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Abstract This review paper considers the connection between employment and
criminal behavior. We first examine theories that suggest a link between work
and crime at different life course stages. Next, longitudinal studies and statistical
approaches to specifying the relationship are discussed. Results of existing studies
are organized into discussions of work intensity and adolescent delinquency, job
characteristics and crime, and unemployment and crime rates. We then offer a more
focused discussion of ex-offenders and reentry. The paper concludes with a brief
summary of what has been learned, suggesting that investments in longitudinal
investigations have yielded important new knowledge about when and how work
matters for crime and delinquency.

Employment has long been viewed as a solution to problems of crime and delin-
quency. In this chapter, we evaluate this longstanding faith in work as a means to
prevent delinquency among adolescents, mitigate the connection between poverty
and crime, and reduce recidivism among previously active criminal offenders.

In 2003, roughly 6.9 million Americans were under some form of correctional
supervision (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2004). Each year, more than 600,000
inmates join four million probationers and 750,000 parolees already under commu-
nity supervision (USDOJ, 2004a,b). How well these former inmates, probationers,
and parolees fare once they return to the community is of central concern to crim-
inologists, corrections officials, and policy makers. In addition to those currently
involved in the legal system, a large group of adolescents are at risk for delinquency
involvement that may lead to more serious crimes as young adults. Finally, to the
extent that crime is related to the availability of quality legal work, the number
of persons in conditions of poverty or unemployment is likely to be related to the
creation of new offenders. The U.S. Census Bureau estimated that 12.5 percent of
Americans live in poverty and 6 percent were unemployed in 2003 (Bureau of Labor
Statistics, 2004; US Bureau of the Census, 2004). Though these populations overlap
with those under correctional supervision, these estimates suggest a potentially large
number of Americans “at risk” for criminal involvement. In this paper, we evaluate
the extent to which beliefs about work as a crime prevention tool are supported by
social scientific evidence.
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The swelling percentage of state and federal budgets devoted to policing and
corrections underscores the need for policy makers to access solid social scientific
evidence on the determinants of crime and recidivism. In response to these needs,
social scientists have long focused on work as a key determinant of desistance or
movement away from crime. Employment is a natural focus for social scientists
and policy makers, as it is more easily manipulated in policy interventions than
other important social influences (such as marriage or friendship networks), it is a
social role of major importance, and it reduces the economic attraction of crime for
potential offenders.

Just as employment has been a common site of research for criminologists,
studies that exploit longitudinal data have also been a natural choice for measur-
ing within- and across-person changes in crime over time. In this paper, we first
explore why work is likely to affect crime and recidivism, paying particular atten-
tion to the most important dimensions of employment for crime reduction. We next
briefly review a range of statistical innovations useful for studying work and crime
with longitudinal data. We then describe classic research on work and crime uti-
lizing cross-sectional evidence and link these studies to more recent results from
longitudinal studies. Specifically, we summarize results from studies of work and
crime among adolescents, ex-offenders, and other populations “at-risk” for crime,
as well as providing a brief review of research on aggregate-level trends in crime
and macroeconomic conditions. Finally, we conclude by asking whether longitudi-
nal studies are worth the considerable time and expense they require, as balanced
against the knowledge they have yielded to date.

Why Study Work?

Why might work be related to criminal offending? Classic research in criminol-
ogy is suggestive of a variety of mechanisms linking work and crime. We begin by
discussing the remunerative qualities of employment. At its most basic, paid work
provides legal income for potential offenders.

Economic and Rational Choice Theories

Economic or rational choice theories of crime suggest that income earned from legal
employment will reduce the attraction of offending for financial gain (Becker, 1968;
Cornish & Clarke, 1986; Ehrlich, 1973; Freeman, 1992). In classic economic theory,
choice is the central mechanism linking work and crime. Beyond providing financial
incentives for conforming, legal work may also increase the costs of crime. The
possibility of arrest may serve as a greater deterrent for employed offenders relative
to those who are not employed because arrest and concomitant punishment may
result in the loss of a valued job (see, e.g., Sherman & Smith, 1992).
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Structural Strain and Differential Opportunity Theories

Structural strain theories (Merton, 1938) suggest that crime results when legiti-
mate pathways to economic and social success are blocked. Similarly, one vari-
ant of differential opportunity theory argues that access to illegitimate as well
as legitimate opportunities varies considerably across persons (Cloward & Ohlin,
1960), with each person positioned along two opportunity structures, one involving
legitimate work and the other illegal opportunities. These theories place the rela-
tive gains available from legal and illegal work at center stage. Beyond the mere
presence or absence of employment, studies in this tradition emphasize the qual-
ity of employment in relation to crime. Investigations have examined the impact
of income inequality (Blau & Blau, 1982), concentration in the secondary labor
market (Crutchfield, 1989; Crutchfield & Pitchford, 1997), the stability of employ-
ment (Sampson & Laub, 1993), and its overall quality (Uggen, 1999) on criminal
behavior. Trends in area crime rates have also been linked to trends in macroe-
conomic conditions in a number of studies (Allan & Steffensmeier, 1989; Britt,
1997; Massey & Denton, 1993; Morenoff & Sampson, 1997; Sampson, 1987;
Wilson, 1996).

Social Control and Bonding Theories

Other theories of crime do not assign a causal role to employment in itself, but to
the social bonds that employment creates for workers. Social control or bonding
theories describe the bonds that work engenders as the central mechanism linking
work and crime. Travis Hirschi’s (1969) social control theory argues that commit-
ment to conventional lines of action (such as work) and involvement in legal work
among young adults is associated with fewer delinquent acts. Young working adults
thus have a “stake in conformity” that renders crime less attractive (Briar & Piliavin,
1965; Toby, 1957). Among adolescents who work, Sheldon and Eleanor Glueck
have shown that delinquents tend to work in jobs with less supervision relative to
non-delinquents (Glueck & Glueck, 1950). Social interaction at work is also likely
to increase the “informal social controls” to which potential offenders are subject
(Sampson & Laub, 1993), and connections made through work may replace deviant
peer networks with law-abiding friends. Thus, crime and work are related to the
extent that work exerts social control over potential offenders and creates pro-social
bonds for young adults.

Routine Activities

Finally, routine activities theories shift the emphasis from the individual effects of
work to the structural impact of employment on everyday life (Cohen & Felson,
1979). Osgood, Wilson, O’Malley, Bachman, and Johnston argue that this approach
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“shifts attention away from the personal histories of offenders toward the depen-
dence of crime on opportunities presented by the routine activities of everyday
life” (1996: 635). The routine activities approach also anticipates differing effects of
employment on crime. For example, unemployment may reduce crime by decreas-
ing the numbers of hours people spend outside of their homes (thereby allowing
them to protect their homes from burglary). Alternatively, those who are employed
have fewer hours to devote to crime themselves.

Self-Control Theories

Though numerous theories of crime anticipate a “real” relationship between crime
and employment (whether positive or negative), others argue that such a finding may
be spurious due to common or correlated causes. Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990)
maintain that many of the putative connections between crime and employment are
the result of selection bias. In their view, criminals and non-criminals are differenti-
ated primarily by their levels of self-control, with offenders having far less of it than
non-offenders. According to this view, low self-control predicts crime over time as
well as the likelihood of finding and maintaining high-quality employment. Thus,
non-criminals self select into more and better employment opportunities. From this
viewpoint, statistical associations or relationships between employment and crime
are likely the result of unmeasured variation in levels of self-control.

Work, Crime, and the Life Course Perspective

While most classic theories of crime suggest that employment may reduce crime,
more recent investigations have shown greater complexity in the relationship. Life
course theories suggest that the effects of employment on crime or recidivism are
age-graded and contingent upon particular stages within the life course. For exam-
ple, some types of work may reduce crime only for some types of offenders (see,
e.g., Blokland & Nieuwbeerta, 2005). Moreover, the work-crime relationship may
be dependent on age, gender, marital and parental status, and a host of other life
course contingencies. Travis Hirschi (1969) argues that while commitment and
involvement in work is beneficial for young adults, over-involvement in work at
a young age may be detrimental. More recent research has supported this argument;
adolescents who are over-invested in work relative to school are more likely to
engage in delinquency (Bachman & Schulenberg, 1993; but see Paternoster, Bush-
way, Brame, & Apel, 2003). Similarly, in a study of recently released inmates, drug
addicts, and high school dropouts, Uggen (2000) finds significant effects of work
only for offenders age 26 or older. It is likely that family connections also play
a role in conditioning the effect of employment on crime (Uggen, Wakefield, &
Western, 2005). The presence of a spouse or child may intensify the positive effects
of employment (Laub & Sampson, 2003; Sampson & Laub, 1993).
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The life course perspective naturally lends itself to longitudinal analyses of work
and crime. Life course models using longitudinal data distinguish among individuals
in the effects of work on crime as well as compare the effects of work on specific
individuals over time. In the next section of the paper, we outline the common sta-
tistical approaches and methodological innovations aimed at overcoming confusion
regarding the temporal ordering of causal effects and selection into work and crime.
We also summarize findings from studies of work and crime at the individual and
aggregate levels. In particular, we highlight innovations that use longitudinal data to
discriminate among the causal mechanisms described above, as well as methods that
attend to problems of selectivity into employment and crime, and concerns about
causal ordering and spuriousness.

Longitudinal Studies of Work and Crime

The reliance of early studies on cross-sectional data has rendered them better-suited
for describing correlations between work and crime than for drawing causal infer-
ences. While useful, studies using cross-sectional data are unable to test some of the
most complex issues involving work and crime, such as temporal order, differential
selection into employment, reciprocal effects between work and offending, and elab-
oration of causal mechanisms (Thornberry & Krohn, 2003). First, when work and
crime are measured at the same time, the analysis is unable to adequately describe
which variable is the cause and which variable is the effect. Second, in cases in
which a significant association is detected between work and crime, cross-sectional
data offer no way of determining whether those least likely to commit crime are
also those who select into employment opportunities (e.g., Gottfredson & Hirschi,
1990). Third, it is likely that crime and work are reciprocally related (Hagan, 1993;
Thornberry & Christenson, 1984). Finally, the causal processes predicted by major
theories of crime are most easily tested when measures of deviance in addition to
various demographic characteristics can be measured prior to beginning employ-
ment. In response to these difficulties, social scientists have increasingly turned to
longitudinal designs in order to adequately measure and test these competing argu-
ments. We review these longitudinal studies below, summarizing some of the major
research efforts in this area in the chapter Appendix.

Classic cohort studies heralded a wave of longitudinal research on crime. Sheldon
and Eleanor Glueck followed 500 delinquent boys who were matched with a control
group to analyze the impact of family, work, and attachment on delinquent outcomes
(Glueck & Glueck, 1930, 1937, 1943). Sampson and Laub, (1993; Laub & Samp-
son, 2003) updated these data, and applied modern statistical analyses to develop a
social control theory of crime which focuses on the social bonds of work. Wolfgang,
Figlio, and Sellin’s analysis of a cohort of men born in 1945 in Philadelphia (1972)
refocused attention on individual careers in crime and found a positive relation-
ship between spells of unemployment and arrest. Farrington and West’s Cambridge
Study in Delinquent Development (Farrington, 1986; West & Farrington, 1977) fol-
lowed 411 boys from London from the age of eight. In 1976, the National Youth
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Survey began following over 1,700 adolescents who are now between 39 and 45
years old (Elliott, Huizinga, & Ageton, 1985).

These classic studies have given way to more recent large-scale longitudinal stud-
ies (e.g., Thornberry & Krohn, 2003) as well as a host of smaller, community studies
(e.g., Mortimer, 2003) and improved study designs. Classic longitudinal studies
generally selected individuals from a birth cohort and followed them for a num-
ber of years, collecting multiple observations on crime, work, and other important
events. This design has been criticized for its inability to distinguish between age,
period, and cohort effects. It also tends to be costly and is often plagued by prob-
lems of selective attrition (see Farrington, Ohlin, & Wilson, 1986; Tonry, Ohlin, &
Farrington, 1991 for a detailed discussion). In response, researchers have adopted
accelerated longitudinal designs which follow several cohorts over a period of years
(Sampson, Morenoff, & Raudenbush, 2002; Tonry et al., 1991). Accelerated designs
allow researchers to distinguish cohort and period effects and tend to be less costly
because the data collection time is shortened.

Data from these recent studies have been used to test increasingly complex
hypotheses about how employment influences crime at the individual and aggregate
levels. Yet, longitudinal studies tend to be much costlier than smaller, cross-sectional
analyses and many have claimed that they are not worth the expense. In an espe-
cially strong review, Hirschi and Gottfredson argue that the costs of longitudinal
research substantially outweigh its benefits, noting that the “design has been over-
sold to criminology at high substantive and economic costs” (1986: 582; see also
Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1986). Since longitudinal studies remain an expensive way
of collecting data, it is necessary to take stock of their findings and justification for
their continued use.

Statistical Approaches to Measuring the Relationships
Between Work and Crime

Though experimental research remains the gold standard for evaluating employment
and crime (Campbell & Stanley, 1966), programs of this kind are relatively rare.
In the absence of random assignment to work, analysts have adopted numerous
statistical correction techniques to account for differences across persons in order
to estimate “true” employment effects. A major concern in analyses of employment
concerns the non-random selection of persons into jobs and the impact of prior acts
of deviance on the probability of both getting a job and committing more crime. If
an analysis shows a relationship between employment and crime for any one indi-
vidual, this in and of itself is not strong evidence of an employment effect. This is
especially true in studies of offenders as those with prior criminal experience may be
least likely to select into legal employment (Freeman, 1997; Pager, 2003; Western,
2002). A wealth of research has demonstrated that people who don’t work are sys-
tematically different than those who do (just as offenders may be systematically
different from non-offenders) and analysts have developed a number of statistical
techniques to deal with this problem of selectivity into employment.
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Cross-Sectional Approaches to Work and Crime

Covariate Adjustment

Covariate adjustment refers to attempts to name and measure all factors associated
with crime that could be plausibly influence selection into work as well. For exam-
ple, OLS regression approaches that include “controls” for age, gender, race, or
social class will adjust work effects for these factors. Of course, other important
variables may be omitted, such as ambition or motivation. Covariate adjustment is a
common statistical method used by researchers using cross-sectional data to attempt
to account for the characteristics that account for criminal involvement as well
as employment. While useful, this approach is highly dependent upon researchers
choosing the “right” variables to control for and, when used with cross-sectional
data, does little to advance knowledge on the causal ordering of work and crime.

Longitudinal Approaches to Work and Crime

Lagged Dependent Variables

Longitudinal data is useful for the selectivity problems described above as it often
includes multiple measures of crime and employment over time. While work may
influence crime, analysts have also shown that crime influences later work experi-
ences (Caspi, Wright, Moffitt, & Silva, 1998; Hagan, 1993). Utilizing multiple mea-
sures of work and crime allows analysts to estimate the effect of work on crime, net
of prior criminal acts (e.g., Huiras, Uggen, & McMorris, 2000). Lagged dependent
variable models generally predict crime at time 3 using work at time 2 and crime at
time 1 as covariates. By including a prior crime measure, or a “lagged” dependent
variable, such approaches reduce the influence of stable factors that may be driving
both processes (though time-varying factors related to both work and crime remain a
threat to analyses of this type). This lagged dependent variable approach represents
a substantial advance over covariate adjustment alone. It therefore leads to stronger
tests of employment effects and firmly establishes temporal sequencing.

Selection Models for Across-Individual Comparisons

When studying the effects of employment conditions on crime, analysts are limited
to a “working” subgroup that may not be representative of the entire sample. Put
simply, analyses of work hours, wage rates, or job quality are complicated by the fact
that not everyone works and that access to “good” jobs is not randomly distributed
across the population. This problem is exacerbated in a sample of former or current
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offenders as this group is especially likely to be unemployed. Heckman (1976, 1979;
see also Winship & Mare, 1992) provides a two-step method for correcting for
sample selectivity. One first estimates a selectivity coefficient with a model pre-
dicting entry into employment. This produces a selectivity coefficient which is then
included as a regressor in the second stage of analysis which might predict crime
or recidivism. The results of the second stage of the analysis allow researchers to
partially control for any observed employment effects by accounting for the fact that
not everyone works (e.g., Paternoster et al., 2003; Uggen, 1999; Warren, LePore, &
Mare, 2000).

A related method, propensity score matching, also uses a two-step procedure to
correct for sample selectivity (Rosenbaum & Rubin, 1983; see also Harding, 2003
for an example on differential selection into neighborhoods and later outcomes and
Morgan, 2001 for an example on selection into schools). Analysts first predict entry
into employment using demographic information, prior labor market experience,
or other expected predictors of employment. Workers and non-workers are then
“matched” on the resulting propensity scores (with those who have no close match
in the sample dropped from the analysis) and a model of crime is then estimated.
Propensity score matching models ensure that, to the extent possible, researchers are
making an “apples to apples” comparison of workers with similarly-situated non-
workers. Estimated work effects on crime can therefore be more reliably attributed
to employment.

Researchers may also use endogenous switching regression models, which esti-
mate the effects of being on one “work track” versus another (Mare & Winship,
1988; Winship & Mare, 1992). For example, offenders may be more likely to work
in the secondary labor market (consisting primarily of low-skill, low-wage jobs)
relative to the primary labor market (consisting of jobs with higher wages, edu-
cational requirements, and more stability relative to the secondary labor market)
(Crutchfield & Pitchford, 1997; Western, 2002). A switching regression would real-
locate primary sector workers to the secondary sector and re-estimate work effects
on crime. An analyst interested in the effect of arrest or criminal punishment on later
wages (e.g., Western, 2002) may further suspect that the effect of arrest on wages
is unlikely to be the same across these two markets because arrest also substantially
predicts in which part of the labor market offenders are likely to work. The endoge-
nous switching regression approach simultaneously predicts the effect of arrest on
wages while also accounting for the sector of the labor market each worker is in.

Selection Models for Within-Individual or
Within-Area Comparisons

The methods described above are typically used when comparing across offenders
and non-offenders with respect to some other variable, such as work status, job
quality, or number of hours worked. An alternative approach often used in con-
junction with longitudinal data is a within-person (or within-area) change model.
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Within-person change models ask whether (and under what conditions) people
are offending during times in which they are working (or not working). Pooled
cross-sectional time series designs, such as fixed and random effects models, relate
within-individual changes in employment status to crime (or vice versa), while
controlling for all stable within-individual characteristics (see Bushway, Brame, &
Paternoster, 1999 for a detailed comparison of random and fixed effects mod-
els; Paternoster et al., 2003; Uggen & Thompson, 2003). A related method link-
ing between and within-person models is hierarchical linear modeling in which
a within-person fixed or random effects models is first estimated. The parameters
estimated from the within-person change model may then be used as the dependent
variables in the between-person model (Bryk & Raudenbush, 1992; Osgood et al.,
1996). Both the pooled cross-sectional time series and hierarchical approaches allow
researchers to examine the effects of work on crime while accounting for individual
differences in criminal propensity (e.g., Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990).

Results from Longitudinal Studies of Work and Crime

The next section of the paper reviews research on work and crime using longitudinal
data. We focus not only on the presence or absence of employment, but also on the
important aspects of employment such as work intensity or hours, work environ-
ment, and labor market sector that may be related to crime.

Studies of Adolescents and Young Adults in the General Population

Work Intensity and Delinquency

Early criminological theory often suggested that adolescent work experiences would
be beneficial by providing income for extracurricular activities, increasing super-
vision of adolescents, and providing work experiences that would be valuable in
adulthood. Empirical research, however, has shown work to be most beneficial to
adults (e.g., Sampson & Laub, 1993; Uggen, 2000; Wright, Cullen, & Williams,
2002). For juveniles, a number of studies have found negative effects of work
experiences, particularly those described as intensive (usually measured as work-
ing 20 or more hours per week) (Bachman & Schulenberg, 1993; Staff & Uggen,
2003; Wright & Cullen, 2000; Wright et al., 2002; but see Johnson, 2004 for
evidence of race differences in the effect of intensive work). Whereas the adop-
tion of a prosocial identity centered around work may foster desistance in adults
(e.g., Matsueda & Heimer, 1997) among adolescents, valuing intensive work roles
over school roles often results in decreased educational performance, attainment and
aspirations (Bachman & Schulenberg, 1993; Mortimer & Finch, 1986; Steinberg &
Cauffman, 1995; Steinberg & Dornbusch, 1991). Too much work at too early an
age may also encourage a precocious transition to adult roles (e.g., Hirschi, 1969;
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Krohn, Lizotte, & Perez, 1997; Rindfuss, Swicegood, & Rosenfeld, 1987). Though
some work experience is in many ways beneficial to adolescents, too much work
appears to increase delinquency (D’Amico, 1984; Marsh, 1991; Mortimer & Finch,
1986; Shanahan Shanahan, Finch, Mortimer, & Ryu, 1991; Steinberg & Dornbusch,
1991; Steinberg, Fegley, & Dornbusch, 1993).

Empirical research on adolescent employment and delinquency emphasizes not
only the presence or absence of employment and the number of hours worked, but
also how work hours are spaced out over time. Mortimer (2003) describes adoles-
cent work in terms of its intensity as well as its duration. Adolescents may engage in
work of low duration and low intensity (such as babysitting), low duration and high
intensity (for example, a full-time summer job), high duration and low intensity
(a regular job less than 20 hours per week), or high duration and high intensity
(a regular job more than 20 hours per week). Mortimer’s analysis of the effects of
work on problem behaviors and alcohol abuse suggests that low intensity work of
substantial duration (“steady” work) is most advantageous for a variety of outcomes,
as well as the overall transition to adulthood (2003; see also Staff, 2004).

Cross-sectional studies on adolescent work intensity have been subject to many
of the criticisms described above. Perhaps adolescents who work intensively are
different from adolescents who do not in ways that are systematically related to
delinquency (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; Paternoster et al., 2003; Warren et al.,
2000). Adolescents who work intensively may be less invested in school to begin
with and more likely to engage in delinquency even in the absence of intensive
work (Greenberger & Steinberg, 1986). Adolescents experiencing difficulty in other
arenas, such as school or family life, may also seek out intensive work. In a 1993
study, Hagan and Wheaton show that youth who are experiencing trouble at home
may marry or become parents early as a way of escaping their adolescence. Inten-
sive work may also be sought out as a way to precociously enter adult roles. In
short, there are a multitude of reasons to suspect that adolescents who are working
intensively are both systematically different from those who are not and more likely
to be delinquent even in the absence of work.

Empirical research has established the ways in which intensively working ado-
lescents differ from their peers. Using data from the Monitoring the Future study,
a nationally representative survey of high school seniors with annual follow-ups
for a subset of respondents, Bachman and Schulenberg (1993) show that intensive
work (working 20 or more hours per week) is positively correlated with potentially
harmful or delinquent behaviors (smoking, drinking, and drug use, aggression, theft,
victimization, trouble with police), even while controlling for prior deviance. More-
over, students with poor educational success are most likely to work intensively
later on in high school. Steinberg et al. (1993) also exploit longitudinal data to show
that adolescents who work intensively are in fact different from those who do not.
Intensive workers were less engaged in school and least supervised by their parents
prior to working intensively.

Though research supports a self-selection or propensity component in the
effect of intensive work on delinquency (see especially Apel et al., 2007; Apel,
Paternoster, Bushway, & Brame, 2006; Paternoster et al., 2003), longitudinal
research has also established that working intensively also has an independent
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effect on educational attainment, performance, and delinquency, even when prior
school difficulty and problems at home are controlled. Ploeger (1997) used the
National Youth Survey described earlier and reported that work was associated
with a number of delinquent or problem behaviors for adolescents (substance use,
alcohol use, and aggression), even after controlling for prior levels of delinquency.
A number of other studies using longitudinal data have further clarified the rela-
tionship between work intensity and delinquency while controlling for measures
of prior deviance and differential selection into work (McMorris & Uggen, 2000;
Mortimer, Finch, Ryu, Shanahan, & Call, 1996; Staff & Uggen, 2003; Steinberg &
Dornbusch, 1991).

Employment Characteristics and Delinquency

Numerous studies have identified particular characteristics of jobs that might
account for the negative impact of work intensity on crime. In general, observers
remark on the overall poor quality of adolescent employment opportunities for
social capital and skill development (Wright & Cullen, 2004; but see Staff &
Uggen, 2003). In addition, Ploeger (1997) notes that adolescents who work are
more likely to come into contact with older, delinquent peers at work and are
thus exposed to more opportunities for delinquency. Osgood (1999) and Osgood
and Anderson (2004) argue from the routine activities perspective that working
intensively substantially increases the amount of unstructured time adolescents
spend with peers, thereby increasing their opportunities for delinquency.

Recent research has examined the relationship between delinquency and the
types of jobs in which adolescents typically work (Shover, 1996; Staff & Uggen,
2003; Wright & Cullen, 2000). Using cross-sectional data, Wright and Cullen
(2000) find no relationship between work environment and delinquency but a
significant association between adolescent employment, contact with older delin-
quent peers, and increased delinquency (see also Ploeger, 1997). Similarly, using a
prospective, community study of adolescent development (Mortimer, 2003), adjust-
ing for sample selection into work (Heckman, 1976, 1979), and including measures
of prior delinquency, Staff and Uggen (2003) found that some types of employment
in adolescence reduced delinquency while others appeared to increase it. Potentially
problematic jobs are characterized by autonomy, high wages, and status among
peers. Better jobs from a delinquency-reduction perspective, are those most com-
patible with educational obligations, those offering numerous opportunities to learn
new skills which could be used in other jobs, and those unlikely to include substan-
tial contact with delinquent peers. A related study using the same community survey
found that workers in jobs that fit their long-range career goals are less likely to com-
mit workplace crime, even after controlling for prior acts of workplace deviance and
general crime (Huiras et al., 2000). Job quality appears to be important for young
adults as well as adolescents. Using lagged dependent models and Heckman-style
corrections for sample selection to account for prior crime, work, and background
factors, Wadsworth (2006) finds that job quality, more than income, is related to
reduced crime.
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All in all, the relationship between work and crime is complex for adoles-
cents and many of the complicating questions have been at least partially resolved
through the innovative use of longitudinal data. The use of sample selection cor-
rections and inclusion of measures of prior deviance have helped better describe
the selection of adolescent into work, work hours, and work environments. In
sum, work can be beneficial for adolescents insofar as work hours are moder-
ated, work does not detract from age-appropriate social roles (in school and within
the family), and does not include significant associations with older, delinquent
peers. Recent work comparing covariate adjustment, lagged dependent variable,
and pooled cross-sectional time series models by Paternoster et al. (2003), however,
challenges even the formerly secure finding that high work intensity increases crime
among adolescents, raising further questions about our abilities to adequately con-
trol for selection into work. Moreover, though research supports similar deleterious
effects of work for boys and girls (Heimer, 1995), Johnson (2004) finds the positive
effect of intensive work on delinquency is most applicable to white youth (see also
Newman, 1999).

Paternoster and colleagues examine intensive working with a random and
fixed-effect analysis and propensity-score matching (see also Brame, Bushway,
Paternoster, & Apel, 2004) and trajectory based (Apel et al., 2007) models. The
results of these models suggest that selection into intensive work is responsible
for much of the earlier observed relationship between intensive working and
crime. In the most rigorous statistical attempt to date to address sample selection
issues, Paternoster et al. (2003) use the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth
and find no effect of intensive work on dichotomous indicators of substance use
and delinquency, net of other relevant covariates (see also Brame et al., 2004).
Currently, research on adolescent employment and delinquency leaves a number
of open questions regarding the impact of job characteristics, group differences,
and selection effects in need of resolution, most likely with longitudinal data and
replicated across several data sources.

Studies of the General Population

Unemployment and Crime: Aggregate-Level Research

Beyond work and crime relationships at the individual-level, crime rates are likely
to be influenced by labor market conditions and the unemployment rate. Contrary
to work effects at the individual-level on adolescent delinquency, aggregate-level
research suggests that unemployment is positively associated with crime and delin-
quency for young adults. Allan and Steffensmeier (1989) show that both unem-
ployment and underemployment of young adults is positively associated with crime
(see also Shover, 1996; Sullivan, 1989). Similarly, Crutchfield (1989) shows that
an abundance of secondary labor market jobs is associated with higher crime rates.
In an analysis of 16 to 24 year-old males, Freeman and Rodgers (1999) show that
crime fell in areas with the largest declines in unemployment.
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The relationship between crime and macroeconomic conditions is the subject
of debate and represents an area in which causal order and process is the source
of much disagreement. Criminological theory offers competing predictions on
the direction of the relationship between unemployment and crime. Economic
choice and opportunity theories suggest that unemployment will cause more crime
as financial need rises and potential offenders are unable to meet their needs with
income from legal work (Cantor & Land, 1985; Cloward & Ohlin, 1960; Ehrlich,
1973; Greenberg, 1985). Alternatively, routine activities theories (e.g., Cohen &
Felson, 1979) suggest that crime may fall during times of economic downturn when
more people remain home during the day (reducing home burglaries) and spend less
time outside the home engaging in leisure activities at night (reducing their chances
of victimization). Additionally, both processes may be operating simultaneously,
resulting in no observed relationship between unemployment and crime. Cantor and
Land (1985) make just such an argument in that contemporaneous unemployment
is likely to decrease opportunities for crime but lagged unemployment is related to
increased motivations to commit crime (see also Britt, 1994, 1997).

In a review of available research, Chiricos (1987) reports inconsistent results
regarding unemployment and crime (see also Land, Cantor, & Russell, 1995). Few
studies found the expected positive relationship between unemployment and crime
at the national level. Results are more consistent at lower levels of aggregation,
most likely owing to the more homogenous populations in city and county units. In
most studies, unemployment is positively related to crime, though it more strongly
influenced property crime relative to violent crime. Many analyses using cross-
sectional data yield results in which the causal order between unemployment and
crime is unclear. Unemployment may cause crime, crime may cause unemployment
(Caspi & Moffitt, 1995; Hagan, 1993; Thornberry & Christenson, 1984), or the
two may be reciprocally related. In order to more clearly differentiate the tempo-
ral order of crime and unemployment, numerous studies have used time series data
across a number of geographic areas and included both lagged and contemporaneous
measures of unemployment. This strategy is analogous to the within-person change
models discussed earlier in that they allow for researchers to control for time-stable
characteristics of an area while also establishing the temporal order of crime and
unemployment.

Using lagged and contemporaneous measures of unemployment, Britt (1994,
1997) and Cantor and Land (1985) find a negative effect of unemployment on crime
but a positive lagged unemployment effect. Employment of poor quality is also pos-
itively related to crime. Researchers have also noted a potential ecological fallacy
in aggregate studies of unemployment and crime. Though aggregate-level research
has demonstrated a positive relationship between lagged unemployment rates and
crime rates and a negative relationship between contemporaneous unemployment
rates and crime rates, these results do not show that unemployed individuals commit
more crime than the employed as a result of economic downturns. Individual-level
studies using the Cambridge Study of Delinquent Development (West and Farring-
ton) and the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (1979) have shown that this
is in fact the case. Farrington, Gallagher, Morley, Ledger and West (1986) found
increased criminal involvement among young adults during times of unemployment.



204 C. Uggen, S. Wakefield

Crutchfield and Pitchford (1997) show that youths employed in the secondary labor
market are more likely to commit crime relative to those in more high quality, stable
jobs. Crime among secondary labor market workers was especially high in areas of
high secondary labor market concentration (Crutchfield & Pitchford, 1997). Using
both area and individual-level variables, Bellair, Roscigno and McNulty (2003)
link greater opportunity in the low-wage labor market to increases in violent crime
among adolescents.

The routine activities approach has also been validated at the individual-level.
Osgood (1999) and colleagues (1996) use fixed-effect within-person change mod-
els to show that young adults who spend relatively large amounts of unstructured
time with peers are more likely to engage in crime. Similarly, Fergusson, Hor-
wood, and Woodward use a fixed-effects specification to link spells of unemploy-
ment to increases in crime and substance use among young adults (2001). Finally,
also using a fixed-effects model, Uggen and Thompson (2003) find a positive
effect of local unemployment rates on illegal earnings, but this effect is reduced
to non-significance when individual employment characteristics are included in the
models.

Overall, results from area studies of macroeconomic conditions and crime
suggest that unemployment has a lagged and a contemporaneous effect on crime.
Additionally, concentrated employment opportunities of low quality, so-called
underemployment, is also associated with increased crime, even when selection
into work and other background characteristics are controlled.

Ex-Offenders, Current Offenders, and “At-Risk” Populations

Work and Crime Among Former Offenders

The effect of employment on crime is especially important to practitioners working
with ex-offenders or other groups deemed to be at high risk for crime. Offenders
with prior criminal histories may commit more crime in the absence of quality,
legal employment as they are most likely to possess “criminal capital” (Hagan,
1993). Ex-offenders are most likely to experience short spells of employment, sup-
plemented by short spells of illegal work (Cook, 1975; Fagan, 1995). Offenders are
typically less skilled than other workers, less educated, and experience high levels of
discrimination in the labor market as a result of their criminal history or race (Pager,
2003). Offenders may earn more from illegal work than legal work for many types
of crime (Freeman, 1992, 1997; Freeman & Holzer, 1986; Grogger, 1995; Wilson &
Abrahamse, 1992).

The special problems of reentering ex-offenders, the poorly educated, or other
at-risk populations has been the focus of much of the experimental research on
crime and employment, where results have been decidedly mixed. England’s
APEX program and Michigan’s Comprehensive Offender Manpower Program
and Transitional Aid Research Project provided job placement and counseling
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for ex-offenders and found no difference in recidivism rates across treatment
and control groups (Berk, Lenihan, & Rossi, 1980; Soothill, 1974). On the other
hand, the National Supported Work Demonstration reported very weak effects of
work on crime (Piliavin & Gartner, 1981). Supported Work randomly assigned
ex-offenders, ex-addicts, youth dropouts, and AFDC recipients to subsidized
employment. A reanalysis of the Supported Work data found that the effects of work
on crime were age-graded, with work reducing recidivism only for older participants
(Uggen, 2000). Evaluations of the Job Corps program, using random assignment
and matched comparison designs, provided intensive job training and placement
and reported reduced arrest rates and higher wages for those who completed
the program (Cave, Doolittle, Bos, & Toussaint, 1993; Schochet, Burghardt, &
Glazerman, 2000).

In a review of experimental evidence on work and crime, Bushway and Reuter
(1997) conclude with a point we discussed earlier; providing employment to offend-
ers and at-risk groups works only for some kinds of offenders in some situations.
The available evidence suggests that residential job training programs (such as Job
Corps) are useful for preventing arrest among high school dropouts and that pro-
viding employment opportunities is especially helpful for older offenders (Uggen,
2000). It also likely that the null effects of employment on crime noted in some
experimental and quasi-experimental research designs are related to the types of
employment opportunities offered to participants. These jobs are generally of low
quality and training programs may not do enough to overcome pre-existing deficits
in education, job skills, and work experience to reduce crime to any great degree
(Bushway & Reuter, 1997). Using a statistical correction for selection into employ-
ment with the Supported Work sample, Uggen (1999) finds that, as with adolescents,
jobs of high quality are associated with less crime (see also Crutchfield & Pitchford,
1997; Shover, 1996). Thus job programs for those at-risk for crime (ex-offenders,
drug addicts, youth dropouts) may be more successful when they attend to human
capital deficiencies and offer a path into high quality employment.

Beyond the deficits restricting the job opportunities of offenders, a substan-
tial research literature has also documented the strong effects of criminal pun-
ishment on later employment. Using the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth,
a fixed effects model, and a comparison of subgroups, Western (2002) shows
that incarceration reduces later earnings and employment opportunities by dis-
rupting connections with potential employers (e.g., Granovettor, 1973; Hagan,
1993). Incarceration reduces human capital because it diminishes work experience.
Pager (2003) documents significant labor market discrimination against those with
a criminal conviction (see also Bushway, 1998). Punishment may also intensify
the forces pushing offenders into unemployment and low quality work and make
recidivism more likely. There is some support for the idea that criminal justice
interventions may be more effective among offenders with a stable work history.
Employed sex offenders may be more likely to respond to treatment (Kruttschnitt,
Uggen, & Shelton, 2000) and the impact of arrest in domestic violence cases
may be partially dependent on the employment status of the offender (Sherman &
Smith, 1992).
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Conclusion

Taking Stock: What do we know?

Longitudinal studies of crime have yielded several empirical generalizations
concerning the effects of employment. The longitudinal design has also allowed
researchers to control for a number of confounding influences including differential
selection effects and prior levels of offending. A number of studies also describe
important features of employment that condition the relationship between work
and crime. First, employment effects are likely to be age-graded, with intensive
work causing disruptions in adolescent development and the provision of a basic
job opportunity especially beneficial among older criminal offenders. Second,
criminal justice interventions tend to undermine the employment opportunities
of those punished even though employed offenders may be most amenable to
treatment interventions. Finally, employment quality may be more important for
crime reduction than the simple presence or absence of a job, as many of those at
high risk for crime are likely to also have substantial opportunities in the illegal
labor market open to them.

Despite all the research suggesting work and crime are related and the important
methodological complications involved in measuring this relationship, longitudinal
data have been underutilized and are often analyzed cross-sectionally. Moreover,
the differences across longitudinal studies depending on the varying methods used
to correct for sample selection also underscore the need for increased experimental
designs that include true random assignment to employment. Loeber and Farrington
(this volume) offer a compelling argument and a study design for longitudinal data
collections that include experimental treatment evaluations (see also Tonry et al.,
1991). They outline numerous threats to validity in non-experimental designs that
are only partially overcome by the corrections described in this paper, such as inter-
preting causal effects that are actually the result of history and maturation and the
confounding effects of testing and instrumentation (Tonry et al., 1991: 35–36).

More research that combines a longitudinal design with random assignment is
needed because we also suspect that the effects of employment are potentially con-
tingent on other social roles, such as marriage, parenthood, or community involve-
ment (Uggen, Manza, & Behrens, 2004; see also Siennick & Osgood, this volume).
Married offenders may have an extra incentive to remain in legal work (Sampson &
Laub, 1993), involvement in legal work may also cement bonds between offenders
and their children (Edin, Nelson, & Paranal, 2001), and community involvement in
conjunction with legal work may enhance prosocial identity development (Maruna,
2001; Matsueda & Heimer, 1997).

Longitudinal research in employment and crime has surely advanced knowledge
beyond that available from cross-sectional studies. While few empirical generaliza-
tions have been firmly established in the literature, longitudinal studies have helped
isolate the areas of greatest consensus and controversy. They have also “raised the
bar” for non-experimental designs to more rigorously account for the selection pro-
cesses that place criminals and non-criminals into different employment statuses.
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Further longitudinal analyses can help reveal how changing life circumstances, such
as employment characteristics, are linked to changes in crime and recidivism.

Continuing Methodological Challenges, Complexity, and Public
Policy Implications

We began this paper by commenting on the prevailing faith by criminologists, policy
makers, and the general public regarding the relationship between work and crime.
Our review of scientific evidence on this question suggests that both optimism and
caution are warranted. Overall, the research literature demonstrates a complex rela-
tionship between work and crime at the aggregate and individual levels of analysis.
Work is important for some groups, at particular life stages, and is more consequen-
tial in some areas relative to others – thus when and where work opportunities occur
in the lives of at-risk adolescents, former offenders, or in particular neighborhoods
is of most consequence.

We note that one of the most firmly established findings in the area, the positive
relationship between work intensity and delinquency, has recently come under chal-
lenge from analysts using methods that elegantly account for the selection of young
people into jobs (e.g., Apel et al., 2006; Paternoster et al., 2003). Recent research
also suggests that analysts in the future ought to pay greater attention to the attributes
of employment opportunities for adolescents as opposed to merely the presence and
amount of work. Employment that is compatible with adolescents’ school roles and
career aspirations may be useful, even if those jobs require significant investments
of time. Overall, the research literature on adolescent employment and delinquency
suggests that hard and fast limits on the availability of employment or hours worked
per week may be too simplistic.

The life course perspective and research on those returning to the community
from correctional supervision also result in more complexity in the relationship
between work and desistance from crime. This literature demonstrates the partic-
ular responsiveness of older offenders to employment opportunities, even those of
relatively low quality. Unfortunately, many job programs currently have age limits
that restrict program participation to those under the age of twenty-five (for example,
Job Corps).

Providing employment opportunities for ex-offenders is no panacea, however,
and evaluation of job programs for former inmates suggests that policy makers may
need to re-conceptualize the definition of program success and lower their expec-
tations for what work can (and cannot do). For example, the National Supported
Work Demonstration reduced crime among those who received jobs, but did nothing
to reduce substance abuse. As we have demonstrated in this paper, employment is
more than a mere job. Beyond income, work connects adolescents to their peers
(both delinquent and “straight”), offers informal social networks that may conflict
with crime, and provides ex-offenders with pro-social roles. All of these aspects of
work may reduce crime among ex-offenders; at the same time, employment also
provides an income with which to sustain prior substance abuse.
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The complexities described above are particularly important to consider given
that employment represents one of the few areas in which governments, schools,
prisons, or communities are able to intervene significantly in the lives of poten-
tial and current offenders. For example, while we cannot provide individuals with
spouses, we are able to increase the chances that they will become employed after
leaving prison by enhancing their skills through expanded educational or training
initiatives in prison. Such policies would represent a shift in current focus, but would
also represent a significant cost to the public. Solid policy guidance from longitu-
dinal studies is sorely needed in an era of increasing imprisonment rates. While we
believe that the literature reviewed above supports the idea that employment can
reduce crime, it also suggests that the relationship is quite complex, varying across
time, space, and individuals. In light of the high crime and imprisonment rates in the
United States, the salience of employment to criminal offenders, and the continuing
political viability of jobs programs, further investment in longitudinal and experi-
mental research on the relationship between work and crime is clearly merited.
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