction (these women 

referred to, for example, an inability to ‘kick the habit’). Notably, the 

narratives of the persisting subgroup point at sustained problems related 

to drug and alcohol use after release from prison, more so than the ones 

in the desisting subgroup. The majority of persisters mentioned that they 

were either still addicted, that they had been in (and out of) treatment-

programmes, or that they had kicked the habit but that they were still on 

prescribed methadone. Most women attributed their continued drug use 

to their adverse circumstances; they said they used drugs to overcome 

the misery of being homeless, to forget their often troubled histories, or 

because they felt like they had to follow the (negative) example of their 

partner or relatives. However, some women specifically mentioned that 

their drug-using behaviour was part of their identity, and that they would 

never stop using. Importantly, problems with drug-use seemed to be related 

to offending behaviour, as most drug-using women described how they had 

committed property offences to be able to buy drugs. As such, their drug 

use hampered potential desistance efforts. 

In contrast, the majority of women in the desisting subgroup who had been 

using drugs before described a shift from being a user to being a non-user in 

the period after release from prison, often dictated by a sudden will to change:

You think, now I have to make a decision. Either you die… or you start 

living a normal life [Lynn] 

I was like, I have had enough, you know. “It’s done”. You start thinking, 

what am I doing? [Sara]

Three desisters said that they had used drugs and alcohol before and 

after their last prison term, but that that was not associated with their 

offending. They described their drug use as ‘recreational’. One of these 

women mentioned that she consciously restrained her drug use during the 

evenings so she would be able to go to her job the next morning without 

feeling drained.  As such, it seems as though desisting women experienced 

fewer problems related to using drugs and alcohol than the persisters, and 

that this difference contributed to their differential outcomes. 
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 Lastly, almost all women, persisters as well as desisters, mentioned a 

lack of income during the post-release period. The majority of women had 

debts. However, women in the persisting subsample mentioned more and 

more severe consequences related to their financial problems. They lost 

their house after not paying the rent for a couple of months (while their 

housing situation was unstable to begin with, as mentioned earlier), and/

or they started working as a prostitute to earn some money. In contrast, 

the financial picture of women in the desisting subgroup was slightly more 

positive; they received help to deal with their financial problems, either 

through debt restructuring programs or with help from family members, 

or they started working to be able to pay off their debts. Also, they did not 

mention losing their house over their financial problems.

 Remarkably, the majority of women in the persisting subsample indicated 

that the difficult circumstances in the post-release period resembled their 

situation before going to prison. Thus, it is likely that (some of) their 

problems contributed to their imprisonment in the first place, while these 

also hampered possibilities to improve their lives after release from prison. 

It is no surprise, then, that ten persisting women specifically referred to the 

period in prison as a resting period, one that allowed them to eat and sleep 

well, and to create some sort of structure in their life. 

I always felt fantastic when I was in prison. Because I was homeless all 

the time. Nothing beats having a bed to lie on, a pillow in your back, a 

remote control and a colour tv. Three meals a day, sports, you are getting 

structure in your life [Jennifer]

Based on the findings presented above, one could argue that the broader 

post-release circumstances as faced by women in the desisting subgroup 

seemed less harsh than the ones faced by their persisting counterparts. 

For women in both groups, it is likely that their differential circumstances 

paved the way for other beneficial or detrimental factors to come into play 

in the years following release. Moreover, these circumstances seemed to 

continually interact with initial motivations and desires to turn one’s life 

around. 

5.6 Discussion
In recent years, a growing body of studies on women’s criminal desistance 

has broadened our knowledge on the process that accompanies a 

movement away from crime. Yet, several uncertainties pertaining to the 
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exact influence of specific life events and individual transformations on 

women’s desistance still exist. Findings on the influence of events such as 

motherhood and marriage are inconsistent, and  research on the effects 

of other life circumstances and how these interact with more subjective 

feelings of agency and shifts in identity during women’s process of 

desistance is scarce.  The goal of the present mixed-method study was 

to examine whether a broad range of factors impacted the desistance 

efforts of a sample of formerly incarcerated women, and to unpack the 

mechanisms that contribute to desistance. Moreover, it aimed to assess 

these experiences in light of the theoretical viewpoints that currently 

dominate the desistance-field. 

 Results of the hybrid random effects analyses reinforce the idea 

that the effect of often-studied forms of social control, most notably 

marriage, motherhood, and employment, are to a large degree dependent 

on (unmeasured) individual differences and circumstances, as well as the 

quality of these forms of social control. More specifically, marriage was 

found to increase the odds of offending only in the within-individual 

analyses (and thus only for those women who re-offended in the first place). 

No effect for marriage was found in the between-individual analyses, that 

also included (the marriages of) desisters. Thus, while persisters were more 

likely to offend in the weeks they were married than in the weeks they 

were not married, married women in general were not more or less likely to 

offend than unmarried women. These findings support other studies that 

suggest that marriage in itself does not contribute to desistance, and that 

it can even hamper desistance efforts when of low quality (Barry, 2006; Bui 

and Morash, 2010; Simons & Barr, 2012). 

 As for the between-individual analyses, cohabitation, having a child 

living at home, and employment were found to differentiate between 

persisters and desisters, but these variables did not affect offending in the 

within-individual analyses (thus women who re-offended were not more 

or less likely to offend in the weeks they were cohabiting, living with 

their child(ren) or employed). Following this, it can be assumed that the 

influence of cohabitation, having a child living at home, and employment 

is endogenous, and the result of some underlying factors that are related to 

cohabitation, having children living at home, and employment on the one 

hand and the ability to remain crime-free on the other hand. 

 Lastly, the only variables that had a substantial and consistent effect on 

offending were age and receiving income support for being homeless.  Both 

within- and between-individual analyses showed that women were more 
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likely to offend in the weeks they were younger and in the weeks they 

received this type of allowance. 

 Findings from the interviews add to our understanding of why romantic 

relationships, motherhood, and employment by themselves did not lead to 

desistance. As appeared from the narratives, it was the meaning assigned 

to these forms of informal social control coupled with the women’s 

broader circumstances that influenced their desistance efforts. With 

respect to these circumstances, having a place to stay was reported to be 

the most important, reinforcing the quantitative finding that receiving a 

homelessness allowance substantially increased offending risks. These 

findings support other studies that point at the centrality of housing in 

the re-entry process (Walker, Hempel, Unnithan, & Pogrebin, 2014). For 

example, Walker and colleagues concluded that ‘having access to housing 

facilitates successful reentry by enabling the acquisition, accumulation, 

and deployment of social capital among ex-offenders’ and that, in turn, 

‘social capital allows parolees’ to navigate social interactions and access 

jobs, transportation, and finances’ (p. 315)

 Indeed, almost all women in the current sample, desisters as well as 

persisters, assigned much prominence to a roof above one’s head, indicating 

that any attempt to desist from crime and to re-integrate successfully is 

bound to fail if one is living out on the streets.  Other potential crime-

reducing factors were often regarded in light of whether a woman had 

a place to stay. Attempts to get clean (that often started in prison) were 

given up once women became homeless after release, and getting a job or 

income support turned out to be difficult without a home address. Most 

women who were homeless after release resorted to prostitution or crime, 

regardless of whether they had children or a romantic partner. 

 Following this, it might not come as a surprise that desisters seemed 

better off than persisters with respect to housing, employment ,and 

financial circumstances. Rather than resorting to prostitution or crime 

to ‘make money fast’, most desisters secured some form of meaningful 

employment for themselves, often a job that brought structure in their lives 

and made them proud of themselves. This result is consistent with other 

studies that show that employment has the potential to act as a turning 

point in the lives of formerly incarcerated women, especially if the job 

contributes to women’s feelings of self-worth (see for example Cobbina, 

2009). Interestingly, the desisting women appeared to have set in motion a 

spiral of positive events, where their initial desire to form another life for 

themselves led them to acquire a job, after which that job reinforced both 
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their motivation to build a new life and the positive view of themselves 

that the women started to have. 

 As such, employment appeared to influence desistance indirectly, 

through this active process of redirecting one’s life and buffering self-

esteem. Interestingly, these processes are arguably the ‘underlying factors’ 

that were mentioned earlier in relation to the differential effects of 

employment as found in the between-individual analyses. As shown by the 

interviews, desisters were more likely than persisters to have a meaningful, 

desistance-promoting job, explaining both the positive effect of the 

between-individual analyses, as well as the lack of effect in the within-

individual analyses that only included those women who re-offended. 

 As indicated earlier, attempts to get clean featured in many narratives. 

In recent years, desistance from crime has been increasingly regarded in 

light of desistance from drug-use, e.g. recovery (Colman & Vander Laenen, 

2012; Maruna et al., 2004; Graham, 2016). As Bachmann et al. (2016a) note, 

it is difficult to assess whether ‘desistance from crime precedes, follows, 

or occurs simultaneously with recovery from drug use’ (p. 183), but some 

studies suggest that recovery is a crucial ingredient of the desistance 

process, one that tends to precede criminal desistance (Colman & Vander 

Laenen, 2012). Indeed, the narratives showed a marked difference between 

the persisters and desisters related to their ability and willingness to 

refrain from drug-use, and continued drug use was often mentioned in 

relation to continued offending. This difference appeared to be the result 

of differential circumstances; persisters often faced harsher conditions 

after release, harsher than the desisters, and they attributed their continued 

drug-use to these circumstances. However, some of the persisters showed 

an unwillingness to quit the habit, and they indicated that using drugs was 

part of who they are. For these women, improved circumstances might not 

be enough to instigate lasting change, in the absence of a motivation to 

recover. 

 By contrast, desisters were more likely to have taken active steps to 

resolve their drug problems, and they often regarded these steps as part of 

a broader process of change that they willfully entered. However, just as the 

more adverse circumstances seemed to have negatively affected persisters’ 

recovery efforts, it is likely that the more beneficial circumstances faced by 

desisters helped them to initiate and sustain recovery. Although we were 

unable to quantitatively assess the influence of drug use on desistance (as 

well as the time order of things) due to a lack of available data, the narratives 

assign much prominence to recovery and the circumstances surrounding 
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recovery. Following this, any focus on (the influence of) recovery should 

take into account the broader circumstances as faced by the women, as well 

as their willingness to change. 

 At the outset of this article, we described the degree to which 

contemporary theories on desistance assign prominence to life events and 

turning points, alongside the influence of subjective factors. The interviews 

proved especially relevant in disentangling the effect of these distinct 

types of variables. As described above, subjective changes related to one’s 

identity and goals for the future appeared to be  crucial components of 

the desistance process, thus supporting identity theories of both Maruna 

(2001) and Paternoster and Bushway (2009). Moreover, in the absence of 

these subjective changes, life events were found to be insufficient to bring 

about lasting change. However, once the desistance process was initiated 

(following upon subjective changes), life events were able to reinforce this 

process, given that they contributed to women’s feelings of self-worth, 

supporting them in their movement away from crime. 

 Importantly, for this specific group of formerly incarcerated women, 

the effect of subjective change was in turn dependent on the broader 

circumstances, most notably housing. In other words, being ‘fed up with 

it’, seeing another future for oneself, a willingness to change and actual 

changed behavior did not automatically initiate and sustain the process 

of desistance. Recall, for example, how Nicole said that ‘even if you would 

like it [to change], you are out on the streets. And you don’t have anything. 

So what then?’. Her story shows that a genuine motivation to desist from 

crime can be blocked by circumstances formerly incarcerated women face, 

and that these circumstances need to be addressed for desistance to be 

possible at all. As such, our findings support other studies pointing at the 

complex relationship between life events, internal changes, and desistance. 

For example, Bachman and colleagues (2016b) recently studied the influence 

of motherhood and noted that ‘the reality for these mothers most often 

resembled a hostile terrain marked by the competing demands of battling 

addiction, finding employment and suitable housing with a criminal record, 

establishing visitation and custody rights in family court, and regaining the 

trust of children and family members who had long ago lost faith in their 

commitment to families’ (p. 212).

 We realize that the current study is not without its limitations. First, 

we used officially registered offenses to assess the risk of offending in the 

quantitative analyses, and thus it is possible that we underestimated the 

total amount of offenses committed in the different weeks.  Furthermore, 
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as mentioned before, we were unable to quantitatively examine alcohol 

and drug use. Lastly, we recognize that the retrospective nature of the 

qualitative part of this study makes it difficult to fully grasp the time-order 

of things, and we cannot rule out that the women’s narratives changed as a 

function of time passing by. 

 That said, an important advantage of the current study is our ability to 

assess the relation between several variables and offending on a weekly 

level. As a result, our findings are more robust than those described in 

studies that examined the relation between offending and life events on 

a yearly level. Moreover, because we interviewed the women in 2015/2016, 

on average almost nine years after release from prison, we were better able 

to assess whether the women in the sample had actually desisted for a 

substantial period.

 The present analysis points at the importance of addressing subjective 

factors in relation to the influence of social factors on desistance, while 

also taking into account a broad range of circumstances as faced by 

formerly incarcerated individuals specifically. Although studies tend to 

use successful desistance and reentry  interchangeable, these constitute 

markedly different concepts, with criminal desistance being only one 

component (albeit a crucial one) of the much broader process of reentry. 

Hence, rather than assuming that successful desistance will pave the way for 

successful re-integration, policy and practice should be first and foremost 

focusing on promoting successful re-integration, thereby giving formerly 

incarcerated individuals the opportunity to take advantage of their inner 

changes and social capital to eventually reach a state of non-offending.
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6.1  Introduction

You think, now I have to make a decision. Either you die… or you start 

living a normal life [Lynn].

This thesis aimed to describe the pathways out of crime of formerly 

incarcerated women. Drawing on existing theories and recent studies on 

(particularly men’s) desistance from crime, it sought to examine which 

factors contribute to or hinder women’s desistance efforts, and how. By 

employing a mixed-methods design, this thesis assesses correlates of 

women’s (failed) desistance while simultaneously providing a detailed 

description of their lives after release from one of the women’s prisons in 

the Netherlands. 

 First, a systematic review of the literature on female desistance from 

crime and gender differences in desistance was conducted (chapter 2). 

Next, all women who were released from prison in 2007 were drawn from 

the Custodial Institutions Agency (DJI) in the Netherlands. Prison-records 

of 2839 women were then complemented with register-data on marriage 

and children up to 2013 to assess the influence of these forms of social 

capital (both separately and combined) on the risk of re-incarceration 

(chapter 3). Subsequently, in-depth interviews with a subsample of women 

(n = 30) were held in 2014/2015 to shed light on how marriage, romantic 

relationships and children might impact desistance (chapter 4). Lastly, 

complete judicial information up to 2014 containing all offenses from age 

12 onwards was collected for a random half of the original sample (n = 

1478), and this dataset was complemented with additional information on 

household status, employment, and income support. Coupled with findings 

from the interviews, study 4 resulted in a mixed-method analysis of a range 

of factors either contributing to or hindering desistance efforts during the 

follow-up period (chapter 5).

 This concluding chapter is organized as follows. First, the main findings 

of the studies are summarized. Next, the results will be discussed and 

considered in light of existing theories. Following this, implications for 

policy and practice are provided. Lastly, limitations of this thesis are 

outlined and, based on these, directions for future research are suggested. 
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6.2  Main findings 
In recent years, the number of studies on desistance from crime has grown 

substantially. As a result, knowledge on factors related to desistance in 

general but also on women’s desistance specifically has increased. In the first 

study of this thesis (chapter 2), 44 quantitative and qualitative articles on 

female desistance and gender differences in desistance were systematically 

reviewed. The results of this study pointed at a wide range of factors related 

to women’s movement away from crime, most notably motherhood and 

romantic relationships. Positive effects of other forms of social capital, such 

as employment, and individual factors, such as agency, were found as well. 

As for gender differences, it was found that women benefited more from 

positive relations, whereas employment impacted male offending more 

than female offending. However, the review also pointed at a significant 

problem in desistance-research, namely that of inconsistency. For example, 

whereas most studies found a crime-reducing effect of motherhood and 

marriage, others found no or even crime-enhancing effects. And, where 

most (quantitative) studies concluded that employment did not contribute 

to women’s desistance efforts that much, some (qualitative) studies found 

that having a job actually had the potential to re-direct women’s lives and 

to reduce offending. In conclusion, it was argued that future research 

should integrate quantitative and qualitative findings to explain some 

of these inconsistencies, and to provide an answer to the question what 

factors contribute to women’s desistance, and how these factors influence 

desistance.  

Given that marriage and motherhood were found to be the most-often studied 

factors related to women’s desistance from crime, while also producing the 

most inconsistent findings, I quantitatively examined whether these forms 

of social capital lowered the risk of re-incarceration in a sample of high-risk 

women in the Netherlands (chapter 3). The results first showed that about 

60% of formerly incarcerated women were not re-incarcerated at any point 

during follow-up, whereas 40% did spend additional time in prison (of these 

women, 20% were re-incarcerated within the first year after release). After 

creating a person-month file that showed, on a monthly level, whether 

women were married, whether they had children and whether they were in 

a so-called full family package consisting of marriage and children,  it was 

found that marriage and motherhood only lowered the likelihood of re-

incarceration in the months they occurred together in a full family package. 

 Next, we elaborated on these findings by using interviews with a 

subsample of 30 formerly incarcerated women (chapter 4). The women’s 
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narratives consisted of in-depth information on a broad range of topics, 

including but not limited to their family life and criminal career. Of the 

30 women, 19 women were registered for an offense during follow-up, 

whereas 11 women were classified as desisters. While most women were 

mothers of one or more children and in a romantic relationship, only 

two women were married. Earlier, it was mentioned that the institute 

of marriage has become less prevalent in recent decades. However, the 

number of married women in this sample is significantly lower than in the 

general population (7% of women, compared to 40-50% of the women in 

the general population). A small minority of the sample was in what could 

be regarded a full family package consisting of both a romantic partner and 

children. Most women had been abused by their (former) romantic partners 

and the majority of women in both subgroups had experienced difficulties 

related to their children, ranging from financial problems to problems with 

(regaining) parental responsibility before and after release from prison. 

Although desisters as well as persisters described agentic moves related 

to ending (former) abusive relationships, desisters were more likely to be 

in stable, supportive relationships that had, according to them, a positive 

influence on their desistance efforts after release from prison. Moreover, 

they had been more successful in strengthening bonds with their children 

after release from prison. That said, women from both groups expressed a 

desire to turn their lives around for their children. Lastly, some persisters 

pointed at severe problems related to, among other things, their financial 

and living situation and drug problems, and their narratives showed how 

these problems interfered with the positive influence of other factors. 

More specifically, some women failed to desist despite being married or 

a mother, whereas other women, who lacked these forms of social capital 

altogether, did manage to desist. 

 Following this, the final study (chapter 5) first quantitatively assessed 

the influence of a wide range of factors, most notably household status, 

marriage, motherhood, employment and different forms of income support 

on desistance and recidivism during follow-up, after which a qualitative 

examination of the nature of this influence was employed. About half of 

the women (n = 778) were not registered for an offense during follow-up and 

were labelled desister. On average, desisters had been in prison longer before 

their 2007-release than persisters, although they had been in prison fewer 

times (throughout their lives) than persisters. The majority of women in both 

groups had at least one child upon release. Desisters were more likely to be 

married upon release than persisters, and they were more often employed 
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at some point during follow-up. In contrast, persisters more often received 

income support for being homeless and public assistance than desisters. 

 For the hybrid random effects analyses as conducted in this study, 

a unique person-week file was created, thus providing insight into the 

aforementioned variables on a weekly level. The within-individual analyses 

(but not the between-individual analyses) showed that marriage increased 

the odds of offending, whereas cohabitation, children and being employed 

lowered the odds of offending in the between-individual analyses (but not 

in the within-individual analyses). Interestingly, age and receiving income 

support for being homeless had a significant and substantial effect on 

offending according to both within- and between individual analyses; apart 

from other factors, women were more likely to offend in the weeks they 

were younger and in the weeks they received this type of income support.  

The interviews shed light on  these findings. The women’s narratives 

showed that circumstances after release from prison were often harsh for 

all women, but that desisters and persisters fared differently during follow-

up. Desisters more often acquired a stable place to stay and a meaningful 

job. By contrast, persisters were more likely to be homeless or in otherwise 

unstable living situations, to experience severer drug-problems, and to work 

as a prostitute. Importantly, while both desisters and persisters mentioned 

a desire to do things differently, desisters more often than persisters 

described taking initiatives that matched this desire, such as going to an 

employment agency and seeking help to overcome drug problems.  

6.3  Discussion and theoretical implications
Motherhood, romantic relationships and desistance

The findings of this dissertation support the idea that good quality family 

relationships are important to formerly incarcerated women, as argued 

by Sampson and Laub (1993;2003). However, it also appears that these 

relationships do not, by themselves, lead to desistance. With respect to 

romantic relationships, it was found that having a pro-social partner (as 

opposed to the abusive partners many women previously had) had the 

potential to contribute to desistance by making the women strive towards 

a normal life, by increasing their self-esteem and, most notably, seeing 

themselves differently. Moreover, their partners often provided them with 

other basic needs, such as housing, and women indicated that they did not 

want to jeopardize this new, stable life by committing further offenses. 

 Although these findings partly adhere to the perspective of informal 

social control, they also show that romantic partners affect desistance 
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efforts through a process of internal change, supporting identity theories 

of desistance, and through providing practical support. This claim is 

reinforced by the findings that romantic relationships by themselves did 

not lower the risk of offending in the quantitative analyses (and being 

married even increased the risk for those women who re-offended during 

follow-up), while being in a full-family package did lower the likelihood 

of re-incarceration. Previously, Giordano and colleagues (2007) elaborated 

on how a prosocial partner can function as “an agent of social control, but 

also as an ever-present emotional role model and source of social support” 

(p. 1615). Indeed, the women in the current sample described how they had 

benefited from exactly those things.  It seemed as though taking on a (new) 

role as family woman brought with it practical and emotional support, as 

well as a willingness to strive towards a normal life. As such, the present 

findings underscore the importance of taking into account more subjective 

changes as well as the broader circumstances surrounding these women. 

 Similar conclusions can be drawn based on the women’s accounts 

regarding motherhood. Being close to one’s children contributed strongly 

to an internal motivation to cease the criminal lifestyle, supporting the 

viewpoint of Giordano and colleagues (2002) that children can serve as a 

‘hook for change’. In examining their narratives more closely, it appeared 

that women expressed different sorts of fears related to their children, 

varying from a fear of losing their children as a result of continued offending 

to fearing the consequences for their children if they would end up in 

prison again. As such, these accounts fit into the theoretical framework as 

proposed by Paternoster and Bushway (2009), in that they are to a certain 

degree rational and fearful of the future; the women described a ‘feared’ 

situation that they did not want to encounter, motivating them to change 

and re-direct their lives. However, as was the case for romantic relationships, 

the quantitative analyses did not show an effect of motherhood on 

offending. Moreover, and perhaps even more important, internal processes 

were found in the accounts of desisters as well as persisters, although 

desisters more often than persisters described positive relationships with 

their children. So, while motherhood (through a process of internal change) 

might be an important component of the desistance process, it also proved 

to be insufficient to move women into a pattern of desistance and to bring 

about lasting change, a conclusion that has been drawn by other scholars 

(Giordano et al., 2002; McIvor, 2015). Thus, the overall conclusion must be 

that romantic relationships and motherhood can contribute to desistance, 

but only when other conditions are met. First, as suggested by Sampson and 



123

6

Laub (1993), romantic relationships and the mother-child bond need to be of 

good quality. Second, and moving beyond this mere focus on relationship 

quality, these relations have to be coupled with (or even preceded by) more 

internal motivations and identity changes. These internal factors were 

found to influence women’s ability to take advantage of hooks for change 

(Giordano et al., 2002), after which these hooks (especially in the form of 

a full family package) served to reinforce changed identities. Lastly, the 

broader circumstances have to support a new life that is free of crime. More 

specifically, contextual factors (most notably housing, see below) appeared 

to form the basis on which women could work on the first two conditions. 

Employment and desistance

Employment is probably one of the most extensively studied life events and  

is considered to be a key turning point in the lives of (former) offenders. 

However, as mentioned at the outset of this dissertation, scholars disagree 

on where employment should be placed at the structural-subjective 

continuum.  A large body of research has shown a direct association 

between employment and reduced offending, indicating that employment 

might indeed serve as a primary turning point leading to desistance. In 

contrast, other scholars have argued that the effect of employment on 

crime is in fact spurious, given that many offenders were found to reduce 

offending prior to the employment transition (see for example Skardhamar 

& Savolainen, 2014). This thesis added to the understanding of the influence 

of employment on the desistance efforts of women, who are generally found 

to benefit less from employment than their male counterparts (Benda, 2005; 

Verbruggen et al., 2012). The quantitative finding that a large crime-reducing 

effect of employment vanished after controlling for (unmeasured) within-

individual factors contests the viewpoint that employment automatically 

acts as a primary turning point. Rather, this result indicates that the effect 

of having a job on offending is dependent on other factors. Indeed, the 

qualitative part of this study showed that desisters described qualitatively 

different, particularly more meaningful jobs. This result, coupled with 

desisters’ tendency to describe a link between their job and their identity, 

corresponds to the view that subjective changes underlie the influence of 

employment, as suggested by identity theories of desistance. Moreover, the 

finding that desisters described other, more active efforts to getting a job 

indicates that subjective changes may even precede securing employment, 

and that processes of informal social control resulting from employment 

come into play later on. 
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 With regard to these subjective changes, one has to keep in mind that 

there are subtle yet important differences between identity theories. While 

Maruna (2001) proposes that former offenders underwent a process of identity-

reformulation during which they started to view their true selves as non-

offenders, Paternoster and Busway (2009) argue that former offenders have 

made an active, rational shift from an old, criminal self to a new, law-abiding  

one. In examining the narratives of the women more closely, evidence for 

both types of identity change was found in relation to employment, varying 

from women stating that having a job matched their idea of ‘not being a bad 

person’ to women mentioning that they were fed up with their old life and 

that they wanted to do something different with their lives. Interestingly, 

this latter motive featured in the narratives more prominently than financial 

motives, and desisting women who started doing unpaid voluntary work 

described similar positive outcomes. Although it is likely that increased 

financial resources did influence post-release desistance efforts, these 

findings show that the positive influence of employment goes well beyond a 

mere financial aspect. These findings are especially interesting in light of the 

examination of the employment experiences of previously institutionalized 

men and women as conducted by Verbruggen and colleagues (2014). The 

authors found that employment lowered offending in men and women, but 

that income support only lowered offending in men. Based on this finding, 

they concluded that employment reduced men’s offending (at least partly) 

through relieving financial strain, but that the effect of employment on 

women’s offending was likely caused by other mechanisms. 

 As for the processes of informal social control, it is important to note that 

they appeared to impact desistance in different ways. As mentioned before, 

desisters described other, more meaningful types of jobs than persisters, 

keeping them from committing further offenses. As has been found previously, 

it is the quality of a job, rather than the mere status of employment, that has 

the potential to reduce offending (Sampson & Laub, 1993; Uggen & Wakefield, 

2008), and the current results support this claim. Moreover, employment 

seemed to have an indirect impact on desistance as it served to reinforce 

initial subjective changes by increasing women’s self-esteem and changing 

how they viewed themselves. For example, women mentioned how being 

part of a team of co-workers and getting responsibilities made them feel 

better about themselves, and that they started to enjoy their new role. 
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 Taken together, these findings are important in a couple of ways. First, 

they match the results on romantic relationships and motherhood in the 

sense that they suggest that subjective changes are an important part of 

the desistance-process, and that women are unlikely to achieve desistance 

(or meaningful employment, for that matter) in the absence of subjective 

changes. Previously, LeBel and colleagues (2008) found evidence for a 

subjective-social model, in which ‘subjective changes may precede life-

changing structural events and, to that extent, individuals can act as agents 

of their own change’ (p. 155), and the current results support their findings. 

However, the results do point at the importance of considering both 

subjective and social factors, as they continuously interact to reinforce one 

another. 

 Second, these results nuance the often-heard assumption that men are 

more likely to benefit from employment than women, an assumption that 

is largely based on traditional gendered scripts in which men are more 

often employed than women. My findings indicate that employment can 

in fact have a positive and substantive influence on women’s pathways out 

of crime, just as has been found for men. That said, previous studies have 

indicated that men benefit from employment mainly through processes of 

monetary gain and informal social control (see for example Verbruggen, 

2014; Ramakers et al., 2017), whereas the current qualitative study indicates 

that, for women, employment serves to reinforce subjective changes. 

Although  I am unable to test this inference, it could be that the mechanisms 

underlying the beneficial effect of employment is in fact gender-specific. 

If so, these gender-differences likely influence the impact of standard 

employment programs. For example, men might benefit more from well-

paid employment, whereas women might benefit more from employment 

that is meaningful and that follows upon efforts to increase agency and 

self-esteem. 

The broader circumstances: housing, drug use and financial circumstances

This thesis also aimed to shed light on the broader circumstances impacting 

desistance efforts of formerly incarcerated women. To date, most studies 

on desistance have examined life events as if they were influencing 

desistance in a vacuum. At the same time, it has been argued that post-

release experiences, most notably housing, drug problems, and financial 

difficulties, could impact formerly incarcerated women to a large degree.  

More specifically, these experiences could counteract the benefits of 

potential crime-reducing factors such as relationships and employment, 
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or even prevent them from coming into play in the first place, given that 

‘avoiding crimes can be the least of problems’ under the sometimes difficult 

circumstances formerly incarcerated women face (Visher & Travis, 2003, p. 

89). Taking stock of this gap in knowledge, the current study also examined 

the influence of housing, drug use and financial problems, and assessed 

whether and if so how these factors impacted desistance efforts. 

 My quantitative and qualitative findings demonstrate that having a place 

to stay after release from prison is pivotal. In fact, the narratives indicated 

that housing formed the basis for sustained desistance in two different yet 

related ways. First and foremost, housing enabled women to take advantage 

of other turning points, such as employment. Without having a place to stay, 

it turned out to be almost impossible to maintain (let alone acquire) social 

capital. This matches the finding that the beneficial influence of having 

a romantic partner may have resulted partly from the house that came 

with that partner. Second, just as meaningful employment was found to 

reinforce changed identities, housing also contributed to new perspectives 

on life, as it placed having a normal, structured life against their ‘old’ life 

filled with uncertainties and problems. Indeed, women’s new perspectives 

when they had stable housing contrasted sharply to the old ones in which 

a fear of ‘dying out on the street’ was not uncommon, motivating women 

to stay away from crime. 

 Another major challenge for formerly incarcerated women was to kick 

the habit of drug use (i.e. recovery). As mentioned before, the majority of 

interviewees described that they had experienced drug problems before 

going to prison. Moreover, their drug use had caused all sorts of other (e.g. 

financial) problems and was often mentioned in relation to their offending 

behavior. In turn, many women attributed their previous/continued drug 

use to their adverse circumstances, most notably housing instability and 

troubled histories related to childhood trauma and abusive partners. In 

essence, they were found to use drugs to cope with these circumstances, a 

finding that is in line with previous studies (Leverentz, 2006a; McIvor, 2015; 

Salisbury & Van Voorhis, 2009; Taylor, 2008), pointing at drug use as a factor 

influencing pathways to prison and  post-release outcomes. Interestingly, 

whereas some of these scholars argued that drug use needs to be considered 

a gender-specific variable affecting both pathways into prison as well as 

post-release outcomes, a recent Dutch study on gendered pathways into 

prison showed remarkable similarities related to the influence of drug use 

on men’s and women’s pathways to prison (Joosen, Palmen, Kruttschnitt, 

Bijleveld, Dirkzwager, & Nieuwbeerta, 2016). As such, this study underscored 
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the general (and thus gender-neutral) adverse influence of drug use on 

offending.  

 Noteworthy, romantic partners were again (as was true with regard to 

housing) mentioned in relation to drug use as a post-release barrier to 

desistance. More specifically, romantic partners either supported women’s 

recovery efforts, thereby increasing chances of success, or they hindered 

recovery efforts by persuading them to use drugs (again). It might not 

come as a surprise that the latter behavior was more often ascribed to the 

partners of persisters. 

 Taken together, drug use seemed to impact these women’s lives in 

different ways. Although it was not possible to access quantitative data 

on drug use, the qualitative findings support the relevance of regarding 

desistance from crime in light of desistance from drug use, as proposed by 

some scholars (Colman & Vander Laenen, 2012; Maruna et al., 2004; Graham, 

2016). Interestingly, desisters were more likely than persisters to have taken 

active steps to resolve their drug problems out of a fear for the future and 

as part of a broader process of change, whereas some persisters explicitly 

said that using drugs was ‘part of who they are’. These findings adhere to 

identity theories in the sense that successful recovery appeared to be related 

to self-image and (stimulated by) internal change, whereas condemnation 

scripts (Maruna, 2001) were employed in relation to continued drug use.  As 

such, desistance success and failure was partly influenced by a process of 

reciprocal causation, where the ability to refrain from drug use impacted 

desistance,  while it was (partly) shaped by a willingness to change and the 

broader circumstances. 

 Lastly, financial difficulties were common amongst women in both 

subgroups, as indicated by a large number of women receiving income 

support and the fact that the majority of interviewees mentioned having 

debts. These difficulties further complicated their post-release situation in 

different ways. Not having a place to stay and  being unable to pay for 

the necessities of life hampered women’s ability to sustain desistance. 

Moreover, severe financial problems interacted with the aforementioned 

problems related to housing and drug use; women were unable to pay the 

rent, and/or they used their money (often welfare money) to buy drugs. 

Earlier, it was mentioned that employment impacted desistance through 

mechanisms other than financial-related ones, but that financial resources 

most likely influenced desistance as well. Indeed, desisting women, who 

more often secured some form of employment, also described better 

financial circumstances, although it is difficult to establish what came first. 
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Taken together, my findings lend support to theories that underscore the 

importance of internal changes and agentic moves in achieving prolonged 

desistance and, eventually, termination. That said, they also show that 

subjective changes do not occur in a vacuum; an initial willingness to 

change can (and need to) be reinforced by different forms of informal 

social control. Importantly, this willingness can be hampered by difficult 

circumstances, most notably a lack of housing. As such, these findings could 

explain the seeming contradiction between on the one hand prison-studies 

that report high degrees of prisoners’ anticipated post-release success 

(Cobbina & Bender, 2012; Friestad & Hansen, 2010) and on the other hand 

recidivism-studies showing high recidivism rates. While accounts during 

imprisonment of internal change and anticipated successful re-entry are 

likely genuine, they might turn out to be unrealistic in the face of the 

difficult circumstances after release from prison. 

6.4 Implications for policy and practice
As indicated previously, recidivism and re-incarceration rates amongst 

formerly incarcerated women are significant, causing high societal costs. 

Moreover, most incarcerated women worldwide have children, and these 

children are likely affected by their mothers’ offending and subsequent 

sanctions (Dallaire et al., 2015; Elzinga & Hissel, 2010; Hissel et al., 2011). A 

recent study even found children of previously incarcerated parents to be at 

increased risk for premature mortality (Van de Weijer et al., 2018), pointing at 

intergenerational consequences of parental imprisonment. Following this, 

knowledge on the factors that contribute to women’s’ successful desistance 

and re-integration after release from prison is of utmost importance for 

policy(makers) and practitioners. 

 One of the most important findings of this dissertation is the fact that 

so many formerly incarcerated women experienced post-release problems 

related to housing, finances and drug use. A substantial number of women 

received an allowance for being homeless, and it is likely that even more 

women were in fact homeless, given that many interviewed women indicated 

that they did not know about the existence of such an allowance. Moreover, 

the majority of women who recidivated during follow-up mentioned a lack 

of stable housing after their release from prison ;  they described how they 

had slept on the streets, in a shelter, or at their workplace. Similarly, financial 

problems (most notably debts) featured in the majority of accounts, and 

many women received some form of income support. Lastly, most women 

who recidivated experienced prolonged drug problems. 
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 Having a stable place to stay was consistently reported to be essential in 

the post-release context, also influencing a wide range of other outcomes 

such as attempts to get clean and finding a job. In the Netherlands, 

prisons (before release) and municipalities (after release) are obliged to 

enable prisoners to make sure five basic necessities are secured, namely 

employment, stable housing, finances and debts, a valid identity card and 

health insurance, a policy that corresponds to the Dutch penal climate 

with a focus on resocialization. However, taking care of these necessities 

is often time-consuming and thus difficult to accomplish, especially within 

the limited timeframe of the relatively short prison sentences as imposed 

on the women in the present sample (and to Dutch prisoners in general). 

As such, one could argue that even if the system is in place, women do not 

automatically benefit from such a system. 

 In order to overcome these practical problems, and to prevent women 

from entering a vicious circle of negative events after release, it might 

be beneficial to intensify aftercare for formerly incarcerated women. 

Moreover, the finding that so many formerly incarcerated women are in 

economically marginalized situations should be taken into account when 

imposing sentences for further offenses, especially if these offenses can 

be considered to be the result of the same marginalized circumstances (i.e. 

‘stealing to buy food’). As imposing fines will likely aggravate the underlying 

problems, imposing other sanctions such as community service can be 

considered an alternative that limits additional negative consequences for 

these women.

 In recent decades, policy makers and practitioners in the Netherlands 

have increasingly focused on the importance of specific forms of social 

capital, most notably employment, in relation to successful re-integration 

and preventing recidivism. In so doing, policy makers aimed at increasing 

access to employment, as it is presumed that (former) offenders will 

desist from crime more or less automatically after entering the workforce. 

Although the present findings support the notion that employment (and 

other social capital) is an important factor in the desistance-process, 

they also show that these factors are unlikely to meaningfully influence 

desistance in the absence of other, more subjective changes as experienced 

by (former) offenders. It is important for policy makers to take note of 

these experiences, as they were found to differentiate between on the one 

hand women who fared relatively well during follow-up, and  on the other 

hand women who recidivated and faced a magnitude of other problems. 

More specifically, policies and programs should be designed in a way that 
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captures and reinforces initial motivations for change during and after 

prison.

 That said, the current study does justify a continued focus on factors 

of social control, most notably employment and motherhood. Although 

these forms of social capital were found to be insufficient to bring about 

lasting change by themselves, they were found to interact with an initial 

motivation to change and/or to provide the women with other basic needs. 

As such, policy should aim at preserving social capital amongst incarcerated 

individuals, for example by providing resources that make it easier for 

women to maintain ties with their children during and after prison (e.g. 

free transportation to prison-visits, easily accessible support in regaining 

custody over children) and by helping women find meaningful and stable 

employment. 

 Lastly, one has to keep in mind that the social and internal factors 

described above appeared to influence desistance after  women found 

a stable place to stay. Accordingly, housing can be considered a conditio 

sine qua non, an absolute prerequisite for the initiation of the desistance 

process. Only after this nessecity of life was met, women were able to take 

advantage of other dersistance-enhancing internal and social factors. 

6.5  Limitations and agenda for future research
Although the current thesis increased our understanding of women’s 

pathways out of crime, many questions remain. In what follows, limitations 

of the current study that form the basis of future research efforts will be 

outlined.  

 First, this study relied on officially registered conviction data to 

examine offending after release from prison. As holds true for any study 

on (the absence of) offending, using this kind of data likely results in an 

underestimation of the number of offenses committed. As a result, it is 

possible that some individuals who were labelled desister were in fact 

persisting in (not-registered) crime.

 Second, the fact that individuals were classified as either desister or 

persister based on subsequent offending fails to do justice to the notion 

that desistance should be considered a process, rather than a sudden and 

permanent status change, a notion that has been increasingly acknowledged 

within the field of criminology. Employing such a rigid distinction made it 

possible to examine differences between women who could be considered 

as either outright desisters or outright persisters. However, it also 

hampered examining more subtle differences within groups of persisters 
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and desisters. For example, persisters were labelled persister irrespective 

of the number of post-release crimes committed. Recall that some of the 

interviewees were classified as persister, while they offended only once 

or twice during the follow-up period. Their stories matched the ones of 

their desisting counterparts in several respects, while they were markedly 

different from the ones of the persisters. Thus, it appears that there are 

two kinds of persisters; those who walk, stumble and walk again (and these 

persisters are likely the ones resembling the desisters) and those who walk, 

stumble and fall.  These findings show how operationalizing desistance as a 

dichotomous, static concept increases the likelihood that individuals who 

are actually in the process of desistance are regarded persisters, leading 

to false conclusions about the effect of different variables. Thus, future 

research should employ creative quantitative and qualitative measures 

to examine the lives of individuals at different points of the desistance-

persistence continuum.

 Third, the women who were interviewed for the qualitative part of this 

study were relatively old compared to other samples of women offenders. 

As mentioned at the outset of this dissertation, aging is a crucial component 

of some of the leading criminological (desistance) theories, one that is 

proposed to be directly related to desistance or indirectly, for example 

through age-graded forms of informal social control or offending fatigue.  

Indeed, the quantitative results of the present study showed that the risk 

of offending decreased with age. Moreover, interviewees often mentioned 

being tired, being fed up with it, waking up realizing they were getting old, 

and so on, while they also described forms of informal social control in 

relation to their desistance efforts. The question then remains whether the 

same processes as found in this study would have taken place at a younger 

age, or whether they are in fact the result of getting older. According 

to a recent study, age at prison release has an influence on post-release 

outcomes, “as older women appear to express a reentry goal orientation 

that diverges from that of their younger counterparts” (Kerrison et al., 2016). 

Following this, a more detailed consideration of the potential age-graded 

processes underlying desistance seems warranted.

 Fourth, although the mixed-methods design as used in this study made 

it possible to examine factors related to desistance while also offering 

insights into how these factors impacted desistance and the complex 

relations between different factors, it did not allow for a quantitative 

empirical test of both social as well as subjective factors. As a result, it is 

impossible to know for sure that subjective changes indeed preceded social 
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processes, even though both quantitative as well as qualitative findings 

lend support to this time-order of events. For example, it could be that the 

women’s narratives changed as a function of time passing by. To overcome 

this problem of potential ‘retrospective re-imagining’, Rocque (2017, p. 

144) rightfully called for more quantitative empirical examinations of the 

influence of subjective and social changes on desistance. 

To conclude, the present study has increased knowledge on women’s 

desistance from crime, while it also contributed to the current theoretical 

debate and broadened the desistance-scope as to include contextual factors 

as inevitable components of the desistance process. As was to be expected, 

the findings simultaneously raised new questions, questions that will 

hopefully be dealt with (at least partly) when responding to the research 

agenda provided in this section.
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Appendix 

Appendix 2.1: Search of the literature 
Female (OR Females, Women, Woman, Girl, Girls, Gender, Gendered, 

Gender Differences, Sex, Sexes, Sex differences) AND Termination (OR 

Quit, Quitting, Reductions, Reduce, Cessation, Reintegration, Reoffending, 

Recidivism, Re-entry, Reentry, Rehabilitation, Parole) AND Offending (OR 

Delinquency, Offenders, Crime, Crimes, Prisoner, Prison, Offence)
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Summary

Out of prison, out of crime? Women on the road 
to desistance

Each year, a couple of thousand women are released from one of the women’s 

prisons in the Netherlands. These women have to re-build their lives outside 

of prison. Ideally, they also refrain from further offending, a process that is 

called desistance. Although there has been an increase in studies on women’s 

desistance from crime, most knowledge on desistance stems from studies 

of male offenders. The theoretical debate on desistance centers around, on 

the one hand, theories that focus on indicators of informal social control 

and, on the other hand, theories that focus on subjective change. As the 

basis of most of these theories lies in the aforementioned studies on men, 

it is unknown whether these findings and theories generalize to women 

offenders. The central aim of this thesis is to describe the pathways out 

of crime of formerly incarcerated women. In so doing, it also contributes 

to this theoretical debate by disentangling structural, external factors and 

subjective, internal factors influencing desistance from crime.

 A mixed-method approach was adopted to achieve these objectives. First, 

a systematic literature review (n = 44) was conducted to examine the current 

state of knowledge on women’s desistance from crime, as well as gender 

differences in desistance (chapter 2). Next, based on a sample of women 

released from prison in 2007 (n = 2839), the factors that reduce or increase 

the risk of re-incarceration and crime after release were examined. A 

dataset containing information on re-incarceration and convictions during 

follow-up was constructed, complemented with information on marriage, 

romantic relationships, children, household status, employment, and 

social benefits. In chapter 3, these variables were examined on a monthly 

basis, by constructing a person-month file that contains information 

on all variables for every month of the follow-up period. To be able to 

examine the women’s lives in even greater detail, a person-week file was 

constructed for the final quantitative analyses (chapter 5). Lastly, in-depth 

interviews with a subsample of women (n = 30) were held to shed light on 

the mechanisms underlying the findings from the quantitative analyses, 

while also uncovering factors that could not be examined quantitatively 

(chapters 4 and 5).

 The literature review (chapter 2) showed a wide range of factors related 

to women’s movement away from crime, most notably motherhood and 
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romantic relationships. Positive effects of other forms of social capital, 

such as employment, and individual factors, such as agency, were found 

as well. As for gender differences, it was found that women benefited 

more from positive relations than men and employment impacted male 

offending more than female offending. Importantly, this  review of the 

extant research on desistance demonstrated a lack of consistency in the 

findings. For example, some quantitative as well as qualitative studies 

showed that motherhood increased rather than decreased the risk of 

offending. Moreover, employment, a factor that was often found to be only 

marginally important to women in quantitative studies, contributed to 

desistance greatly as indicated by some qualitative studies. This finding 

indicates that the effect of employment might be overlooked when one is 

relying on quantitative measurements only. Based on this review, it was 

concluded that future desistance studies should combine quantitative and 

qualitative measurements to shed further light on these inconsistencies, 

and to examine whether variables that have been found to influence men’s 

desistance might be just as relevant to women’s pathways out of crime. 

 The quantitative analyses in chapter 3 first showed that a considerable 

number of women were re-incarcerated at some point during the follow-

up period (40 percent). Next, it was examined whether marriage and 

motherhood, the most-often studied factors related to women’s desistance, 

affected the risk of re-incarceration in this high-risk sample of women in 

the Netherlands.  It was found that marriage and motherhood only lowered 

the likelihood of re-incarceration in the months they occurred together 

in a full family package. Although these results support studies indicating 

that the combination of different forms of informal social control has a 

larger effect on desistance than either one alone, they deviate from studies 

showing an independent crime-reducing effect of motherhood and marriage 

on desistance.

 To elaborate on these findings, a qualitative examination of the family-

lives of 30 women was conducted in chapter 4. Of these women, 11 were 

not registered for an offense during the follow-up period and, as such, they 

were  labeled as desisters. Findings from the interviews showed that most 

of the 30 women were mothers of one or more children and in a romantic 

relationship, but that only two women were married (one desister and one 

persister). A small minority of the sample was in what could be regarded a 

full family package consisting of both a romantic partner and children. Most 

women described how they had been in abusive relationships previously, 

influencing pathways into crime and drug use. Although desisters as well 
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as persisters described agentic moves related to ending (former) abusive 

relationships, desisters were more likely to be in stable, supportive 

relationships that had, according to them, a positive influence on their 

desistance efforts after release from prison. Their partners made them 

strive towards a normal life, increased their self-esteem and, most notably, 

made them see themselves differently. Moreover, their partners provided 

them with other basic needs, such as housing, and women indicated that 

they did not want to jeopardize this new, stable life by committing further 

offenses. 

 With regard to motherhood, feelings of love and pride for children 

prevailed in all narratives. That said, a wide range of problems related to 

motherhood was described as well, ranging from financial problems to 

problems with regaining custody after children had been taken into care. In 

comparing desisters and persisters, desisters more often described having 

a (renewed) close relationship with their children, whereas persisters 

more often struggled with mother-child problems. Some persisters 

literally described how not being able to take care of their children had 

contributed to their recidivism. Lastly, it was found that women in both 

subgroups experienced an array of difficulties in their daily lives, ranging 

from problems with housing, finances, and drug use. These problems often 

appeared to interfere with the potential beneficial influence of motherhood 

and romantic relationships. Together, these findings shed light on why 

motherhood and romantic relationships do not always lead to desistance. 

 Following this, a mixed-method approach was adopted in chapter 5 to 

study what other factors, besides children and romantic relationships, 

influence desistance efforts after release from prison, and how. To do 

so, complete judicial documentation was obtained for 1478 formerly 

incarcerated women. According to this information, about half of the 

women were not registered for an offense during the follow-up period  

(n = 778) and were thus classified as desisters. After constructing the person-

week file, providing information on all variables on a weekly level, a series 

of multivariate hybrid random effects analyses was conducted. The within-

individual analyses (but not the between-individual analyses) showed 

that marriage increased the odds of offending. By contrast, the  between-

individual analyses (but not the within-individual analyses) revealed that 

cohabitation, children and being employed lowered the odds of offending. 

Interestingly, age and receiving income support for being homeless had a 

significant and substantial effect on offending in both within- and between 

individual analyses; apart from other factors, women were more likely to 
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offend in the weeks they were younger and in the weeks they received this 

type of income support.     

 The interviews shed light on  these findings. The women’s narratives 

showed that circumstances after release from prison were often harsh for 

all women, but that desisters and persisters fared differently during follow-

up. Desisters more often acquired a stable place to stay and a meaningful 

job. Women assigned a lot of meaning to these factors, as they played an 

important role in their efforts to make ends meet  after release, while 

they also contributed to their new sense of themselves as non-offenders 

and normal citizens. Housing appeared to be an important prerequisite 

for other positive factors to come into play. Consistent with this finding, 

persisters were more likely to be homeless or in otherwise unstable living 

situations, to experience severer drug-problems, and to work as a prostitute. 

Importantly, while both desisters and persisters mentioned a desire to do 

things differently, desisters more often than persisters described taking 

initiatives that matched this desire, such as going to an employment agency 

and seeking help to overcome drug problems. These actions were found to 

be the result of realisations, or ‘eye-openers’; women realised that things 

had to change, they became afraid of the future, or they realised that they 

are worth more than what their lives had brought them thus far. As such, 

these findings provide insight into internal processes contributing to 

desistance. Specifically, they underscore the complex relationship between 

life events, internal changes, and desistance. 

 In the final chapter of this dissertation, some theoretical implications 

were provided, as well as conclusions relevant for research, policy and 

practice. First, it is clear that often-studied factors in relation to women’s 

desistance from crime do not, by themselves, lead to desistance. This holds 

true for romantic relationships (even positive ones),  motherhood, and 

employment. Although it was found that these factors of informal social 

control can have a positive influence on the desistance process, it appeared 

that women needed to experience subjective changes first, after which 

social capital served to reinforce these changes. These findings support 

studies that show a decrease in offending even before factors of social 

control come into play, as well as identity theories of desistance. 

 Second, the quantitative and qualitative findings demonstrate that having 

a place to stay after release from prison is pivotal. In fact, the narratives 

indicated that housing formed the basis for sustained desistance in two 

different yet related ways. First and foremost, housing enabled women 

to take advantage of other turning points, such as employment. Without 
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having a place to stay, it turned out to be almost impossible to maintain (let 

alone acquire) social capital. This matches the finding that the beneficial 

influence of having a romantic partner may have resulted partly from the 

house that came with that partner. Further, just as meaningful employment 

was found to reinforce changed identities, housing also contributed to new 

perspectives on life, as it placed having a normal, structured life against 

their ‘old’ life filled with uncertainties and problems. Indeed, women’s new 

perspectives when they had stable housing contrasted sharply with the old 

ones in which a fear of ‘dying out on the street’ was not uncommon.

 Following these findings and conclusions, some recommendations can 

be made. First of all, there is a need to study the process of desistance 

in even greater detail. One of the limitations of the present study is the 

retrospective nature of the qualitative part. Women’s stories might have 

changed as a function of time passing by. Thus, mixed-method, prospective 

longitudinal research on the influence of subjective and social changes 

on desistance is warranted. Nonetheless, the findings of this dissertation 

raise the expectation that programs aimed at successful reintegration will 

be more effective when initial and internal motivations to change are 

stimulated, noticed and/or reinforced. Moreover, it is of utmost importance 

to address the variety of contextual problems formerly incarcerated women 

face, as these problems were often found to interfere with efforts to desist 

from crime after release from prison. 
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Nederlandse samenvatting
(Dutch Summary)

Elk jaar verlaten een paar duizend vrouwen een van de drie 

vrouwengevangenissen in Nederland. Deze vrouwen moeten hun leven 

weer zien op te pakken buiten de muren van de gevangenis. In de ideale 

situatie stoppen ze na vrijlating met het plegen van delicten, een proces dat 

binnen de criminologie wordt aangeduid met de term desistance. Het proces 

van desistance is onlosmakelijk verbonden met succesvolle re-integratie in 

de samenleving, en mede daarom is het belangrijk om te weten hoe dit 

proces verloopt. In heersende criminologische theorieën wordt gesteld dat 

desistance samenhangt met ofwel externe, sociale factoren, zoals werk en 

relaties, ofwel interne, subjectieve factoren, zoals identiteitsverandering 

en zelfvertrouwen. Veel van het wetenschappelijke onderzoek naar 

desistance is tot op heden echter gebaseerd op mannelijke plegers van 

criminaliteit. De vraag rijst dan in hoeverre resultaten die zijn gebaseerd op 

onderzoek onder mannen, alsmede theorieën die onderliggen aan dan wel 

voortkomen uit deze resultaten, één op één vertaalbaar zijn naar vrouwen. 

Bekend is dat vrouwelijke daders doorgaans een andere levensgeschiedenis 

hebben, andere problematiek ervaren, en anders reageren op bepaalde 

omstandigheden. Op basis hiervan kan worden verwacht dat het proces 

van desistance er anders uitziet voor vrouwen dan voor mannen. Het doel 

van dit promotieproject is te onderzoeken welke factoren in positieve dan 

wel negatieve zin invloed uitoefenen op het proces van desistance onder 

voormalig gedetineerde vrouwen, en hoe dit proces precies verloopt. 

 Om dit doel te bereiken is gebruik gemaakt van kwantitatieve en 

kwalitatieve onderzoeksmethoden. Allereerst is een systematische 

literatuurstudie uitgevoerd (n = 44) om te achterhalen wat er tot nu toe 

bekend is over desistance van vrouwen, alsmede over verschillen in het 

proces van desistance tussen mannen en vrouwen (hoofdstuk 2). Vervolgens 

is aan de hand van officieel geregistreerde gegevens over periodes in 

detentie, gepleegde delicten en diverse levensdomeinen bekeken welke 

factoren het risico op detentierecidive en criminaliteit verlagen dan wel 

verhogen na vrijlating uit de gevangenis (hoofdstuk 3 en 5). Meer specifiek 

is in hoofdstuk 3 gebruik gemaakt van een dataset van vrouwen die in 

2007 zijn vrijgekomen uit detentie (n = 2839). Deze dataset is aangevuld 

met informatie over een eventuele eerstvolgende keer in detentie, de 

geboorte van kinderen, en huwelijksrelaties. In hoofdstuk 5 is de dataset 

aangevuld met informatie over gepleegde delicten in de gehele follow-up 
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periode tot eind 2014, huishoudelijke status, werk, en diverse uitkeringen. 

Op basis van de rijke informatie zoals verzameld voor deze deelstudies is 

bezien welke factoren samenhangen met het uitblijven van recidive. Om 

de resultaten van deze kwantitatieve analyses beter te kunnen duiden, én 

om informatie te verkrijgen over factoren die niet gemakkelijk kwantitatief 

te onderzoeken zijn, is tenslotte met 30 voormalig gedetineerde vrouwen 

een diepte-interview gehouden. De bevindingen hierover zijn verwerkt in 

hoofdstuk 4 en 5. In deze samenvatting worden de belangrijkste resultaten 

van het onderzoek besproken. 

 De resultaten van de literatuurstudie (hoofdstuk 2) laten zien dat vaak 

een positief verband wordt gevonden tussen moederschap en romantische 

relaties enerzijds en desistance anderzijds. Daarnaast blijkt dat vrouwen 

meer dan mannen gebaat zijn bij het hebben van kwalitatief goede relaties, 

terwijl mannen meer dan vrouwen gebaat zijn bij het hebben van een baan. 

Echter, een belangrijke bevinding die hier naar voren komt is een gebrek aan 

consistentie, mede als gevolg van verschillende definities van desistance en 

verschillende onderzoeksmethoden (kwantitatief vs. kwalitatief). Zo blijkt 

er lang niet altijd een positief effect van moederschap en romantische 

relaties uit te gaan, terwijl de positieve invloed van werk op desistance van 

vrouwen in sommige studies juist wel heel duidelijk naar voren komt. De 

kwantitatieve studies bieden voorts geen informatie over het belang van 

meer interne factoren zoals agency, terwijl dit in de kwalitatieve studies 

wel wordt benoemd. Deze literatuurstudie wijst derhalve op het belang van 

het combineren van kwantitatieve en kwalitatieve onderzoeksmethoden,  

en roept daarnaast op tot het onderzoeken van factoren die voorheen 

voornamelijk aan desistance van mannen werden gekoppeld. 

 Uit de kwantitatieve analyses uitgevoerd in hoofdstuk 3 blijkt allereerst 

dat een aanzienlijk deel van de ex-gedetineerde vrouwen (40 procent) 

op enig moment weer in detentie komt. In de meeste gevallen gebeurt 

dit binnen twee jaar na de vrijlating. De resultaten laten voorts zien dat 

twee-derde van de vrouwen kinderen heeft en een kleine minderheid 

getrouwd is op het moment van vrijlating, maar dat noch het hebben van 

kinderen noch getrouwd zijn op zichzelf beschermend werkt tegen deze 

detentierecidive. Hierbij maken de lengte van het huwelijk alsmede het 

aantal kinderen geen verschil. Daarentegen hebben vrouwen die getrouwd 

zijn én kinderen hebben (een zogenaamd ‘full family package’) een verlaagde 

kans om opnieuw in detentie te komen. Deze bevindingen sluiten voor een 

deel aan bij eerder onderzoek waarin wordt geconcludeerd dat met name 

een ‘stapeling’ van vormen van informele sociale controle kan bijdragen 
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aan desistance. Tegelijkertijd werpen de resultaten de vraag op waarom 

kinderen en huwelijksrelaties op zichzelf niet beschermend werken tegen 

recidive.

 In hoofdstuk 4 is daarom het afzonderlijke en gecombineerde effect van 

kinderen en romantische (huwelijks)relaties op het proces van desistance 

nader onderzocht op basis van de interviews met voormalig gedetineerde 

vrouwen. Ongeveer een derde van deze vrouwen ( n = 11) pleegde na 

vrijlating niet nogmaals een delict, en is derhalve als desister aangemerkt. 

De resultaten tonen allereerst aan dat het merendeel van de vrouwen, 

zowel desisters als recidivisten, voorafgaand aan detentie een of meerdere 

problematische, gewelddadige romantische relaties heeft gehad. Twee-

derde van de vrouwen heeft een of meerdere kinderen, en het moederschap 

is doorgaans omgeven door een veelheid aan problemen, zoals het verlies 

van één of meerdere kinderen (door sterfte of door uithuisplaatsing), 

of moeite om het hoofd boven water te houden en voor de kinderen te 

zorgen. Interessant is dat uit de interviews blijkt dat veel vrouwen op enig 

moment na vrijlating een pro-sociale partner hebben gekregen, meestal na 

een bewuste keus en actieve stappen om slechte relaties uit hun leven te 

weren. Deze partners blijken het desistance proces direct en indirect te 

ondersteunen, door praktische en emotionele steun, en door een andere 

levenshouding te stimuleren. Bijna alle moeders uit beide groepen geven 

daarnaast aan dat ze hun leven in het belang van hun kinderen (en soms 

kleinkinderen) weer op de rit willen krijgen. Een opvallend verschil is 

echter dat de moeders die zijn gestopt met het plegen van delicten meer en 

beter contact met hun kinderen hebben (of opnieuw hebben gekregen) dan 

moeders die zijn gerecidiveerd. Tenslotte laat dit hoofdstuk zien waarom 

moederschap, een ondersteunende romantische relatie of een combinatie 

van beide factoren niet altijd en niet automatisch tot desistance leidt, ook 

al leiden deze factoren vaak wel tot een initiële wil om te veranderen. Uit 

de verhalen van de vrouwen komt namelijk heel duidelijk naar voren dat 

een veelheid aan problemen een rol speelt in het dagelijks leven, variërend 

van problemen met huisvesting en financiën tot drugsproblematiek. Om 

te begrijpen waarom vormen van informele sociale controle soms wel, en 

soms niet, tot desistance leiden, en waarom vrouwen zonder deze vormen 

van sociaal kapitaal er soms juist wel in slagen om te stoppen met het 

plegen van delicten, is het daarom van belang om ook contextuele factoren 

en interne processen te bekijken.  

 Hierop volgend is in hoofdstuk 5 op basis van kwantitatieve en 

kwalitatieve onderzoeksmethoden onderzocht welke andere factoren 
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(naast het hebben van kinderen en (huwelijks)relaties) het risico op recidive 

verhogen dan wel verlagen, en hoe dit proces precies verloopt. Van in 

totaal 1478 ex-gedetineerde vrouwen is de volledige justitiële documentatie 

ingevoerd. Uit deze documentatie blijkt ongeveer de helft van de vrouwen 

geen delict meer te hebben gepleegd in de follow-up periode (n = 778) en deze 

vrouwen zijn daarom aangemerkt als desister. Door middel van multivariate 

analyses op weekniveau is gekeken welke factoren invloed hebben op 

het plegen van delicten in de weken van de follow-up-periode. Daarbij 

is gekeken naar verschillen tussen personen, maar ook naar verschillen 

binnen personen over de tijd. De tussen-persoons analyses laten zien dat 

vrouwen die werken, samenwonen, of een huishouden delen met in elk 

geval één thuiswonend kind, een lager risico hebben om te recidiveren dan 

vrouwen die dit niet doen. Vrouwen die een daklozenuitkering ontvangen 

(wat wordt gezien als een indicator voor dakloosheid) hebben een hoger 

risico om te recidiveren dan vrouwen die een dergelijke uitkering niet 

ontvangen. Echter, wanneer de vrouwen over de weken van de follow-up 

periode worden gevolgd (binnen-persoons analyses), blijken vrouwen geen 

lager risico te hebben om te recidiveren in de weken waarin zij werken, 

samenwonen, of een thuiswonend kind hebben. Hieruit kan worden 

geconcludeerd dat niet deze factoren het verschil maken tussen wel of niet 

recidiveren, maar andere, deels ongemeten factoren. Met andere woorden; 

vrouwen die bovengenoemde vormen van sociaal kapitaal hebben doen het 

weliswaar beter dan vrouwen die deze niet hebben, maar vermoedelijk zijn 

deze vormen van sociaal kapitaal het gevolg van hun betere situatie, en 

niet de oorzaak. Wel blijkt dat vrouwen een hoger risico hebben om een 

delict te plegen in de weken waarin ze een daklozenuitkering ontvangen 

dan in de weken waarin ze dat niet doen, en dit resultaat sluit aan bij het 

eerder genoemde resultaat uit de tussen-persoons analyses. Hier komt dus 

consistent naar voren dat het ontvangen van een daklozenuitkering het 

risico op recidive vergroot.  

 De resultaten van de interviews bevestigen het beeld dat aan het eind van 

hoofdstuk 4 al werd geschetst; de periode na detentie wordt gekenmerkt 

door een veelheid aan problemen in het leven van zowel recidivisten als 

desisters. Vrouwen uit beide groepen beschrijven de periode na detentie 

in termen van ingewikkeld en zwaar. Toch verschillen de levens van de 

vrouwen uit de twee groepen op een aantal belangrijke punten. Desisters 

hebben vaker een stabiele woonsituatie en een baan dan recidivisten. 

Aan deze factoren wordt een grote betekenis toegekend, en op basis van 

de interviews kan worden gesteld dat ze een direct effect hebben op het 
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desistance-proces. Met name het hebben van een stabiele woonsituatie 

lijkt een noodzakelijke voorwaarde waaraan moet zijn voldaan voordat het 

desistance-proces überhaupt in gang kan worden gezet. In lijn met deze 

bevinding en aansluitend bij de kwantitatieve analyses blijkt dakloosheid 

een grote rol te spelen in het leven van recidivisten. Deze dakloosheid leidt 

tot diverse andere problemen, en maakt het moeilijk zo niet onmogelijk om 

zaken als werk en uitkering goed te regelen. Recidivisten kampen daarnaast 

vaker met financiële problemen en drugsproblemen, en ook prostitutie 

komt veel voor. Op basis van de interviews wordt dan ook geconcludeerd 

dat recidivisten doorgaans met grotere en zwaardere problematiek te 

maken hebben. 

 Daarnaast werpen de interviews een belangrijk licht op de meer interne 

factoren die een rol spelen in het desistance-proces. De resultaten tonen 

aan dat vrouwen uit beide groepen de wens hebben om een andere weg 

zonder criminaliteit en andere problemen in te slaan. De desisters zetten 

echter actief stappen om hun doel te bereiken (bijvoorbeeld door het zoeken 

en vinden van de zo belangrijke woning), vaak ingegeven door realisaties 

die als ‘eye-opener’ kunnen worden aangemerkt. Deze vrouwen zijn gaan 

inzien dat ‘het zo niet langer kan’, zijn bang voor wat de toekomst zal 

brengen als ze zo doorgaan, en realiseren dat ze meer van het leven kunnen 

en mogen verwachten en dat ze ‘beter zijn dan dit’. Daarnaast blijkt dat 

positieve wendingen in het leven van deze vrouwen de nieuw ingeslagen 

route bekrachtigen, door versterking van het geloof in eigen kunnen en van 

de intrinsieke motivatie om wat van het leven te gaan maken. 

 Uit de zojuist geschetste levensloop van vrouwen die in 2007 zijn 

vrijgekomen uit de gevangenis volgt een aantal belangrijke conclusies 

met relevantie voor theorie, wetenschap, en praktijk. Ten eerste blijken 

factoren die vaak in verband worden gebracht met desistance van vrouwen, 

met name (goede) romantische relaties en kinderen, op zichzelf niet tot 

desistance te leiden. Weliswaar kan het hebben van deze vormen van sociaal 

kapitaal bijdragen aan de motivatie om te veranderen in het belang van de 

partner of kinderen, maar zonder de aanwezigheid van andere factoren lijkt 

die motivatie niet te worden omgezet in actie. De bevindingen rond het 

hebben van werk sluiten hier voor een deel bij aan. Anders dan vaak wordt 

aangenomen kan het hebben van werk een belangrijke bijdrage leveren 

aan het proces van desistance onder vrouwen, net als dat voor mannen 

is aangetoond. Echter, de resultaten laten ook zien dat een recidive-

verlagend effect van werk verdwijnt zodra wordt gecontroleerd voor andere 

(ongemeten) factoren, waaruit blijkt dat ook werk niet automatisch tot 
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desistance leidt en dat ook het effect hiervan afhankelijk is van andere 

factoren. 

 Een tweede belangrijke bevinding van deze dissertatie heeft betrekking op 

een deel van deze ‘andere factoren’. Op basis van de interviews is namelijk 

gebleken dat veranderingen in hoe vrouwen zichzelf zien, alsmede de 

intrinsieke wil om het anders te gaan doen, een belangrijke rol spelen in het 

leven van (gestopte) voormalig gedetineerde vrouwen. Pas wanneer vrouwen 

een dergelijk, meer subjectief, proces hebben doorgemaakt, werken partners, 

kinderen en een baan als versterking van dit proces. Deze bevinding sluit aan 

bij onderzoek dat een daling in gepleegde criminaliteit laat zien reeds voordat 

individuen bepaalde vormen van sociaal kapitaal verwerven, alsmede bij 

de identiteits-theorieën van desistance, waarin wordt beargumenteerd dat 

interne veranderingen voorafgaan aan gedragsveranderingen. 

 Tenslotte wijst deze dissertatie op het belang van contextuele factoren, en 

dan met name huisvesting. Het hebben van een stabiele thuissituatie komt 

in deze dissertatie consistent naar voren als een cruciale factor binnen het 

desistance-proces. Een woning lijkt te kunnen worden beschouwd als de 

fundering waarop het (verdere) desistance-proces rust. Interessant daarbij 

is dat de woning niet alleen als noodzakelijke voorwaarde dient om het 

desistance-proces in gang te zetten, maar in latere fasen van dit proces ook 

dient ter bekrachtiging van het desistance- en (bredere) re-integratieproces; 

vrouwen ervaren het hebben van een dak boven hun hoofd als teken dat ze 

er weer ‘bij horen’, het geeft structuur in hun leven, en ze willen niet het 

risico lopen hun huis kwijt te raken door criminaliteit te plegen. 

 Uit bovenstaande bevindingen en conclusies volgt voorts een aantal 

aanbevelingen voor onderzoek, beleid en praktijk. Allereerst dienen in 

de komende jaren stappen te worden gezet om het proces van desistance 

nog nauwkeuriger in kaart te brengen. Een van de beperkingen van dit 

onderzoek is haar retrospectieve karakter;  als gevolg hiervan is het mogelijk 

dat de verhalen van de geïnterviewde vrouwen zijn veranderd door het 

verstrijken van de tijd. Dit zou vervolgens kunnen leiden tot een vertekend 

beeld met betrekking tot de invloed van enerzijds externe factoren en 

anderzijds interne factoren, en met name de volgorde in de tijd. Om meer 

zicht te krijgen op welke factoren in welke fase van het desistance-proces 

belangrijk zijn, dient prospectief longitudinaal onderzoek te worden 

uitgevoerd, waarbij zowel externe als interne factoren kwantitatief en 

kwalitatief worden onderzocht. Desalniettemin ontstaat op basis van 

de interne, subjectieve factoren als beschreven in deze dissertatie de 

verwachting dat programma’s die zijn gericht op (de voorbereiding op) 
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succesvolle re-integratie effectiever zijn wanneer een initiële en intrinsieke 

motivatie om te veranderen wordt opgemerkt en bekrachtigd, en wanneer 

het vrouwen mogelijk wordt gemaakt om deze motivatie vast te houden. 

Uit eerder onderzoek is gebleken dat het merendeel van gedetineerde 

individuen tijdens detentie tot bepaalde inzichten komt en voornemens is 

om het na vrijlating anders te gaan doen, maar ook dat een groot deel van 

de ex-gedetineerden weer terug komt in detentie. Ook uit deze dissertatie 

blijkt dat de omstandigheden na detentie soms dermate zwaar zijn dat het 

lastig, zo niet onmogelijk is om de wil om te veranderen vast te houden. 

Voor het welslagen van het desistance-proces is het dan ook essentieel dat 

onderliggende problematiek op het gebied van onder meer huisvesting, 

financiën, en verslaving wordt aangepakt. Hierbij kan worden gedacht 

aan intensieve(re) nazorg na vrijlating. Tenslotte lijkt een voortdurende 

focus op het creëren of in stand houden van bepaalde vormen van 

sociaal kapitaal, met name (de band met) kinderen en betekenisvol werk, 

gerechtvaardigd. Deze vormen van sociaal kapitaal leiden op zichzelf dan 

wel niet tot desistance, maar dragen wel bij aan dit proces wanneer op basis 

van contextuele factoren en interne veranderingen eenmaal een positieve 

spiraal in gang is gezet.  
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