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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. 



36

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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