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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



60

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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