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1. Introduction 

We know that the best predictor of future criminal behavior is past criminal 

behavior (Robins, 1966). There is thus a striking degree of continuity in this 

form of behavior over time. At the same time, we know that the vast majori-

ty of people who engage in crime are teenagers and that they stop offending 

with age (Hirschi and Gottfredson, 1983). The findings seem to contradict 

each other; how can the life course with regards to crime be characterized by 

both continuity and change? Explaining these empirical findings has been 

the main task of life-course criminology, and contributing to an understand-

ing of how and why offenders continue their criminal careers once they have 

started, and how and why they stop, is also the purpose of this dissertation. 

In this first chapter I present the features of the research field com-

monly referred to as life-course criminology. Having done that, I move on to 

review existing explanations of continuity and change in criminal careers. In 

the third and fourth chapter, I outline and discuss more specific issues within 

the field: risk and risk factors, desistance, turning points, intermittency, and 

masculinity. Those are the issues my papers deal with. In Chapter 5, I pre-

sent the study – The Stockholm Life Course Project – which forms the em-

pirical backbone of my papers, and provide a fairly thorough description and 

methodological discussion, highlighting several features of the project. Since 

methodological considerations seldom get the attention they deserve when 

you write in journal format, I attempt a small remedy of that here. Having 

done so, I briefly summarize the papers in Chapter 6 before I turn to implica-

tions in the final chapter, along with prospects for future research. 

Life-Course Criminology: A Brief Outline 

Life-course criminology grew out of the criminal career paradigm that 

emerged in the 1970s and 1980s (Meisenhelder, 1977; Blumstein et al., 

1986; Wolfgang, Figlio, and Sellin, 1972). In a very general sense, life-

course criminology involves studies on criminal offending that are longitu-

dinal in nature, and/or research that studies continuity and change in criminal 
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offending within individuals over time. While traditional criminological 

theories attempt to explain differences in crime between individuals defined 

by some variable or other – differences in social control, anomie, or differen-

tial associations between men and women, young and old, ethnic majorities 

and minorities, lower and middle class, etc. – life-course criminology also 

attempts to explain differences in crime within individuals over time (Skard-

hamar, 2010). Life-course criminology thus tends to have a temporal dimen-

sion built into its questions, such as: what is it about the transition from ado-

lescence to adulthood that often makes individuals cease their offending? 

Under what circumstances is persistence in or desistance from crime made 

possible?  

As the criminal career paradigm developed in the 1980s, there were 

three overarching features that defined its frame and scope. First, and per-

haps obvious from the name of the paradigm, it was focused on offenders. 

While exceptions emerged (see Weisburd and Waring, 2001; Giordano et. 

al., 2002; Piquero and Benson, 2004), the ―offending‖ and ―offenders‖ in the 

criminal career paradigm often referred to ―every day crimes‖ such as inter-

personal violence, theft, vandalism, robbery and illegal drug-use and drug-

dealing committed by working-class men in big cities, such as Philadelphia, 

Boston, London, Copenhagen and Stockholm (Farrington, 2005).1 The caus-

es of crime and delinquency, and also its prevention, were and are still often 

located in the individual or the local community, and seldom on a structural 

level (though see Hagan and Palloni, 1988; Mears, Wang, and Bales, 2012; 

Nilsson, Bäckman, and Estrada, 2013). 

 Second, criminal career research was conducted using quantitative 

methodology. This is evident from several of the traditional key concepts: 

prevalence, offending frequency, duration, intensity, escalation, career 

length, etc. (see Blumstein et. al., 1986). While qualitative studies have be-

come more common, they are still rather rare and often mainly used to ―en-

rich information gleaned from quantitative records‖ (Piquero, Farrington, 

and Blumstein, 2007: 212). To give just one example, consider a recent an-

thology in life-course criminology, written by some of the most prominent 

researchers in the field (Loeber and Welsh, 2012). Aside from small notes on 

two pages, no contributor mentions the utilities and strengths of qualitative 

methods and data.  

                                                      
1 This is, of course, not very different from ―mainstream‖ criminology in general, which 

mainly focused on the more ―traditional‖ and visible crimes and gave little attention to crimes 

of the powerful, or crimes committed by females. 
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Third, the criminal career paradigm originally arose as a largely a-

theoretical research field, aiming explicitly to be policy-relevant. This ten-

sion between research and governance is, of course, not unique to life-course 

criminology. As Garland (2012: 305) notes, criminology‘s 

object of study is not a scientifically-specified entity but instead a state-

defined social problem and the set of state and non-state practices through 

which that state-defined problem is managed. As a consequence, crimi-

nology is intimately (at the epistemological level) and directly (at the so-

cial level) tied into government.2 

 

Life-course criminology may be particularly sensitive to this tension. After 

all, the initial Research Panel on Criminal Careers, which outlined the crimi-

nal career paradigm in the 1980s, had an explicit policy-oriented focus with 

close ties to governmental agencies, such as the National Institute of Justice 

(Blumstein et al., 1986).3 While the policy-relevance is still, more than 25 

years later, regarded as crucial, the a-theoretical part has changed considera-

bly.  

The concept criminal career is used in a specific sense, as ―the longi-

tudinal sequence of crimes committed by an individual offender‖ (Blumstein 

et al., 1986: 12). The concept is thus an analytical tool. Within sociology, the 

term ―career‖ was originally used in studies of occupations but then broad-

ened ―to refer to any social strand of any person‘s course through life‖ 

(Goffman, 1961: 127). For the majority of offenders, the criminal career is 

fairly short, consisting of one or a few crimes in adolescence. For a select 

few it is considerably longer, more frequent, and more serious (usually be-

tween 5 and 10 % of a given offender sample, see Wolfgang, Figlio, and 

Sellin, 1972).4 These findings gave rise to the seemingly empirical paradox 

mentioned above. In the words of Moffitt (1993: 674), criminal offending 

―shows impressive continuity over age, but … its prevalence changes dra-

                                                      
2 In Swedish criminology, the same thesis is put forth by Persson (1976), who calls this ten-

sion the discipline‘s ―central dilemma‖ (p. 107, my translation). 
3 This thesis is outlined in greater detail by Hagan (2010: 110), who argues that the rise of 

criminal career research was ―a major focal point‖ in the shift that American criminology and 

crime policy took under what he calls ―the age of Reagan‖.  
4 Wolfgang, Figlio, and Sellin name these offenders ―chronic‖, a term frequently used to this 

day. I should note that it is an unfortunate term, for several reasons. First, it is very close to a 

normative label. Second, ―chronicity‖ suggests not only that criminal offending is an illness, 

but also that such individuals cannot stop offending even if they want to, which is not neces-

sarily true: much research suggests that the absolute majority of even highly persistent of-

fenders eventually desist from crime (Laub and Sampson, 2003). The difference is that some 

tend to do it later than others. 
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matically with age‖. That is, the best ―predictor‖ of future criminal activity is 

past criminal offending. At the same time, in any given population, the prev-

alence of criminal offending decreases dramatically with age (often illustrat-

ed by the Age/Crime curve).  

As I see it, the basic task of life-course criminology has been, and 

continues to be, to untangle two highly related questions. First, what makes 

some persist in crime longer, and have more frequent and serious criminal 

careers than others? And, what makes people stop? Today, a considerable 

amount of literature has attempted to answer these and related questions 

(see, for example, Farrall and Calverley, 2006; Farrington, 2005; Giordano, 

Cernkovich, and Rudolph, 2002; Laub and Sampson, 2003; Loeber and Far-

rington, 2012; Maruna, 2001; Moffitt, 1993; Nagin and Paternoster, 1991, 

2000; Piquero et al., 2007; Shover, 1996; Steffensmeier and Ulmer, 2005; 

Thornberry, 1987; Uggen, 2000). My aim is to contribute to answers to these 

questions by focusing on a number of important facets of the criminal career. 

The notion of a criminal career, and the insight that people‘s criminal 

offending change with age, does not belong to life-course criminology. For 

example, we find the notion of transitions from one life-course stage to an-

other and its impact on criminal behavior already in the works of Shaw and 

McKay (1942), and the life history studies conducted by Shaw (1930) and 

Sutherland (1937). Many traditional criminological theories suggested that 

most people who initiate a criminal career will continue it, but with lower 

intensity due to increased age (e.g. Sutherland, 1947), or higher intensity due 

to the labeling processes resulting in secondary deviance (Lemert, 1951) and 

the development of a deviant career (Becker, 1963). While life-course crimi-

nology is sometimes credited with having established that the vast majority 

of offenders cease in the transition to adulthood (see Benson, 2012), this is 

not true.  

Although the finding that most juvenile delinquents do not become 

adult offenders had been noted previously – often implicitly but sometimes 

explicitly (see Dunham and Knauer, 1954)5 – it is perhaps Matza (1964) who 

most powerfully brings it to the center of the criminological enterprise. Mat-

za begins by attacking the then prevailing theories of crime on a number of 

points, but there is mainly only one that interests me here: 

Anywhere from 60 to 85 per cent of delinquents do not apparently become 

adult violators. Moreover, this reform seems to occur irrespective of inter-

                                                      
5 To be fully accurate, the relationship between age and crime was originally identified by 

Quetelet (1842).  
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vention of correctional agencies and irrespective of the quality of correc-

tional service … Most theories of delinquency take no account of matura-

tional reform … Why and by what process is the continuity from juvenile 

delinquency to adult crime implicit in almost all theories of delinquency 

not apparent in the world of real events? (Matza, 1964: 22) 

 

 ―Maturational reform‖, as I read it, is a way to express change in behavior 

with increasing age. This is picked up by Hirschi (1969), who, in an inter-

view with Laub (2002: xxxi), says that his now well-known formulation of 

social control theory ―was meant to explain maturational reform.‖6 This ex-

planation, of course, was the four elements of social control theory: attach-

ment, commitment, involvement and belief. As the delinquent ages, the insti-

tutions of adulthood (employment, family life, etc.) exercise their control on 

him or her, a control that eventually leads to desistance (Sampson and Laub, 

1993). For Hirschi, the maturational reform identified by Matza is, essential-

ly, the process through which people in various ways become bound to soci-

ety in the transition to adulthood, and thus desist from crime (Hirschi and 

Rudisill, 1976).  

These are only a few, but influential examples. What I want to suggest 

is only that life-course criminology should be understood not as a separate 

field but rather – for better or for worse – as a development and extension of 

criminology‘s traditional, theoretical locus. This extension mainly consists 

of systematically paying attention to the importance and meaning of the pro-

cess of aging, the different stages individuals go through, and the contingen-

cies of these stages with regards to crime and deviance. 

Scandinavian Life-Course Criminology 

Writing in 1964, Matza is an early observer of people‘s tendency to age out 

of crime, but his observation is preceded by Sveri‘s (1960). Using Swedish 

and Norwegian criminal records, Sveri finds an empirical pattern similar to 

Matza‘s, and suggests that ―most children under the influence of their ‗gang‘ 

indulge in criminal activities, but cease when they emerge from the ‗gang‘ 

age‖ (Sveri, 1960: 218). Sveri is thus aware of the transient nature of offend-

ing among those who engage in crime in adolescence: It is ―improper to 

stamp every ‗gang‘ formation as harmful, as do certain criminologists‖, he 

                                                      
6 In the vein of life-course studies, such a retrospective account needs to be read with some 

caution. If Hirschi‘s task was to explain maturational reform, it seems a bit odd to only in-

clude (male) adolescents in the study, and only rely on cross-sectional data. 
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notes on the same page. ―Group activities are a normal part of the process of 

development of the individual.‖ Some of those who engage in crime do per-

sist (although Sveri does not use that terminology) and become ―professional 

criminals‖ in adulthood (Sveri, 1960: 218).  

It is true that life-course criminology rose to fame (and controversy) 

mainly in the US and UK, but researchers in the Scandinavian countries 

made early and important contributions to the field, predominantly in a 

number of quantitative studies. Here I only go through a select number of 

them (for a review of European life-course criminological studies, see Killi-

as, Redondo, and Sarnecki, 2012; for a review of a number of more general, 

longitudinal studies in Sweden, see Janson, 2000).  

Arguably the most well-known Scandinavian life-course study is Pro-

ject Metropolitan.7 Envisioned by the Norwegian historian and sociologist 

Kaare Svalastoga, the project was originally supposed to include all Nordic 

countries. It was eventually only launched in Denmark and Sweden, and I 

focus on the findings of the latter here. The research program had an explic-

itly longitudinal approach, the main question being why some fare better in 

life than do others, with a specific focus on criminal and deviant behavior 

(Janson, 1975). Launched in 1964, Project Metropolitan includes everybody 

born in Stockholm in 1953 who were living in Stockholm during 1963 

(around 15 000 people, about 50 % being male).  

The original data collection included a range of surveys, interviews 

and tests, including surveys of every cohort member‘s family situation, soci-

oeconomic status, his or her behavior in several domains (but not juvenile 

delinquency8), attitudes, interests, and plans for the future, including work. 

For the subsequent analyses of crime, official criminal records were collect-

ed and pieced together from a variety of official sources and records, up until 

1984. The results show that between 1966 and 1984 around 20 percent of the 

cohort (predominantly men) was recorded for at least one crime. In general, 

those with criminal records came from households with weak socioeconomic 

resources, broken families and parents who used or had used drugs. Mirror-

ing the common finding in contemporary life-course criminology, that of 

both continuity and change in behavior, the vast majority of offenders never-

theless desisted after adolescence. Those who initiated their criminal offend-

                                                      
7 In the 2000s, the project was renamed The Stockholm Birth Cohort Study (Stenberg, 2013). 

In my description of Project Metropolitan I rely on Stenberg‘s recent historical review, except 

where explicitly noted. 
8 The reason behind this is found in Janson (1982: 14): ―To get the cooperation of school 

authorities and the PTA in the School Study [where the self-report study was carried out] we 

agreed not to ask about sex life and delinquency.‖  
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ing early (prior to age 19) and then continued made up around 75 percent of 

the men‘s total criminal offending. Those who persisted in crime also ran a 

clear, increased risk of having worse living conditions and being socially 

excluded in adulthood, compared to those who desisted. 

Project Metropolitan was sociologically driven. In contrast, the IDA-

program (Individual Development and Adjustment) was psychological in its 

orientation. Initiated in 1965 by psychologist David Magnusson, IDA fol-

lows a cohort of around 1 300 children, both boys and girls, born in the 

Swedish city of Örebro during the 1950s. Using an array of tests and as-

sessments to capture the children‘s childhood, they have been followed up 

through official records for 30 years since the initial study (Stattin and Mag-

nusson, 1991; Bergman and Andershed, 2009).9 Perhaps mirroring the psy-

chological basis of IDA, it was and is more concerned with the study of risk- 

and protective factors than Project Metropolitan was (e.g. Stattin, Romelsjö, 

and Stenbacka, 1997).  

Outside of Sweden, Norwegian life-course criminological studies have 

made not only important empirical contributions to the field, but also high-

lighted important methodological limitations in the influential statistical 

technique known as group-based modeling. Mainly through the works of 

Skardhamar (2010), Lyngstad and Skardhamar (2011), and Monsbakken, 

Lyngstad, and Skardhamar (2013) the predominant explanations of continui-

ty and change in crime (such as Moffitt‘s developmental taxonomy, which I 

go through in Chapter 2, and the relationship between partnership and/or 

employment and desistance) have been questioned and developed further, 

utilizing the strengths of Norwegian register data.  

Similarly, in Denmark, Kyvsgaard (1998) uses official register data to 

study a Danish cohort of men and women longitudinally and explores a vari-

ety of features of the criminal career. Due to the quality of Danish register 

data, Kyvsgaard is able to give ―a more varied picture of the criminal career 

than do most other studies‖ (Kyvsgaard, 1998: 239), and finds that it is more 

common for offenders to desist from crime than to continue it. Kyvsgaard 

also highlights the importance of aging. Although it is very common for 

young offenders to desist from crime (we know this, of course, from 

age/crime curves of prevalence), the desistance-rate ―among middle-aged 

and older offenders‖ is also very high (Kyvsgaard, 1998: 237). In line with 

                                                      
9 Some of these studies include only males, others both males and females. The methodologi-

cal person-centered approach IDA outlined and used in their analysis (see Magnusson and 

Bergman, 1990), was later taken up by Sampson and Laub and formed the basis of their anal-

ysis of the Glueck data (see Sampson and Laub, 1993: 204). 
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Savolainen (2009), who studies the connection between employment and 

desistance longitudinally among males in Finland, Kyvsgaard finds that 

there is a clear relationship between employment and desistance: fewer of-

fenders without jobs desist, compared to those who are working, and those 

offenders who do not belong to the work force at all has the lowest de-

sistance rate. 

To me, this brief review of Scandinavian life-course criminological 

studies suggests two things of interest. First, the findings are consistent with 

those that emerge from US- or UK-based studies on criminal careers. This is 

interesting, considering the relatively different structural conditions within 

which the lives of the samples unfolded. Unlike such regions as the US and 

UK, the Nordic welfare state is based on five core elements (Lappi-Seppälä 

and Tonry, 2011: 4) with emphases on ―maximizing labor force participa-

tion, promoting gender equality, maintaining egalitarian and generous bene-

fit levels, redistributing income on a large scale, and using an expansionary 

fiscal policy liberally‖, all of which take place within a controlled capitalist 

market economy. Historically, this welfare policy has encompassed social 

security, social services, education, training, employment, health, and hous-

ing. This ideology also includes the ―penal exceptionalism‖ in the fields of 

crime and prison policy (Pratt and Eriksson, 2013). Despite these structural 

differences, there is a considerable overlap in a variety of findings, such as 

the importance of specific risk factors (delinquent peers, and family- and 

school-based risk factors, among others), and processes of persistence and 

desistance. 

Second, just as in the US and UK, Scandinavian life-course criminol-

ogy has been predominantly quantitative in its methodological orientation 

(although a few exceptions exist, e.g. Hammersvik, 2010). Part of the reason 

for this imbalance – and perhaps also part of the explanation for the promi-

nence of Scandinavian life-course criminology – may be due to the some-

what unique features of the Nordic countries when it comes to registers, the 

data various agencies collect on people, and how that data is structured. 

They seem particularly suitable for life-course inquiries. Registers usually 

cover the whole population, or a sub-set of that population relevant for the 

specific register. In a majority of registers, the same unique identifier for 

each resident individual makes up the core of the system and, using that 

identifier, the researcher can connect various registers – recorded crime, 

education, employment, housing, etc. – to each other and trace the individual 

back in time, since register data by nature are longitudinal (Lyngstad and 

Skardhamar, 2011).  
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A potential problem with register data is not only that what is collect-

ed in official registers reflects the intentions and concerns of the collector 

(i.e. governmental agencies), but also that researchers may tend to only ask 

questions that register data can answer. Lyngstad and Skardhamar (2011: 

641) argue that this has ―not yet been a major problem for Nordic crimino-

logical research‖ in general and find part of the reason for this in the histori-

cally more critical tradition of Scandinavian criminology (e.g. Christie, 

1997) where qualitative studies are and have been more prominent. This may 

be an accurate assessment of Scandinavian criminology in general, but when 

it comes to criminal career studies they have mainly been quantitatively 

driven. There is thus a space in the Scandinavian research field of criminal 

careers, for studies that adopt qualitative methodology to explore continui-

ties and changes in criminal careers. In this dissertation, Papers II, III, and 

IV are purely qualitative, whereas the first paper adopts a mixed method 

approach. 

A Life-Course Perspective 

The field of life-course criminology includes partly different and competing 

perspectives, and I go through these in the next chapter. The perspectives 

nevertheless tend to share a number of central ideas. 

Hughes (1984: 124) notes that the lives of people in a society tend to 

unfold in ―a certain order‖, an order that to some extent is ―institutional-

ized‖. In one sense, then, the life course can be understood as a form of 

Durkheimian social fact (Durkheim, 1895/1982). Social facts are ways of 

feeling, acting, and thinking that are external to us as individuals, and exer-

cise a coercive force upon us.  

When we view it as a social fact, we see the normative character of the 

life course: how individuals in a given society at a given time live their lives 

is, to a certain extent, pre-structured with expectations from dominant insti-

tutions influencing us. In other words: the life course is structured by expec-

tations concerning what stages people should go through, and when: educa-

tion in adolescence; moving out of the family home at the end of adoles-

cence; starting higher education and/or entering the labor market in early 

adulthood; finding more stable employment and (monogamous) relationship- 

and family formation in adulthood; retirement in late adulthood, and so on. 

The life course thus often refers to a ―sequence of culturally defined age-
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graded roles and social transitions that are enacted over time‖ (Caspi, Elder, 

and Herbener, 1990: 15).  

―Age-graded‖ is important here. It means, plainly, that the roles we 

enter and the events that happen to us in life tend to occur in quite predicta-

ble ways. This does not mean that there is not any room for variation, only 

that what happens to us tends to happen to other people too, and at roughly 

the same age. We should, further, not expect transitions to be simple and 

straightforward. 

The timing of any particular transition in our complex society is rarely a 

simple reflection of an age norm, but is rather the cumulative outcome of 

the allocational needs of the society (the whole set of roles available and 

their age-related definitions), the time required for adequate socialization 

for the performance of these roles, and individual volition. (Modell, Furst-

enberg Jr., and Hershberg, 1976: 9) 

 

As I show in Papers I—IV, life-course transitions – including desistance 

from crime – can entail a process of great complexity. Normative expecta-

tions about how a life is supposed to unfold, we must remember, are ground-

ed in a specific segment of society – the law-abiding, male, white, hetero-

sexual middle class – but individuals outside of that segment are also em-

bedded in this structure. They can also be expected to struggle more, since 

how individuals experience social structures and social institutions, as well 

as their ability to make transitions into and between them, are contingent on 

their past and present ―location in social structures of inequality, based on 

class, race, gender and other social statuses‖ (Berger and Quinney, 2005: 

167).  

Two central concepts are embedded within the notion of the life 

course: trajectories and transitions (Elder, 1998). A trajectory is ―a pathway 

or line of development over the life span‖, such as education, work, or crim-

inal behavior (Sampson and Laub, 1993: 8). Transitions, in turn, are life 

events and processes, such as one‘s high school or college graduation, first 

job, or first marriage. They are embedded within trajectories and tend to 

mark the exit from one social role (e.g. ―student‖) and the entry to another 

(such as ―worker‖). Transitions are thus not single events, but social pro-

cesses. Since trajectories and transitions tend to unfold in a normative pat-

tern, one‘s biography is tied to the social structure of society. There are cer-

tain features of life that are natural – i.e. we are born, we age, and we die – 

but how our lives are constructed along that path is contingent on specific 

forms of social organization.  
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Living along the life course in an ―orderly fashion‖ is often rewarded 

in various ways (Hogan, 1978: 575). For example, not too long ago Sweden 

had a tax system that economically favored (heterosexual) marriage. Prior to 

1971 a couple, if married, was taxed as a couple and not individually. Simi-

larly, earnings-related old-age pensions, Leisering notes (2003: 212), ―put a 

premium on ‗normal life courses‘ based on a full employment history‖. In 

the words of Hirschi (1969: 163),  

In the ideal case, the adolescent simultaneously completes his education, 

begins his occupational career, and acquires adult status. He is thus con-

tinuously bound to conformity by participation in a conventional game.  

 

Given this normative structuring of the life course, how is variation possi-

ble? Here, the important but dubious concept of human agency must be in-

troduced (Shanahan and MacMillan, 2008: 250ff). In one way, agency en-

tails ―attempts to exert influence to shape one‘s life trajectory‖ (Hitlin and 

Elder, 2007: 183). In other words, we act with intent, based on our past ex-

periences and striving toward the future. This does not mean that every act is 

based on reflection and rational decision-making; on the contrary, many 

things we do are the result of habit and routine (Weber, 1978: 21f).  

During the last 15 years or so, the notion of human agency, conceived 

of in one way or another, has been deeply influential to life-course criminol-

ogy and studies on desistance from crime (to mention just a few, see Paper I, 

III, IV; Bottoms, 2006; Laub and Sampson, 2003; LeBel et al., 2008; King, 

2014; Vaughan, 2007). Despite this, ―usage of the term in a desistance con-

text remains somewhat vague‖ (King, 2014: 49).  

There is a tendency, Matsueda (2006: 90) argues, to treat agency as a 

form of residual category which the researcher utilizes when a behavior can-

not be explained by the common, sociological determinants. A more satisfy-

ing way to proceed would be to conceive of agency in a way that arises from 

within a more general theoretical framework of explaining crime and the life 

course. It is important to not only consider agency as individual choice; such 

conceptualizations ignore the fact that there are powerful, social forces that 

impact on – and may in fact even structure – an individual‘s choices. In other 

words, stressing the importance of human agency for understanding the life 

course does not imply that the individual‘s will is ―free‖. Few criminologists 

have made this argument more strongly than Matza: 

To recognize and appreciate the meaning of being willing is by no means 

to assert the existence of a free will. Indeed, it is the very opposite. The 
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logic of one‘s past, the human agencies in one‘s situation are certainly re-

al. They are grounding for the conduct of will … Will is the conscious 

foreshadowing of specific intention capable of being acted on or not. It is 

a sense of option that must be rendered in context. But to put will in its 

place is not to imprison it. Will need not be untrammeled, abstracted or 

―free‖, nor need behavior be determined, preordained or predictable. 

(Matza, 1969: 116) 

 

Social and personal worlds are thus interconnected, and agency is contingent 

on social structure (that is, a web of durable social organizations and social 

institutions that exercise a coercive, normative force upon its members). My 

conception of agency is a thoroughly social one (Emirbayer and Mische, 

1998; Matsueda, 2006). As people age and move along the life course and its 

various social institutions, their motivations change and this is reflected in 

the content of their human agency. But conversely, people‘s human agency 

can influence their movement between social institutions and places in social 

structure (which can, in turn, be reproduced and/or changed through individ-

uals‘ agency; social structures are thus not static or constant). So, for exam-

ple, conventional motivation can produce conventional behavior, but the 

reverse is also possible, as conventional behavior can produce conventional 

motivation (see Becker, 1960). Following King (2014: 178), as individuals 

move through social contexts, they ―continually assess‖ these ―in relation to 

their goals and this may lead to a re-evaluation of these‖. Contexts and life-

course stages come with different social roles and resources, and these ac-

tively contribute to producing different forms of agency from individuals. 

The basic insight to be drawn from this brief description of the life-

course perspective is that if we want to understand how and why people 

engage in crime, how and why they continue once they have started, and 

how and why they stop, we need to turn our attention to the social context 

within which their lives unfold, how written and unwritten norms and regu-

lations inform those lives, and how people actively position themselves in 

relation to this context.  

The Aim of this Dissertation 

As stated in the beginning, the main aim of this dissertation is to explore and 

analyze processes that surround and help shape continuities and changes in 

criminal careers. That is, my aim is to contribute to an understanding of how 
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(and why) offenders continue their criminal careers once they have started, 

and how (and why) they stop. 

To explore this question, I study a number of facets of the criminal ca-

reer: the importance and dynamics of childhood risk factors (Paper I), the 

notions of turning points (Paper II) and intermittency (Paper III), and the 

connection between masculinities and criminal careers (Paper IV). Aside 

from the final paper, these facets are not unknown ground; on the contrary, 

they are relatively well explored in contemporary criminal career research, 

particularly through the use of quantitative methodology. While register-

based studies have contributed greatly to our knowledge, some forms of 

qualitative method may help us to further explore, understand, and explain 

the empirical social world within which people develop, continue, and cease 

criminal careers.10 What a detailed, context-sensitive qualitative approach 

loses in breadth, it gains in its depth and attention to the nature of social life, 

along with its contingencies and complexities (Blumer, 1969). This disserta-

tion primarily consists of such studies, and my aim is to qualitatively high-

light a number of topics that are important for our understanding of criminal 

careers.  

A person who engages in crime starts to do so, persists for a length of 

time, and then desists. The first paper includes these three stages. In the re-

maining three, qualitative papers my analysis begins at the stage where the 

person has initiated his11 criminal career and continued to regularly commit 

crimes for some time, past the age of 20. It is thus from there – in the transi-

tion from adolescence and forward – I start my qualitative analysis of conti-

nuity and change in criminal behavior over time. 

In the next chapter I review and discuss the dominant theoretical ex-

planations of continuity and change in criminal careers, including the main 

empirical findings of the field. 

 

 
  

                                                      
10 Even fewer adopt a mixed method approach and combine quantitative and qualitative data. 

To my knowledge only one such Scandinavian study exists (The Stockholm Life Course 

Project). 
11 The papers in this dissertation are based on males only, but the SLCP also includes women 

(see Begler et al., 2011; Kristensson, 2011). 
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2. Explaining Continuities and Changes in 
Criminal Careers 

Explaining continuity and change in criminal behavior within people over 

time is and has been the main task of life-course criminology. In an attempt 

at reviewing these explanations, it is instructive to begin with Becker‘s 

(1963) distinction between simultaneous and sequential models of deviance. 

The latter is of particular interest here. With very few exceptions, life-course 

criminological explanations are implicitly or explicitly based on the second 

of these two models.  

The first, a simultaneous model, is one that ―assumes … that all the 

factors which operate to produce the phenomenon under study operate sim-

ultaneously‖ (Becker, 1963: 22). The main task is to discover which variable 

or process that best ―predicts‖ the behavior we study. ―But‖, Becker contin-

ues,  

all causes do not operate at the same time, and we need a model which 

takes into account the fact that patterns of behavior develop in orderly se-

quence … Each step requires explanation, and what may operate as a 

cause at one step in the sequence may be of negligible importance at an-

other step. (Becker, 1963: 23, emphasis in original) 

 

Thus, taking the example of becoming a marihuana user, Becker argues that 

one set of factors or processes are necessary for learning the technique of 

marihuana smoking, another set emerges as necessary when it comes to 

learning to perceive the effects of smoking, and yet another set of factors and 

processes are necessary for the smoker to learn to enjoy the effects. The 

three steps unfold sequentially and each step is dependent on the one that 

precedes it.  

This, a sequential model, is a basic tenet of life-course criminology. It 

does not suggest that there must be different explanations for different steps 

of the criminal career, but only that we allow for the possibility that that 

might be the case. In the following pages I review the dominant explanations 

of continuities and changes in criminal careers with this as my basis. I dis-
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tinguish them according to two very broad themes: static and dynamic theo-

ries of crime. This dissertation is based on a dynamic view of the life course 

and criminal offending, but there are several aspects of static theories that 

are compatible with a dynamic view, and which I make use of. I therefore 

outline them below.12 

Static Theories 

Static theories of crime and the life course are sometimes referred to as theo-

ries of population heterogeneity (Nagin and Paternoster, 2000). This concept 

aims to capture an allegedly empirical phenomena; that people‘s propensity 

to engage in crime differ within a given population. Simply put, some indi-

viduals more than others are prone to do crime. Human development, more-

over, is seen as a normative process of ―maturational unfolding‖ so that be-

havior tends to emerge in the same sequence and at the same age for the vast 

majority of individuals (note that this is mainly a social process, although 

biological factors are part of it, see Dannefer, 1984: 103). Such theories of 

crime tend to share at least three features. 

First, the basic causes of criminal behavior (including changes in 

criminal offending over time) are found at the individual level of features, 

traits, and endowments, all established early in life. These features differ 

between individuals so, for example, for Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990) 

some people develop low self-control, while others develop high. Those with 

low self-control are then more prone to offending and this propensity will be 

stable over time. Second, these features result in inter-individual stability in 

behavior, so that people who have a higher level of offending in adolescence 

are also expected to have a higher level of offending in adulthood. Third, 

changes in within-individual offending over time are products of normative 

changes that occur as people age.  

                                                      
12 The distinction is not to be understood literally, but more as a guideline, suggesting that 

theories differ and imply different implications. As Piquero, Farrington, and Blumstein (2007) 

argue, the content, shapes and pathways the criminal career takes in any given case is likely a 

result of both static and dynamic processes. In a similar vein, Cernkovich and Giordano 

(2001: 404) note that although ―the two models stress different causal mechanisms, the pro-

cesses central to the latent trait and life-course perspectives are certainly not incompatible 

with one another‖. 



 29 

Two of the most prominent theories here are the theories of Gottfred-

son and Hirschi (1990) and Moffitt (1993).13 For my purposes, a brief review 

of these two is sufficient.  

For Gottfredson and Hirschi, self-control is the single factor that 

makes crime and deviance possible. It is a trait established prior to age 8 in 

life, and then stable throughout life. The origin of our self-control comes 

from early family experiences and the way we are brought up. People who 

have low self-control tend to be ―impulsive, insensitive, physical (as op-

posed to mental), risk-taking, short-sighted, and non-verbal‖ (Gottfredson 

and Hirschi, 1990: 90f). When combined with appropriate opportunities and 

attractive targets, low self-control leads to crime. Crucial for Gottfredson 

and Hirschi is the age/crime curve, which shows that the overall pattern of 

offending is universal: a steep rise in adolescence, followed by a powerful 

decline toward and through adulthood (but see Loeber, 2012). People with 

low self-control will initiate their criminal career earlier and end it later, but 

they will follow the same overall pattern that people with higher self-control 

will do.  

Desistance is thus nothing but maturational reform, and ―maturational 

reform is just that, change in behavior that comes with maturation‖ (Gott-

fredson and Hirschi, 1990: 136). Offenders simply ―age out‖ of crime. Since 

socialization does not end in adolescence but continues through life, Gott-

fredson and Hirschi reach the conclusion that ―the proportion of the popula-

tion in the potential offender pool should tend to decline as cohorts age‖ 

(Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990: 107). ―Developmental‖ variables, such as 

relationship formation, employment, and association with delinquent peers, 

exert no causal influences on criminal behavior and the timing of desistance; 

instead, age is the fundamental factor and all others merely ―spurious‖ 

(Thornberry et al., 2012: 53).  

Moffitt‘s (1993) explanation of crime and the life course is similar to 

self-control theory in several respects but differs in one crucial way. While 

self-control is distributed on a continuous scale, Moffitt presents an offender 

dichotomy, or dual taxonomy: life-course persistent offenders, and adoles-

cence-limited offenders.  

Essentially, she distinguishes between two distinctly different types of 

offenders. The first group, which is numerically small, has an early onset of 

problem behaviors and criminal offending, where the causal factors can be 

found in the interplay between individual traits – neuropsychological prob-

                                                      
13 Other theories include those of Glueck and Glueck (1950), Mednick (1977), and Wilson 

and Herrnstein (1985).  
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lems – and ineffective parenting styles. These problems give rise to, basical-

ly, the same problems as generated by low self-control, and these offenders 

will engage in ―antisocial‖ behavior pretty much across the whole life 

course, where crime is one such behavior.  

The other offender group, by contrast, has an onset of offending in ad-

olescence and then a criminal career that ceases in the transition to adult-

hood. The cause of offending here is purely social and arises in interaction 

with others. Moffitt notes that at a certain stage in the life course (adoles-

cence), for boys, delinquency becomes a social behavior that allows access 

to mature status, with consequent power and privilege. This is a crucial life-

course theoretical theme, because in the transition to adulthood something 

happens: criminal behavior is no longer a source of status, Moffitt argues.14 

On the contrary, criminal behavior is not compatible with the adult role, and 

without the ―life-long history of antisocial behavior, the forces of cumulative 

continuity have had fewer years in which to gather the momentum of a 

downhill snowball‖ (Moffitt, 1993: 690). Thus, they desist from crime.  

The empirical support for these theories is ―somewhat mixed‖ 

(Thornberry et al., 2012: 57). On the one hand, as demonstrated by Paternos-

ter, Brame, and Farrington (2001) among many others, individual differ-

ences do seem to matter. On the other hand, there is ―little empirical sup-

port‖ for the core notion of relative stability over time (Thornberry et al., 

2012: 57). Further, these theories both assume that if we can accurately 

measure the causal factors, such as low self-control, predicting future pat-

terns of offending would be possible. This has been one of the core ration-

ales for risk factor research. Critics have argued that this view is not ground-

ed in social reality (Sampson and Laub, 2005). The social reality of offend-

ers‘ lives is too complex, too contingent, and too dependent on mere coinci-

dences, to be captured this way. This does not mean that social reality is 

incomprehensible, but to understand processes of persistence and desistance 

from crime, we must follow individuals through the transition to adulthood 

and beyond, and I discuss this in the next section. 

There are, nevertheless, several important notions in these theories I 

wish to highlight before moving on, as they are important for this disserta-

tion. The first one comes from Gottfredson and Hirschi, and it concerns the 

basic process of aging, and its normative features. Here, I do not refer to age 

                                                      
14 The same changing meaning of criminal behavior is presumably true of life-course persist-

ers too, as there is no reason to believe that they are different in this regard (see Skardhamar, 

2010). The difference is that the life-course persistent offender cannot escape the downward 

spiral s/he is in. 
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as a biological process but the social meaning of age, and the social roles 

associated with it. As I outlined in the first chapter, the life course is to a 

considerable extent socially pre-structured according to age, and it must be 

taken into account when we wish to understand criminal careers. For age to 

be a meaningful explanation of social behavior, we must study the processes 

associated with it, and as the reader might have noticed, here my position 

differs from Gottfredson and Hirschi‘s. As I describe later, this basic insight 

is crucial if we are to comprehend, among other things, the importance of 

masculinities for processes of persistence and desistance.  

In conjunction with this, I take from Moffitt the observation that the 

meaning of criminal offending changes as people age. In acknowledging 

this, I mean simply that criminal behavior may mean one thing (status and 

inclusion) in adolescence, but a very different thing (stigma and exclusion) 

in adulthood. These meanings are intimately tied to the stages of the life 

course, the role transitions people go through, and the social expectations 

and norms that surround these stages and transitions.  

Dynamic Theories 

Dynamic theories of crime and the life course assume that human behavior is 

never set or established. Our present can never be reduced to early traits or 

endowments, although they may be important facets of it. The self is not 

static ―but rather changes as those we interact with change, either by being 

replaced by others or by themselves acting differently, presumably in re-

sponse to still other changes in those they interact with‖ (Becker, 1970: 292). 

The self is thus processual and always in a stage of becoming (which is not 

to say that there is no continuity). While early experiences may be important, 

the primary explanation for continuity and change in criminal offending is to 

be found in the changing social situations and circumstances people encoun-

ter as they move along the life course. Here, I discuss two theories of im-

portance for this dissertation: the age-graded theory of informal control 

(Sampson and Laub, 1993; Laub and Sampson, 2003) and the theory of cog-

nitive transformation (Giordano, Cernkovich, and Rudolph, 2002). 

Sampson and Laub develop their theory in two works. The first out-

lines the core of the theory – essentially, a life-course version of Hirschi‘s 

(1969) control theory – while the second incorporates elements of routine 

activity theory, and the life-course concept of human agency. For Sampson 

and Laub (1993), the basic cause of criminal offending is the same for all 
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offenders, namely, weak social control in the areas of family and school, and 

association with delinquent peers. Structural factors (such as class) and indi-

vidual factors (such as conduct disorder or low self-control) are not irrele-

vant, but mediated through the institutions of school and family.  

In order to account for persistence in crime, Sampson and Laub (1997) 

outline a theory of cumulative disadvantage. Early life problems and circum-

stances (such as juvenile delinquency) tend to ―knife off‖ future life chances 

and possibilities, thus limiting access to conventional arenas. Here, a key 

element is the notion of labeling, where official arrest and incarceration rec-

ords have long-term consequences for the individual. It weakens already 

weak social bonds to conventional society, increases one‘s ties to criminally 

active peers, and contributes to further social exclusion (Bernburg and 

Krohn, 2003). The frequent running of criminal background checks when 

applying for a job is one example of this (Backman, 2012; Blumstein and 

Nakamura, 2009). Importantly, they all contribute to the labeling process 

outlined by Becker (1963: 31):  

One of the most crucial steps in the process of building a stable pattern of 

deviant behavior is likely to be the experience of being caught and public-

ly labeled as a deviant … Whether a person takes this step or not depends 

not so much on what he does as on what other people do[.]  

 

Nevertheless, the absolute majority of all offenders eventually desist from 

crime. ―Changes that strengthen social bonds to society in adulthood‖, they 

note, ―will lead to less crime and deviance‖ (Sampson and Laub, 1993: 21). 

This process is facilitated by the presence of potential ―turning points‖ in the 

offenders‘ lives. These turning points – military service, employment, mar-

riage, and others – have the potential to make the offender (1) ―knife off‖ the 

past from the present, (2) invest in new relationships that foster social sup-

port and growth, (3) be under direct and/or indirect supervision and control, 

(4) engage in routine activities centered more around conventional life 

and/or (5) perform an identity transformation. This is a crucial part of the 

theory, and I will go through it in greater detail in the next chapter. The 

strengthening of social bonds ―increase social capital and investment in so-

cial relations and institutions‖ (Sampson and Laub, 1993: 21). Moreover, the 

quality, duration, and strength of the social bond are especially important 

features of those ties. 

In their study, Giordano, Cernkovich, and Rudolph (2002) take 

Sampson and Laub‘s original theory as a point of departure and develop it in 

important ways. The problem with the theory, they argue, is that the initial 
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move toward a conventional life is not accounted for, but rather attributed to 

chance or luck (see, for example, Laub, Nagin, and Sampson, 1998). 

Giordano and her colleagues direct attention to the cognitive shifts they see 

as preceding, accompanying, and following desistance from crime. Their 

main point is that offenders tend to vary in their ―openness‖ to change and 

their receptivity to certain catalysts, or ―hooks for change‖, such as higher 

education, employment, or relationship formation. These ―hooks‖ are im-

portant not only as sources of social control but also because they provide 

blueprints for how to maintain one‘s change and be able to replace one‘s 

former self with a new one (Maruna, 2001).  

In their later work, Laub and Sampson (2003) revise their theory on 

several points, but the core of the theory is mainly the same. In particular, 

they answer to Giordano, Cernkovich, and Rudolph (2002) and stress the 

importance of human agency. They term it the ―missing link‖ in persistence 

and desistance (Laub and Sampson, 2003: 141). Offenders, they note, are 

―active participants in constructing their lives‖ within the constraints of 

structure and context (Laub and Sampson, 2003: 281). When it comes to 

desistance, especially, human agency is an important theoretical concept 

(Bottoms, 2006). A subjective reconstruction of the self is likely at times of 

life-course transitions.  

Importantly, cognitive transformations do not derive from ―individual-

istic mental processes‖ (Giordano, Schroeder, and Cernkovich, 2007: 1607). 

On the contrary, the catalysts for these changes are those social experiences 

that ―foster new definitions of the situation … and a blueprint for how to 

succeed as a changed individual‖ (ibid.). In a similar way, as people move 

along the life course, they gradually become invested in social institutions 

and they may find that these gradual changes make certain lines of behavior, 

such as criminal offending, impossible (see also Goffman, 1959). I return to 

this discussion in Chapter 7, in light of the dissertation‘s findings. 

In a thorough review, Thornberry et al. (2012: 62) summarize the em-

pirical support for these theories and note that overall, ―the weight of the 

evidence from these studies is consistent with the basic expectations of dy-

namic theories of crime‖. For example, the crucial elements of relationship- 

and family formation, employment, and the development of a human agency 

committed to desistance, have been demonstrated in numerous studies (see 

Bersani, Laub, and Nieuwbeerta, 2009; Blokland and Nieuwbeerta, 2005; 

King, 2014; Laub, Nagin, and Sampson, 1998; Maruna, 2004; Monsbakken, 

Lyngstad and Skardhamar, 2013; Savolainen, 2009; Uggen, 2000; Uggen 

and Wakefield, 2008). That being said, individual differences are still rele-
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vant for an understanding of these processes, but they alone cannot provide a 

sufficient explanation of criminal careers (Nagin and Paternoster, 2000).  

A Basic Theoretical Outline 

Having described the two big strands of theoretical thought in life-course 

criminology, let me briefly outline the basic theoretical position I take in this 

dissertation.  

People engage in social action, resulting in a social reality. That is, in 

interaction with others we construct a meaningful world of everyday life 

(Berger and Luckman, 1966). As such, human behavior in general and crim-

inal behavior in particular has an indeterminant, contingent quality, where 

lines of action may be initiated or terminated, abandoned or postponed, and 

if they have been initiated and begun they may be transformed (Blumer, 

1969). The assumption that social action is so contingent does not mean that 

there are not strong institutional and situational conditions that can powerful-

ly affect and inform the self; there are (Becker, 1963; Goffman, 1961). That 

is, even though individuals play an active role in constructing themselves in 

and through social interaction, they tend to be constrained to do this in ways 

that are ―socially supported in the context of a given status hierarchy‖ (Bra-

naman, 1997: xlvi). Whether an action is ―socially supported‖ or not is con-

tingent on a range of factors, including age, gender, and class (see Paper IV). 

In any given society, the phenomenon of crime is the result of numer-

ous actors, some more powerful than others: legislators who state the crimi-

nal law; the criminal justice system and its associated agencies that detect 

and enforce infractions of those laws; the people who consciously or not 

break those laws for various reasons, or are perceived by others as doing so; 

the media which portray crime, victims and criminal offenders a certain way; 

and so on. Crime is thus a form of collective action (Becker 1973). This dis-

sertation only focuses on one of those actors: the offenders, and their lived 

experiences. The reader should have in mind that their life histories take 

place and unfold within this larger complex (see Quinney, 1970).  

I have already mentioned that my main position when it comes to 

criminal careers, using the terminology I have applied above, is a dynamic 

one. By this I mean that ―any specific act of the individual becomes compre-

hensible only in the light of its relation to … past experiences‖ (Shaw, 1930: 

13) and the individual projecting him– or herself into the future. Lines of 

action (or absence of action) ―can influence, in a dialectical fashion, the very 
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forces or contingencies that condition later choices‖ (Ulmer and Spencer, 

1999: 109).  

The normative features of the life course, its dominant institutions and 

the transitions between them that occur along the aging process, the process-

es of social control, and human agency all need to be considered as different 

facets in an understanding of criminal careers. Furthermore, their meanings 

need to be sought through the experiences of the offenders themselves (Gadd 

and Farrall, 2004). If we want to understand processes of continuity and 

change in criminal behavior within people over time, as I see it, this is a 

useful point of departure.  

It seems to me equally useful to consider a criminal career as some-

thing people do, not something people ―have‖ or ―are‖ (although engaging in 

criminal actions may directly and/or indirectly influence one‘s identity and 

self in important ways). Here I am inclined to agree with Shanahan and 

MacMillan (2008), who argue that a sociological eye on the life course 

should start by observing how people act, and what features of society con-

tribute in making them act in that way rather than others (in this dissertation, 

I should add, I am mostly concerned with how people say that they act). This 

conception of crime and criminal careers allows us to side-step such (some-

what unnecessarily complicated) distinctions as those between crime and 

criminality (e.g. Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990), or between why people 

become offenders and why they commit offences (Farrington, 2005). In-

stead, we focus on what people do and how what people do is based on past 

experiences and, in turn, influences their future pathways and trajectories in 

various spheres of life. My argument here echoes that of Sampson, who 

notes that ―social processes should be at the heart of sociological inquiry‖ 

and that we, to approach the major questions in the study of crime, adopt a 

―renewed focus on the unfolding of social action, process, and change‖ with-

in individuals over time (Sampson, 2000: 713).  

The focus on criminal careers as social action goes hand in hand with 

the focus on the normative features of the life course and its associated stag-

es, roles, and transitions within which those social actions unfold. In this 

dissertation I primarily highlight this in the last two papers. Despite the 

changes in age-norms that have taken place in many Western countries dur-

ing the past decades, it is still the case, as Settersten (2003: 84) notes regard-

ing ―alternative‖ life-course pathways, that when individuals ―choose cours-

es that are not widely shared by others and not reinforced by organizations, 

institutions, and social policies, individuals may lose important sources of 

informal and formal support along the way‖. This theme is prominent in the 
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qualitative papers, both when it comes to the Clientele men (Paper III) and 

the §12 Youth (Paper IV). 

That is, alternative pathways are possible to take, but it may come at a 

cost. Any sociology of criminal careers needs to highlight this coercive ele-

ment of the social structure, because – at least to the extent that we deal with 

―common-law crimes‖ – the people we study are often positioned in strata 

where resources are weaker and, consequently, living up to the normative 

expectations of the life course can prove to be more difficult (e.g. Nilsson, 

Bäckman, and Estrada, 2013). The consequences of this ―strain‖ can con-

tribute to persistence in crime, social exclusion, and (further) marginalization 

from the institutional fabric of society.  

In several regards, then, my position differs from that of a theorist 

whose perspective on crime and the life course is static. The stability postu-

late seems to have little empirical support, and it is a core postulate of that 

view. Moreover, the conception of the self as the result of early life experi-

ences goes in line with the sort of stimulus-response model of human behav-

ior that Blumer (1969) showed to be problematic in several regards, particu-

larly because it does not take interaction seriously as an explanatory mecha-

nism and process. In contrast, the dynamic view tends to suffer from the 

absence of attention to structure. A sociological analysis of criminal careers 

demands that we pay attention to the intersection of biography and structure, 

which includes the dimension of social stratification. Through this intersec-

tion, everyday social reality emerges, along with its constraints and possibili-

ties for action. 

In the next chapter I move on to discuss the more specific issues my 

papers deal with; issues that are deeply situated within the field I have out-

lined in this and the previous chapter.  
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3. Issues in Life-Course Criminology 

The papers on risk and risk factors, turning points, intermittency, and mascu-

linity all have in common the attempt to understand and explain continuity 

and change in criminal careers, and it is this common theme that has been 

my general guideline for the dissertation as a whole. In this chapter I discuss 

the first three, beginning with risk factors. I also devote some attention to 

desistance here, since this is an important theme that runs through all four 

papers. The next chapter deals with masculinities, seeing as the connection 

between masculinities and criminal careers – with some exceptions – is yet 

to be made. 

Risk and Risk Factors 

In the first paper, Sivertsson and I conduct an analysis of the relationship 

between risk factors and long-term outcomes in criminal careers. For Case 

and Haines (2009), the rise of risk factor research is part of the more general 

rise of a ―risk society‖ and a ―new penology‖ (Feeley and Simon, 1992). 

Today, it occupies a central position in much research on criminal careers. 

Farrington (2003), for example, considers the study of risk factors as a part 

of not only risk factor research, but also developmental criminology and life-

course criminology. 

It is generally agreed that early risk factors influence the character of 

the subsequent criminal career, where those who score high are likely to 

have an earlier onset of offending (Stattin and Magnusson 1995) and a long-

er criminal career characterized by more frequent and serious offending than 

those who score low (Piquero, Farrington, and Blumstein 2007). Loeber, 

Burke and Pardini (2009: 293) define risk factors as ―events or conditions 

that are associated with an increased probability of disruptive or delinquent 

behavior‖. These events or conditions can operate at different levels – the 

individual, family, or social – and a range of risk factors have been found to 

correlate with future criminal offending in previous studies (Murray and 

Farrington, 2010).  
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It is important to note that at its most basic level, a risk factor can be 

understood as a factorized measure of an individual or social circumstance. 

This factorization is made possible through a certain process of data collec-

tion, and the factor can then be shown to be statistically related to criminal 

offending (Case and Haines 2009). The process of factorization is important, 

for it highlights the risk factor as a construct. This process may be highly 

complex (e.g. involving, for example, a diagnosis based on DSM-V), but the 

consequence is the same: some aspect of social life is turned into a number, 

which turns into values on a variable, or a value on an indexed set of varia-

bles.15 While the observed differences between two scores on the variable 

might be substantial and mirror actual differences in social reality, it is im-

portant to note that risk factors still are scientific constructs, and dependent 

on which questions are asked and which are not (Kemshall, Marsland, and 

Boeck, 2006). 

Two more aspects of risk factors need to be discussed: aside from be-

ing predictive of offending, risk factors also tend to come in clusters and be 

cumulative. First of all, social arrangements mesh together. That is, problems 

in one sphere of life, such as the family, tend to be accompanied by prob-

lems in other spheres, such as the school. Further, they tend to be cumulative 

(a higher risk for criminal offending occurs when a constellation of risk fac-

tors are present). To capture its different dimensions and, crucially, to in-

crease the precision of prospective identifications, risk is often assessed by 

indexing a set of factors.  

A large part of those prospectively identified to commit crimes in the 

future will in fact not do so (false positives), while of those predicted to not 

offend in the future, a portion will actually do so (false negatives). West 

(1982), the founder of the Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development, 

acknowledges that less than 50 percent of those who had a combination of 

three of the five early risk factors he observed in the study actually did en-

gage in crime in later life. Stattin, Romelsjö and Stenbacka (1997) found a 

nearly identical result: almost 46 percent of those categorized as high-risk 

had no recorded offending at the age of 18. Similar results are found in the 

majority of studies on risk factors and offending (Lipsey and Derzon 1998; 

Spanjaard et al., 2012; White et al. 1990). As they go through the transition 

                                                      
15  I should note that this is not a rejection of the approach, but an important cautionary re-

minder. Burgess makes a similar point early in the history of American sociology: ‖How can 

the so-called intangible facts of life, its qualitative aspects, be apprehended by … an instru-

ment as statistics? What figures will measure the degree of affection between husband and 

wife, or the nature and intensity of a father‘s pride in his children, or qualities of personality 

like charm, loyalty, and leadership?‖ (Burgess, 1927: 111f; see also Blumer, 1956). 
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to adulthood, the majority of juvenile delinquents engage in conventional 

practices (such as work and family formation), and tend to age out of crime 

(Sampson and Laub 2005). The contingencies of the life course beyond ado-

lescence thus make prospective identifications of offenders based on early 

risk factors problematic. This does not mean that early circumstances do not 

matter at all, only that what happens later in life also matters.  

Similarly, there is the issue of false negatives. In the same publication 

as cited above, West (1982: 30, my emphasis) continues: ―A majority of the 

juvenile delinquents, 53 in fact, did not belong to the high-risk group and 

would not have been predicted.‖ The nature of the social world is most likely 

too complex for perfect prospective identification to occur, but considering 

the impact of risk factor research on the strategy and design of criminal poli-

cies (such as selective incapacitation, early interventions, etc.) these limita-

tions deserve to be mentioned.  

However, a majority of studies are limited by the lack of data that is 

supposed to account for future offending. A large number of risk factors are 

presumed to be operating at different levels and few studies are based on 

data that can account for all of them (Murray and Farrington 2010). Thus, 

when risk factor research has been criticized for its errors, the reply from 

some advocates has often been that with access to more qualified measures 

of risk, prospective identifications would be more adequate and the preven-

tion paradox less of an issue (see Case and Haines, 2009 for a discussion of 

this).  

Additionally, when it comes to the outcome (the criminal career), few 

studies have explored the relationship between risk factors and offending 

beyond the transition to adulthood. This is unfortunate, since studies which 

focus on long-term outcomes can bring important insight into both the 

strengths and limitations of risk factor research and prevention strategies 

based on it (Farrington 2003). While there is previous research on the impact 

of cumulative risk factors (see, among many others, Appleyard et al., 2005; 

Atzeba-Poria et al., 2004; Herrenkohl et al., 2000), few studies examine the 

long-term impact of cumulative risk.  

An additional reason for the imprecision of prediction – a reason that 

is not addressed very often – may be the narrow outcome of interest, and 

what it is thought to capture. Crime is, after all, a relatively rare phenome-

non. It could be that several risk factors are unstable predictors of future 

criminal activity, but less unstable if we broaden our scope to the related, but 

more general phenomenon of social exclusion. I return briefly to this in the 

final chapter of this Introduction. 
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A critique sometimes launched against traditional risk factor research, 

is that it often conceptualizes the young offender as a static, passive person. 

Case and Haines (2009: 315) critically use the metaphor of viewing high-risk 

young people as ―crash test dummies on an irrevocable course … to offend-

ing unless they are in receipt of … risk-focused intervention at an early stage 

in their lives or early in their offending ‘career‘‖. One aspect of risk, com-

monly neglected within risk factor research, is ―how risk can have different 

meanings to different people and can be differently constructed, experienced, 

negotiated and responded to in an active manner‖ (Case and Haines, 2009: 

317). In approaching risk factor research from a life-course perspective, it is 

thus crucial to take human agency into account. 

In Paper I, Sivertsson and I adopt a prospective approach by identify-

ing groups in childhood and young adolescence which experience different 

amounts of risk and then compare these on criminal career outcomes up to 

age 59. The purpose of such an approach is to see if the well-established 

impact of cumulative childhood risk on proximate outcomes persists into 

adulthood, a dimension of risk factor research which has received relatively 

little attention (but see Laub and Sampson, 2003; Farrington, Piquero, and 

Jennings, 2013). We then utilize a form of qualitative deviant case analysis 

on a set of life histories, which we explore in detail, in order to study the 

dynamics of risk and the life course (see the summary in Chapter 6). 

Desistance 

While none of my papers specifically deal with only desistance, it is a cru-

cial concept more or less present in all the papers, and it therefore needs to 

be highlighted. In its most basic form, desistance concerns the absence of 

criminal activity. That is, when people who, once they have started, stop 

committing acts defined as criminal, they have desisted from crime 

(Kazemian and Maruna, 2009). That seems simple enough but this concep-

tualization is deceptive, because, in a sense, people cease their offending all 

the time. Maruna (2001: 23) illustrates the problem eloquently:  

For example, a person can steal a purse on a Tuesday morning, then ter-

minate criminal participation for the rest of the day. Is that desistance? Is 

it desistance if the person does not steal another purse for a week? A 

month? A year? … Suppose we know conclusively that the purse-snatcher 

… never committed another crime for the rest of his long life. When did 

his desistance start? Is not the voluntary termination point or concluding 
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moment the very instant when the person completes (or terminates) the act 

of theft? If so, in the same moment that a person becomes an offender, he 

also becomes a desister. That cannot be right. 

 

The problem is not merely a matter of operationalization; it is empirical, 

because ever since (at least) Glaser‘s (1964) study of prison and parole sys-

tems we know that the great majority of people who commit crimes follow a 

zig-zag pattern. Criminal behavior is sporadic. Even the more serious of-

fenders are not persistently criminal but rather ―casually, intermittently, and 

transiently‖ engage in crime (Matza, 1964: 28).  

One way of handling this issue – though by no means an attempt to 

solve it – is to turn to our conceptualization of desistance. As Becker notes, 

―our interpretation [of a phenomenon] has significance only if our imagery 

of the underlying process is accurate‖ (Becker 1966: xiv). There are mainly 

two ways to conceive of desistance: as a static event, or as a process 

(Kazemian and Maruna, 2009). In much of the literature, desistance is often 

directly or indirectly conceived of as a static event, since it is measured by 

the absence of an observation, that is, the absence of criminal offending in 

register data or other quantitative materials (see, for example, Estrada and 

Nilsson, 2009). In those studies, individuals are categorized as ―persisters‖ 

or ―desisters‖ in an either/or fashion and the explanatory processes tend to be 

assumed or inferred (but see Bushway et al., 2001). Although some offend-

ers do abruptly and dramatically cease their offending (see Cusson and Pin-

sonneault, 1986), desistance from crime in the vast majority of cases takes 

the form of a process where individuals gradually decrease and cease their 

criminal offending. By conceptualizing desistance as a process, we thus take 

changes in offending (such as de-escalation) into account. This processual 

view of desistance has sometimes been connected to qualitative studies of 

criminal careers (e.g. Laub and Sampson, 2003; Maruna, 2001), but is also 

mirrored in studies based on recorded offending, for example in the fact that 

the average number of months between recorded offenses increase with age 

(Farrington, 2003; Raskin, 1987; Shover, 1996), thus suggesting an emerg-

ing desistance process. 

When viewed as a process, we do not leave the subject of desistance 

once the individual has ceased his or her offending. Instead we follow him or 

her beyond that stage and pay attention to the maintaining of desistance, that 

is, how the individual maintains a ―crime-free‖ life, including the ―lulls‖ or 

―drifts‖ that occur along the crime—non-crime continuum, and what those 

lulls or drifts might be attributed to. 
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An important – and possibly unsolvable – problem is what kind of be-

havioral change we refer to when we talk about desistance, and when we can 

call someone a ―desister‖. Given the frailty of human nature, if we adopt an 

extremely strict notion of desistance we may in fact not know with certainty 

that a person has desisted from crime, until s/he is deceased (Maruna, 2001). 

In a way to address this question, recent explorations in criminal career re-

search (e.g. Blumstein and Nakamura, 2009) suggest that one reason to think 

of somebody as a ―desister‖ is when his or her risk of committing another 

crime is equal to that of a non-offender at the same age. This risk decreases 

over time as the offender ages and the amount of time without contact with 

the criminal justice system increases. That is, with time, the predictive value 

of having a criminal history when it comes to future criminal offending ap-

proaches zero. Qualitatively, one way to address the same problem is by 

doing what many already do, and in various ways study the life stories that 

people live by (Maruna, 2001). The stories we live by are not merely stories 

but, in the vein of narrative criminology, also instigators to action (Maruna, 

2004; Presser, 2009). 

An individual may cease committing actions that are defined as pun-

ishable in criminal law but still engage in behaviors which by many are re-

garded as ―deviant‖, i.e. drink excessive amounts of alcohol, develop a gam-

bling problem, and so on. Considering the possibility suggested by several 

static theories – that criminal behavior is merely one expression of a more 

basic, underlying construct, such as low self-control, which during one stage 

in the life course manifests itself as crime – this is an important question. 

One way to approach this issue is to expand the life-course criminological 

enterprise and, as some have already done, take the offender‘s life situation 

as a whole into account, including elements such as unemployment, physical 

and mental health problems, and (other) features of social exclusion and 

marginalization. I return to this issue in the final chapter of this Introduction. 

Turning Points 

Arguably, one of the most influential concepts in life-course criminology is 

the notion of turning points. It has reached beyond academia and deeply 

permeated the fields of policy and practice: for example, a Swedish treat-

ment center is called ―The Turning Point‖ (Vändpunkten) and there are sev-

eral similar ―Turning Point Projects‖ around the world, working with people 

involved in crime, drug use, and social problems such as homelessness or 
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mental health issues.16 Although the concept of turning points is part of soci-

ological history (see Hughes, 1984), it was introduced into criminology 

through the work of Sampson and Laub (1993). Since one of my papers (II) 

deal with this concept in detail, I draw on the arguments of that paper here 

but I also extend and broaden my discussion.  

The interlocking nature of trajectories and transitions may generate 

turning points. It is an analytical concept, or tool, to understand changes in 

behavior. Whether an event or process is a turning point or not depends on 

the outcome. That is, the transition to employment may be a turning point if 

it makes the individual cease his or her offending, but if it does not it is 

merely a transition (Rutter, 1996).17  

 Within life-course criminology the concept has been applied to many 

different changes thought to influence behavior: military service, higher 

education, employment, relationship- and family formation, spirituality, 

official intervention, and so on (see Paper II). In many of these studies the 

concept seems to resemble a ―proto-concept‖, to use Merton‘s term (1984). 

For Merton, proto-concepts are terms used without much awareness or con-

ceptual precision. That is, life-course criminologists have utilized the con-

cept of turning points to understand change (often though not always de-

sistance) but often without any deeper conception of an underlying theoreti-

cal frame. Much of the research on turning points also seems to suggest that 

what actually happens in the individual‘s life is something important in it-

self, a suggestion which is highly dubious (Maruna, 2001). 

Sampson and Laub have defined turning points in several ways. In one 

of their later attempts they conceptualize a turning point as ―an alteration or 

deflection in a long-term pathway or trajectory that was initiated at an earlier 

point in time‖ (Sampson and Laub, 2005: 16). Within the frame of their age-

graded theory of informal social control, the emergence of a turning point 

during the life course opens up a possibility for the offender to (1) ―knife 

off‖ the past from the present, (2) invest in new relationships that foster so-

cial support and growth, (3) be under direct and/or indirect supervision and 

control, (4) engage in routine activities centered more around conventional 

life and/or (5) perform an identity transformation. 

                                                      
16 To give just two examples, see http://www.turningpointtreatment.com, and 

http://www.turningpoint-mentalhealth.com (sites visited 2012-11-23). 
17 While life-course criminology often uses the concept of turning points to identify ―positive‖ 

life events and processes – i.e. those that lead to desistance – the concept can also, at least in 

theory, be applied to ―negative‖ life events and processes, that is, those that lead to onset of 

crime, recidivism, or a re-start of one‘s criminal career after a period of non-offending. 

http://www.turningpointtreatment.com/
http://www.turningpoint-mentalhealth.com/
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A turning point thus constitutes a change in the life course, which in 

turn constitutes a change in the individual‘s offending. It is not employment, 

marriage, military service, residential change or other changes in themselves 

that bring about desistance but rather the way such changes under certain 

circumstances can bring about other changes, which are theoretically under-

stood as central for desistance processes to emerge.  

This conceptualization of turning points turns it into a Schutzian se-

cond-order construct or a Weberian ideal type. The purpose of doing this is 

quite simple. During an offender‘s life course, things change. Some of those 

changes might emerge as important for understanding his or her changes in 

offending, other changes might not. The importance of using the concept of 

turning points lies in its ability to help us explore, analyze and understand 

those life-course processes in greater depth. Turning points can help us bring 

clarity in the complex, dynamic life course of any given individual, and help 

us identify those processes that seem to be more important than others when 

it comes to changes in offending and desistance from crime. Let me there-

fore linger on this somewhat. 

Employing the tool of the ideal type allows Weber to make certain an-

alytical accentuations of reality, to capture the essential aspects of a social 

phenomenon while at the same time being able to abstract from it: ―it is no 

‗hypothesis‘ but it offers guidance to the construction of hypotheses. It is not 

a description of reality but it aims to give unambiguous means of expression 

to such a description‖ (Weber, 1949: 90). Thus, he continues on the same 

page, our task is to study how the ideal-typical construct ―approximates or 

diverges to from reality‖. 

In other words, any empirically observed change in a life course – 

such as a relationship formation – will rarely (if ever) include all five dimen-

sions of a turning point that I listed above. But, there are many changes that 

include one or more of these, and the ideal type of turning points directs our 

gaze toward the courses and consequences of those changes. By accentuating 

elements of reality, we gain a deeper understanding of it: ―we conceive of 

one or a few of the actual … components as modified in a certain direction 

and then ask ourselves whether under the conditions which have been thus 

change, the same effect (the same, i.e., in ‗essential‘ points) or some other 

effect ‗would be expected‘‖ (Weber, 1949: 171).  

So, for example, if we consider the life course of somebody who has 

had a criminal career and then engaged in a relationship, we can use Weber‘s 

mode of inquiry to gain a deeper sense of the importance of the relationship 

formation if we imagine (or ask the offender) what would have happened if 
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he or she had not engaged in the relationship. Had the offender instead con-

tinued to engage in crime? That way – by mentally removing it – the impact 

of the event is disclosed to us. This, of course, is not the only way of think-

ing about turning points but it seems to me that my suggestion is a useful 

point of departure for future studies.  

However, the concept of turning points suggests that when offenders 

desist it is due to one singular event or process (such as relationship for-

mation). As Quinney notes, when dealing with the social world ―one rarely 

expects to find a single event or condition that is both necessary and suffi-

cient to bring about another event‖ (Quinney, 1971/2000: 41). Life-course 

processes are intricately weaved together with one sphere informing the oth-

ers and vice versa. The contextual nature of turning points constitutes a large 

part of Paper II in this dissertation.18  

Events or processes that take the form of turning points can emerge at 

any time after onset. That being said, they are more likely to emerge at cer-

tain stages in life rather than others, following the normative pattern of the 

life course. Indeed, the most common turning points, such as employment, 

relationship- and family formation, tend to occur in the transition to adult-

hood.  

Intermittency 

―Intermittency‖ refers to the intermediate phases of a criminal career, occur-

ring after onset but prior to desistance. It can be understood as ―a temporary 

abstinence from criminal activity during a particular period of time only to 

be followed by a resumption of criminal activity after a particular period of 

time‖ (Piquero, 2004: 108). Based on this conception, it seems to me that we 

can distinguish between two different, albeit connected, conceptions of in-

termittency in the literature. 

First, there is the notion of intermittency as a clear, lasting break in 

criminal offending that can easily be mistaken for desistance. Barnett, Blum-

stein and Farrington (1989) were among the first to identify this empirically, 

based on time between recorded offences. The intermittent group of offend-

ers initiated their offending around the normative age of 16, were convicted 

several times and seemed to desist around the age of 20 – but reappeared in 

the criminal records some seven to ten years later and started to reoffend. 

                                                      
18 There is a methodological implication in using the concept of turning points as well. Parts 

of Paper II are devoted to this. 
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Several studies have followed, conceptualizing intermittency in the same or 

a very similar way (see D‘Unger et al., 1998; MacLeod, Grove, and Farring-

ton, 2012; Nagin and Land, 1993).  

Second, there is the notion of intermittency as much more subtle – yet 

important – fluctuations in criminal behavior over time. Like desistance 

(Maruna, 2001), intermittency takes place all the time, depending on how the 

period of time between offences is operationalized. While more distinct 

changes in offending are usually brought about by processes of change in 

other areas of life (possible ―turning points‖), smaller ―drifts‖ or ―lulls‖ in 

individuals‘ criminal behavior are likely to occur due to the nature of the 

social world.  

In this second sense, the concept of intermittency basically includes 

the whole criminal career except the initial onset and later desistance pro-

cess. Is that meaningful? It can be, if we see intermittency as a way to quali-

tatively analyze processes of both continuity and change and closely study 

the contingencies underlying those processes.  

For example, persistence in crime is commonly understood as continu-

ity in behavior (that is, the offender commits a crime at t1, t2, t3, t4, and so 

on). When persistence is viewed like this, it is the equivalent of studying a 

zig-zag pattern at great distance. When we do that, we do not see the zig-zag 

pattern (i.e. the minor changes) at all; we only see a straight line. The minor 

ripples, ―lulls‖ or ―drifts‖ disappear. As we zoom in, though, we see that the 

line is not straight at all. Thus, the persistent offender is really not persistent-

ly criminal at all; as noted above, he or she is instead ―casually, intermittent-

ly, and transiently‖ engaged in crime (Matza, 1964: 28), but he or she is 

conceptualized as such mainly through how the behavior in question is 

measured. So, for example, when they look closer and examine month-to-

month variations in offending in a sample of convicted felons, Horney, Os-

good and Marshall (1995) find that changes in social controls turn offenders 

away from crime even for shorter periods of time. In a sample of California 

parolees, Piquero et al. (2002) uncover similar patterns studying year-to-year 

changes in social controls, such as marriage, and offending (see also 

McGloin et al., 2007).  

Considering that the vast majority of even highly persistent offenders 

eventually desist from crime, it is likely that periods of non-offending in an 

individual‘s criminal career become more durable as time goes by. As of-

fenders age, the time gaps between offences increase, possibly suggesting an 

emerging desistance process (Raskin, 1987). In a similar vein, findings in 

recidivism studies have repeatedly shown that the longer an individual‘s 
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period of non-offending is, the less likely it is that recidivism will occur 

(Blumstein and Nakamura, 2009; MacLeod, Grove, and Farrington, 2012; 

Zamble and Quinsey, 1997). Intermittency is thus closely tied to desistance, 

since the latter is likely to emerge from the later phases of an intermittent 

offending pattern. As people age they – at least to a greater extent than earli-

er – tend to move toward non-offending. To account for this movement is 

thus, by and large, to account for the emergence of desistance.  
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4. Masculinities and Criminal Careers 

Parallel to the growth of life-course criminology in the 1980s, there emerged 

a new branch of gender studies focusing on men, masculinities, and crime. 

The basic insight was that to do crime was, in many ways, to do masculinity 

(Messerschmidt, 1993). Considering that most life-course studies of crime 

predominantly have been conducted on male samples, it is quite remarkable 

that so little focus has been directed to gender and masculinities. The point 

here is not to reject other explanations of criminal careers (see Chapter 2). 

Those explanations are all useful and valid for understanding the dynamics 

of crime and the life course. The factors and processes suggested by such 

explanations can be more fully understood if we also take processes of doing 

masculinity into account when we attempt to understand and explain conti-

nuity and change in criminal behavior across the life course. This is the basic 

thesis that drives Paper IV in this dissertation. 

Here, ―gender‖ and ―masculinity‖ are more than demographic catego-

ries. This is contrary to much research within life-course criminology, where 

gender has mainly been treated as a variable, if it has been treated at all (see 

Block et al., 2010; Estrada and Nilsson, 2012; Farrington and Painter, 2004; 

Moffitt et al., 2001). One defining feature of the life course is gender. Early 

in life we take up a basic gender project of masculinity or femininity. Gender 

projects, as Connell defines them, are ―patterns of a life-course projected 

from the present into the future, bringing new conditions or events into ex-

istence which were not there before‖ (Connell, 2002: 81). That is, when in-

dividuals take up a gender project (say, masculinity) some practices become 

available as successful parts of that project, whereas others – those associat-

ed with femininity – often become problematic. Like crime, the ―doing‖ of 

gender and masculinity is a situational interactional and embodied accom-

plishment and as such, a social practice but also a structuring of those social 

practices (West and Zimmerman 1987). 

As individuals we are very aware that our behavior is accountable to 

others: we act in relation to how we will be perceived, interpreted, and eval-

uated by others in a given social context. Thus, everyone who is ―involved in 

virtually any course of action may be held accountable for his/her execution 
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of that action as a woman or man‖ (West, Fenstermaker, and Zimmerman, 

1995: 294). Because we only conceive of two genders – masculinity and 

femininity – we attempt to embody one of them (Garfinkel, 1967). Doing 

masculinity is thus often defined by positioning it against its opposite, femi-

ninity, but what is considered a feminine practice is historically and socially 

contingent. As such, masculinity is a ―historically mobile relation‖ (Connell, 

2005: 77). In our time and place, various practices are considered ―mascu-

line‖: being independent and self-reliant, ambitious, dominating, in posses-

sion of self-control, having a potential for violence as a means of defense, 

sexual conquests (women), and being rational (Connell, 2005; Kimmel and 

Messner, 1995; West and Zimmerman, 1987). They are rewarded, encour-

aged in, and associated with men but often discouraged in women. Im-

portantly, they also put strain on men and men‘s lives, since they are norma-

tive and, as such, coercive. Goffman expresses this point clearly in an Amer-

ican context, stating that 

in an important sense there is only one complete unblushing male in 

America: a young, married, white, urban, northern, heterosexual 

Protestant father of college education, fully employed, of good complex-

ion, weight, and height, and a recent record in sports … Any male who 

fails to qualify in any of these ways is likely to view himself – during 

moments at least – as unworthy, incomplete, and inferior; at times he is 

likely to pass and at times he is likely to find himself apologetic or aggres-

sive concerning known-about aspects of himself he knows are probably 

seen as undesirable. The general identity-values of a society may be fully 

entrenched nowhere, and yet they can cast some kind of shadow on the 

encounters encountered everywhere in daily living. (Goffman, 1963: 128f) 

 

Since men construct masculinity in ―structured specific practices‖, there are 

not one but many ways of doing masculinity, and femininity (Messer-

schmidt, 1993: 81). Connell (2005) outlines multiple, hierarchically ordered 

masculinities, where ―hegemonic masculinity‖ is the powerful, dominating 

ideal which only a few men can live up to but which the vast majority relate 

to and directly or indirectly support and reproduce. To ―do masculinity‖ thus 

refers to a set of historically and socially contingent social practices that 

describe what it means to ―be a man‖, to perform oneself and be defined as 

such by others in a given social context.  

A life-course perspective on masculinities and crime must take the 

age-contingent nature of doing masculinity into account. In masculinity stud-

ies in general (see Kimmel and Messner, 1995) and especially in criminolo-
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gy, the focus has tended to be on young men (see, for example, Collier, 

1998; Messerschmidt 2000). For Spector-Mersel (2006), age is not only a 

factor that affects masculinity, but one of its defining features. Masculinities 

are ―bound to social clocks that ascribe different models of manhood to dif-

ferent periods in men‘s lives‖ (Spector-Mersel, 2006: 70). Similarly, Thorne, 

in discussing intersectional analyses, sees ―age as a constitutive and central 

dimension‖ of any such analysis (Thorne, 2004: 405).  

Some practices represent successful ways of ―being a man‖ and doing 

masculinity at any given time in a man‘s life and are tied to specific phases 

of the life course: childhood, adolescence, adulthood, and so on. In the first 

chapter of this dissertation I outlined the normative framework of the life 

course, where different sets of norms, expectations and social practices are 

contingent on these different stages. Gendered approaches often problema-

tize this very notion of a life course, arguing that it might be ―more accurate 

to think of life courses, just as we may talk of sexualities or masculinities in 

the plural‖ (Hearn, 2007: 80, emphasis in original). That might accurate at 

the empirical level – people‘s life courses may differ – but it does not change 

the social fact that there is a normative framework, or ―script‖, which sug-

gests how one should live one‘s life and, consequently, that people who 

manage to follow this script are rewarded in various ways (socially, econom-

ically, etc.).19  

An argument similar to Hearn‘s, comes from Kimmel (2008). He ar-

gues that the demographically typical five life-stage events that mark the 

transition to adulthood – leaving home, completing one‘s education, starting 

work, getting married, and becoming a parent – were accurate descriptions 

of the transition to adulthood when demographers first identified and formu-

lated them in the 1950s. Today, in contrast, the passage to adulthood is no 

longer as ―fixed‖ as it used to be. Since one set of interviews in this disserta-

tion was conducted with men born 1943-51 (see Chapter 5), they might not 

be included in Kimmel‘s argument. The other set of interviews are done with 

people born 1969-74, and they might be. While the life course is indeed like-

ly to be less structured today than it was in the 1950s, it is still structured. 

For example, while the normative step to marriage might not be as promi-

nent anymore, the normative step to relationship formation and cohabitation 

still is (Ambjörnsson and Jönsson, 2012; Lonardo et al., 2010). Kimmel‘s 

argument, moreover, is to a large extent empirically illustrated by narratives 

from male students attending American colleges; a very specific class-

                                                      
19 In a strict sense, Hearn‘s plurality argument runs the risk of concealing the coercive power 

of this normative script. 
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segment of society. It is likely that when we turn to male offenders, who 

more often than not belong to a segment below that of college students, the 

life course is less ―flexible‖ and the transitions from one life-course stage to 

the next relatively more strict. 

Kimmel further argues that men in the stage of ―emerging adulthood‖ 

see their jobs and relationships more as ―placeholders‖ than as stepping 

stones to adult life (Kimmel, 2008: 31f). That is precisely the point; process-

es or sequences of events become ―placeholders‖ because they suggest how 

one – in the absence of other alternatives – can do or be something in a way 

that is accepted and in accordance with a more general norm.  

Masculinities, Crime, and the Life Course 

Masculinity approaches to crime have often been used as an explanatory 

model to understand differences between groups, such as the different levels 

of crime between men and women. When applied to life-course criminology, 

the perspective can be used somewhat differently, namely, as a way to un-

derstand change within individuals over time. Within life-course criminolo-

gy – to my knowledge – only a small number of studies have explicitly stud-

ied the relationship between masculinities and criminal careers.  

In understanding men‘s and women‘s pathways through crime, Byrne 

and Trew (2008: 248) find it necessary to employ a gender perspective: 

―Concepts emerging from men‘s accounts were in line with theories that 

identify crime as a social action through which men ‗achieve‘ positively 

valued features of masculinity‖, they note. For the young men in the study, 

crime could be used as a resource to maintain access to youth culture when it 

became difficult to live up to the norms – economic independence, control, 

etc. – that surrounded this life-course stage. For the older men, similarly, 

―offending could be seen as a means of achieving masculinity at times in 

their lives when autonomy, control and economic independence were prob-

lematic‖ (Byrne and Trew, 2008: 249). In other words, after onset, the im-

portance of ―doing masculinity‖ can be understood as an important part of 

why male offenders persist in crime, in conjunction with a process of cumu-

lative disadvantage. Or, which is to put the same process in other words, the 

process of cumulative disadvantage outlined by Sampson and Laub (1997, 

see Chapter above) is a gendered process where one dimension of this pro-

cess is that offenders are cut off from the possibilities of successfully doing 
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masculinity through conventional practices (I return to female offenders in a 

short while).  

Messerschmidt and Tomsen (2012: 180) note that desistance is ―a 

puzzle for conventional criminology that the masculinities approach can help 

to unravel‖. In line with this, Gadd and Farrall (2004) conduct a detailed 

analysis of two offenders‘ life histories and find that desistance from crime 

is a complex, gendered process. Like Byrne and Trew, they too find that 

persistent offenders continue their offending ―through investments in heavily 

gendered discourses‖ such as the rebelliousness of youth, promiscuity, and 

protector and provider (Gadd and Farrall, 2004: 143). When it comes to de-

sistance, they problematize the prevailing notions of protective factors. Let 

us take the nuclear family as our example: 

When male ex-offenders cite their investments in stable ‗nuclear‘ families 

as catalysts for positive life-changes, few criminal careers researchers 

have queried whether such investments are mutually beneficial to the var-

ious family members involved … the assumption – routinely made in 

criminal careers research – that desistance is associated with family for-

mation ignores the extent of violence and abuse within heterosexual fami-

lies. (Gadd and Farrall, 2004: 128, emphasis in original) 

 

That is, while both quantitative and qualitative studies tend to find that de-

sistance is associated with relationship- and family formation, we might miss 

the possible fact that the offender can continue to commit crimes but do so 

within the confines of the home; an arena where we know that many crimes 

take place and relatively few are detected. In the process of desistance, 

moreover, Gadd and Farrall find that the offenders tend to dis-identify them-

selves with gendered, negative cultural stereotypes (feckless fathers, wife-

beaters, wimps) and pick up new ―identifiers‖ just as gendered.  

We find this theme being present – but tacitly so – in much research 

on criminal careers. One of the most important ―predictors‖ of desistance is 

the development of an alternative (―pro-social‖) identity. This identity, 

LeBel et al. note (2008: 137), usually ―takes the form of the ‗good parent‘, 

‗provider‘ or ‗family man‘‖ – practices where notions of doing masculinity 

are clearly and deeply embedded but seldom made explicit in the analysis.20 

Instead, life-course criminology ―while drawing our attention to the contin-

                                                      
20 This line of argument is found in many studies on desistance. For example, Cid and Martí 

(2012: 616) use a sample of convicted men and their narratives to understand the process of 

desistance, and one of their explanatory concepts is the offender‘s development of a ―worker 

identity‖.  



 53 

gencies of work and family life, has failed to spot the gendered nature of 

men‘s places within these spheres‖ and analyses of those institutions have 

thus often been devoid of the deep ―complexity of meaning‖ they may have 

for offenders (Gadd and Farrall, 2004: 131, my emphasis).  

That is, as men age they are faced with different expectations on how 

they should live their lives, how they should be in order to successfully do 

masculinity. The rebellious, risk-taking, excitement-seeking coming-of-age 

juvenile delinquent should ―settle down‖ and enter conventional life. This 

process takes place in a set of gendered social institutions – such as work 

and family life – and a masculinity perspective lights up these social institu-

tions and the men‘s lived experiences for us. The picture that emerges (see 

Paper IV) is one of increased complexity and increased understanding of 

persistence and desistance. 

In this dissertation I have limited myself to the study of male offend-

ers. Whereas studies exploring women and criminal careers do exist, they are 

relatively few (for a Swedish example, see Marklund, 2003). Applying a 

gender perspective to women, crime and the life course would be equally 

beneficial to advance the field of life-course criminology. Given that mascu-

linity is a social practice it is not given that a masculinity study should limit 

its scope to men only (see Halberstam, 1998), but, having made that caution-

ary note, I mainly discuss women and crime in terms of femininity here.  

The female offender is deviant in more ways than one: not only is she 

a woman, she is also an offender (Chesney-Lind and Pasko, 2013; Messer-

schmidt, 1993), and the stronger the stigma is, the stronger the personal and 

social problems associated with it tend to be (Goffman, 1963). While the 

basic causes for offending may be similar across genders (Steffensmeier and 

Allan, 1996), the pathways into crime might differ (Belknap and Holsinger, 

2006; Opsal, 2012). It follows from such findings, that women‘s persistence 

and, in particular, processes of desistance may look different as well (Block 

et al., 2010; Estrada and Nilsson, 2012). Whereas the basic processes of, for 

example, relationship- and family formation and work, might be the same 

(e.g. Giordano, Cernkovich, and Rudolph, 2002; Opsal, 2012), considering 

that these institutions are gendered, the lived experiences of female offenders 

may attribute meanings to these institutions that significantly differ from 

men‘s.  

The social control of women and men in Western societies looks very 

different (Ericson and Jon, 2006). For example, offending is rarely an effec-

tive way of ―doing femininity‖, irrespective of age, since women‘s opportu-

nities and pressures to conform to and maintain the social order is gender-
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specific. Byrne and Trew (2008: 249) find that being perceived by both one-

self and others as a ―bad mother‖ may be a ―worse transgression of feminini-

ty than being a criminal‖. This transgression is age-graded, in the sense that 

the transgression might be considered worse at some stages in the life course 

than others, with subsequent implications for the woman‘s life. The exact 

character of these processes, I should note, is an empirical question and not 

to be outlined here. 

Just as Cullen (2011) argues that criminological theories in general 

would benefit from being systematically placed within a life-course frame-

work, this brief discussion suggests that most life-course theories would be 

enriched by being sensitive to gender. For example, we should expect that 

the mechanisms suggested by social learning theories of criminal careers 

(e.g. Steffensmeier and Ulmer, 2005) are gendered: certain behaviors are 

rewarded and others are not, and whether they turn out to be one or the other 

is likely dependent upon the actor‘s gender project in terms of masculinity or 

femininity. One of the central features of Moffitt‘s dual taxonomy (1993) is 

the interactive process whereby adolescence-limited offenders ―mimic‖ their 

life-course persistent peers. The reason behind this is that juvenile delin-

quency is a status-generating practice. Clearly the interaction that takes place 

here is gendered, at least with regards to its outcome: some behaviors are 

status-generating among boys but not among girls, and vice versa. Insights 

such as this one are yet to be picked up by life-course criminology. Paper IV 

in this dissertation is an illustration of how that can be done, and the possible 

benefits that it can entail.  

It could be argued, of course, that the defining features of masculinity 

– the striving for independence, for example – are so ingrained in modern 

Western societies that they transcend gender boundaries, and that a gendered 

analysis does not really add anything to our understanding of criminal ca-

reers. In other words, to become a parent has more to do with becoming an 

adult than becoming an adult man. The main contribution of a gendered 

analysis is to explore how the very notions of such themes as parenthood, 

independence, or autonomy are imbued with notions of masculinity and fem-

ininity, and how they are reflected in the lived experiences of the inter-

viewed men. That is, what it means to be independent, a worker, or become 

a parent may be gender specific (Opsal, 2012). Those meanings facilitate 

certain forms of social action while simultaneously obstructing others.   
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5. The Stockholm Life Course Project 

The papers that make up this dissertation are of course not only written as 

contributions to the literature on criminal careers. They are also ways of 

reporting on a research project, and the topics my papers deal with – risk 

factors, turning points, intermittency, and masculinity – were topics that 

emerged as important in the collection and analysis of data in the Stockholm 

Life Course Project (SLCP).21 The main purpose of the SLCP is to study and 

explain the different dimensions of the criminal career, e.g. the onset of 

crime, why offenders persist, and why they desist. It has a relatively long 

history and consists of several different research populations: the Clientele 

Boys, the Skå Boys, and the §12 Youth. The first two groups were born be-

tween the 1930s and 1950s, while the §12 Youth were born 1969-74.  

In this chapter I first give a relatively brief description of the groups, 

before I proceed with elaborating on the research process. My focus in this 

dissertation is on the Clientele Boys and §12 Youth, since the SLCP had the 

opportunity to collect both quantitative and qualitative data on these two 

groups, and my main interest was in the qualitative data. Whereas Paper I 

uses a mixed method approach, Paper II uses data from interviews with both 

the Clientele and §12 Youth, and Paper III is based on analyses of the Clien-

tele interviews. Paper IV, in turn, is based only on interviews with the §12 

Youth. Since three out of the four papers use qualitative data and analysis 

only, they will be my main focus here (also, most of the content, preparation, 

and analysis of the quantitative data is described in the Method section in 

Paper I).  

                                                      
21 Since I was not alone in this research project I will often use ―we‖ and ―our‖ instead of ―I‖ 

or ―my‖ here. Between 2010 and today, the SLCP staff has consisted of many people. Jerzy 

Sarnecki is the Project Director. Those most active in the fieldwork process, besides me, were 

Karl-Magnus Carlsson, Lotta Pettersson, Johan Kardell, and Jenny Viström, all at the De-

partment of Criminology, Stockholm University. The main bulk of interviews were conducted 

by Karl-Magnus Carlsson, Lotta Pettersson, and me. I have also greatly benefited from long, 

enthusiastic, and intensive discussions about the research process with Fredrik Sivertsson and 

Amber L. Beckley, both affiliated with the SLCP, and Emy Bäcklin. The SLCP was funded 

by The Swedish Foundation for Humanities and Social Sciences (Riksbankens Jubile-

umsfond), and The Department of Criminology at Stockholm University.  
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The 1956 Clientele Study of Juvenile Delinquents 

The 1956 Clientele Study of Juvenile Delinquents (―The Clientele Study‖) 

was suggested by the Swedish Parliament in the mid-1950s, due to the then 

increasing rate of juvenile delinquency in Sweden (see SOU 1971:49 for 

further details). It was approved by the Swedish government in 1956 (thus 

the name) and launched in 1959, with the main purpose of understanding the 

causes of delinquency. In total, 287 boys born in Stockholm 1943-51 were 

enrolled in the study. 192 of the boys had been recorded for at least one non-

trivial offence (almost exclusively theft) prior to age 15, and constituted the 

delinquent group. The remaining 95 boys constituted a matched control 

group. They were matched on age, social group, family type, and neighbor-

hood type, but had no known criminal history.22  

The low number of cases was compensated by the extensive and in-

terdisciplinary studies conducted on each boy. The original study consists of 

around 2 000 variables and was reported in a series of state-official publica-

tions, authored by some of the most prominent Swedish psychiatrists, psy-

chologists and sociologists at the time, including people like Gösta Carlsson, 

Kristina Humble, and Gustav Jonsson (see SOU 1971:49; SOU 1972:76; 

SOU 1973:25; SOU 1973:49; SOU 1974:31). Different teams (medical, psy-

chiatric, psychological, and sociological) collected a variety of data using an 

array of methods. For example, the sociological study included interviews 

with the boys‘ parents, teachers, the Clientele boys themselves, as well as 

register data, whereas the data in the psychiatric and psychological parts was 

obtained almost exclusively through judgments by the research personnel 

and different kinds of tests. The boys‘ recorded and self-reported delinquen-

cy was also included (a more detailed description of the original data, and 

our treatment of it in the SLCP, can be found in Paper I). 

Findings from the original study included a strong correlation between 

delinquency and important psychosocial and psychological variables (Sar-

necki, 1985). For example, the researchers found a strong correlation be-

tween a ―laissez-faire‖ or erratic upbringing and delinquency. Similarly, low 

school adjustment/attachment was significantly related to juvenile delin-

quency. At the individual level, early conduct disorder and/or ―antisocial‖ 

                                                      
22 To ensure that there were significant differences in actual offending between those record-

ed and not recorded for criminal offending by the police, Kerstin Elmhorn conducted one of 

the first Swedish self-report studies of delinquency (SOU 1969:1). She found that there in-

deed were considerable differences in actual offending between those recorded and not rec-

orded by the police (boys who were officially recorded for at least one crime reported a sig-

nificantly higher degree of involvement in crime than boys who were not). 
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potential were common risk factors. Other independent variables – social 

group, family type, and other ―standard‖ sociological variables – showed 

moderate correlations to delinquency (Sarnecki, 1985). In that sense, the 

original study‘s findings were (and are) consistent with much of the well-

known risk factors for delinquency (Hirschi, 1969; Farrington and Welsh, 

2007): factors ―within‖ the individual as well as social factors related to 

school, family, and peer life were associated with delinquency. 

Every research project is inevitably dependent on the broader, intellec-

tual context within which it is born. This context informs the research pro-

cess in many ways, and The Clientele Study was no exception. Here, I only 

highlight three such elements of the initial study. First of all, the study only 

included boys. At the time this was a common research practice (e.g. 

Hirschi, 1969), as the rate of delinquency among girls was so low that it was 

not considered a social problem – but in order to explain the causes of delin-

quency, it would seem equally beneficial to include those who show a rela-

tively high degree of non-delinquent behavior (Messerschmidt, 1993).  

Second, when it came to enrollment in the study, I noted above that 

the crime type was exclusively theft and not, for example, violence. The 

original researchers elaborated on this choice and argued that violence was 

not a particularly pressing problem; violence was considered a means boys 

used to solve conflicts. This, of course, must be understood as dependent on 

the social context of the time, when the main ―crime problem‖ was framed in 

terms of theft (see von Hofer, 2008).  

Finally, some of the measures and examinations included in the origi-

nal study reflect the intellectual research trends of the time: Rorschach tests 

were done in the psychological part of the study, and the psychiatrists exam-

ined the boys‘ skulls and documented any anomalous shapes or forms they 

found. Rorschach tests have largely been discarded today and while offend-

ers‘ neuropsychological features are still regarded as important potential risk 

factors by some (Walsh, 2009) they are measured in other, more sophisticat-

ed ways. As some have pointed out, risk assessment methods and tools have 

developed considerably over time (Hoge, Vincent, and Guy, 2012). This is a 

perennial problem with assessing long-term outcomes based on early risk 

factors: any study that has the strength of a long follow-up time is at the 

same time subject to this weakness. 

Around 20 years later, Sarnecki (1985) conducted a follow-up study 

of the Clientele boys, who were now approaching middle-age. The delin-

quent group was then divided into two groups, D1 (n=131) and D2 (n=61). 

In the D1 group, every boy was known by the police to have committed one 
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crime prior to age 15. In the D2 group, the boys were known by the police to 

have committed two or more crimes prior to age 15. Sarnecki collected reg-

ister data on the 287 men‘s health (including mortality), education and em-

ployment history, criminal history, drug use, and household status, among 

other things. Sarnecki‘s main interest was social exclusion, or ―social malad-

justment‖. His findings mirror those of contemporary life-course criminolo-

gy: in the group of serious juvenile delinquents (the D2 group) 30 percent 

were considered well or very well-adjusted as adults. For the D1 group, over 

half the group (55%) were considered living well-adjusted lives. That being 

said, he also found a striking degree of continuity in problem behavior over 

time: the risk of being socially maladjusted in adulthood was three times as 

high for boys being recorded for one crime prior to age 15 compared to those 

who were not recorded at all, and five times as high for boys with two or 

more recorded offences.  

As part of this follow-up, Sarnecki also collected long, semi-

structured interviews with 199 of the men. Focus here, aside from the indi-

vidual‘s life history in a variety of areas, was the contingencies of social 

adjustment and attitudes toward society, religion, parenthood, and other so-

cial institutions (Sarnecki, 1990). In the new follow-up we launched in 2010, 

we had access to not only data from the original study, but also the register- 

and interview data Sarnecki collected in the 1980s. In our follow-up we col-

lected new, extensive register data on all 287 men, including criminal rec-

ords, health and medical records, employment history, relationship history, 

and many other things. In Paper I, Sivertsson and I make use of the original 

data, and the newly collected criminal records to study the men‘s recorded 

criminal careers up to age 59. 

In the new follow-up we launched in 2010, we also conducted new, 

long life history interviews with a sub-set of the 199 men, aiming for depth 

rather than breadth, setting our goal to 30 interviews, that is, slightly more 

than 10 percent of the total original sample. In total, we conducted inter-

views with 30 men, drawing cases from the D1, D2 and control group to get 

variation. Some men we interviewed only once, but several men were inter-

viewed twice, some three times, one four, and one five. The reasons for this 

were partly practical (it is difficult to do more than two interview hours in 

one sitting), but also tightly related to the research process itself (I return to 

this below).23 

                                                      
23 The number of interviews conducted and included, and their length, differs somewhat 

between the papers due to the fact that 1) I used different sets of interviews, and 2) I wrote 

them and analyzed the data at different stages of the fieldwork process. 
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In the qualitative papers of this dissertation, I have primarily made use 

of the interviews with those offenders whose criminal careers were charac-

terized by frequent and serious criminal offending, following the logic of 

Laub and Sampson (2001: 10) who argue that we should study the criminal 

career ―among those who reach some reasonable threshold of frequent and 

serious offending‖. As stated previously, low-rate offending in adolescence 

is normative, and the SLCP is no exception here: most of them had commit-

ted crimes but the vast majority of them desisted from crime in the transition 

to adulthood (see Sarnecki, 1985).  

Related to the above, I should note that the SLCP has had the ad-

vantage of using the older data as well, particularly when it comes to the 

1980s interviews. In Paper I, Sivertsson and I utilize these data but only to 

conduct a small-scale qualitative analysis. The reasons I chose to focus on 

analyzing the new interviews were mainly two: first, doing so gave me to the 

possibility of exploring continuities and changes in the men‘s life courses 

beyond the transition to adulthood (which I mainly do in Paper II and III). 

Second, when it came to the 2010-12 interviews, I was actively involved in 

conducting them as an interviewer and researcher and, as such, I had a better 

understanding of the data and could also include the concrete interview sit-

uations in that understanding. 

The §12 Youth Group 

The study was originally based on a Stockholm sample of women and men 

(n=420), born 1969-74. Of these, 298 were male and 122 were female. Dur-

ing 1990-94 they were subject to interventions by the Swedish Social Ser-

vices under the Care of Young Persons (Special Provisions Act), for residen-

tial treatment in so-called ―youth homes‖, or ―§12 homes‖ then operated by 

The Stockholm County Council.24 Under this law, the State has the right to 

detain and treat young people involved in serious juvenile delinquency, sub-

stance misuse, and/or ―other socially destructive behavior‖. Sarnecki (1996) 

constructed ―problem profiles‖ of the sample through a factor analysis. 

While other socially destructive behavior (such as truancy, promiscuity, 

prostitution, etc.) was the main reason for intervention when it came to the 

                                                      
24 Today these homes are directed by The Swedish National Board of Institutional Care, 

which was founded in 1993 and took charge of the ―youth homes‖ in April 1994. It is (and 

was at the time of the initial study) considered a powerful intervention/sanction to be directed 

at juvenile delinquents in Sweden, including incarceration and severe restrictions. 
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girls, the boys where mainly subject to intervention due to serious juvenile 

delinquency.  

In a follow-up study made 1998-99, when the sample was 24 to 29 

years old, 132 of the 420 (31%) were interviewed. Due to practical reasons, 

no official publications were produced and thus closer documentation of this 

follow-up is missing. In 2010, we launched a second follow-up study on the 

original 420. Aside from collecting the same register data on all 420 as we 

did on the Clientele men, we also contacted 118 of the 132 that were inter-

viewed in the previous follow-up. The remaining 14 had either died, or could 

not be located even after extensive searches. In total, life history interviews 

were conducted with 45 of the 118 (37%). Their structure followed the inter-

views we did with the Clientele men. In total, 25 men and 20 women were 

interviewed, some only once but several people we interviewed multiple 

times. In this dissertation I have only made use of the interviews with the 

men. 

We did a descriptive sketch of the recorded criminal careers of the 420 

using conviction data from The National Council of Crime Prevention (see 

Begler et al., 2011). In this sketch we outlined the age-crime curves of both 

the men and the women in the original study, beginning at age 15 and fol-

lowing them to age 35. For 1) any offence, 2) theft, and 3) violence both the 

men and the women followed the expected age-crime curve with a high 

prevalence in adolescence and then a steep decrease toward adulthood. 

When it came to drug-related convictions, the age-crime curve took a some-

what different shape, with a later peak and a slower decrease. Here, as ex-

pected, the level-difference between men and women was also smaller than 

for the other crime types (see Steffensmeier et al., 2005).  

Although a sample of serious juvenile delinquents, their recorded of-

fending – at a group level – thus tends to take the typical form identified by 

criminal career research and life-course criminology. The same can be said 

about the Clientele men (see Sivertsson, 2011). 

Research Ethics and The SLCP 

Criminology is almost always concerned with empirically studying human 

subjects in one way or another and, as such, ethical issues are constantly 

present during a research project.25 Some ethical issues may be especially 

                                                      
25 In this discussion, I am mostly concerned with the ethical implications of our qualitative 

fieldwork. 
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present in longitudinal or life-course research, and when the empirical data is 

based on ―deviant subjects‖ such as those who have broken the law, the is-

sues become perhaps even more prominent (Johnstone, 2005). I should note 

that the SLCP was approved by the Central Ethical Review Board 

(Etikprövningsnämnden, EPN).26 Nevertheless, a discussion about research 

ethics is needed.  

There are mainly two important ethical issues that arise from life-

course research specifically. Here, I am mostly concerned with the Clientele 

Study, since the §12 Youth Study was initiated much later, when the legal 

prerequisites for ethical research on human subjects were much more rigor-

ous. First of all, in 2010, we undertook a follow-up of an original study that 

would not have been approved by today‘s standards. In other words, had the 

original study been launched and conducted today the way it was done in the 

1950s, parts of it would have had to be adjusted. For example, even though 

the original researchers to a considerable extent discuss the need for discre-

tion and confidentiality about the tests and results from each boy, they do not 

seem to have collected informed consent from the boys, or their caretakers 

(SOU 1971:49). Original enrolment does thus not seem to have been volun-

tary (although, we believe, the boy could decide not to show up without any 

repercussions; the thorough discussions in SOU 1971:49 of how to keep 

attrition and missing data as low as possible are indicators of this). Today, 

voluntary participation and informed consent is an ethical cornerstone. 

Second, life-course research raises the problem of repeatedly follow-

ing people through life due to their original state or involvement in one be-

havior or another. In a sense, the researcher never lets the person forget his 

or her past; something which can affect the person‘s life. This may be par-

ticularly prominent in prospective study designs where individuals are fol-

lowed up every second year or so, such as The Cambridge Study In Delin-

quent Development. While I cannot be sure, I would suggest that this second 

problem is less an actual issue in The SLCP, as the time periods between the 

follow-up studies are so long (around 25 years). 

The first issue, however, is in need of more discussion. Parts of the 

original study – the way the boys were enrolled in it – would not have been 

approved by today‘s standards. During the 1980s follow up, the original 

sample (excluding those who had died) was approached for interviews. Of 

                                                      
26 In Sweden, the legal prerequisites for research on human subjects are regulated in SFS 

2003: 460. These prerequisites state that any study that will deal with personal information 

and/or adopts research methods that may lead to physical or psychological harm for the re-

search subjects first must undergo an ethical review. 



 62 

these, 199 were conducted. Toward the end of that interview, every inter-

view participant was asked if a team of future researchers would be allowed 

to contact him for a new follow-up. All 199 said yes. This, of course, oc-

curred around 25 years before we launched the new follow-up in 2010, but it 

does suggest that they, at least back then, did consent to being interviewed 

again.  

We chose to contact our potential interview participants by letter. 

We first discussed the possibility of contacting them by telephone, thus en-

suring that our information would be given to the man in question and not a 

spouse, child, or somebody else. Eventually, we felt this method of contact 

to be more intrusive than using regular, posted letters. In the letter, we de-

scribed the project‘s background and that the individual had participated in 

two prior ―waves‖ of the same study. Since the Clientele Study included 

both delinquents and non-delinquents, we did not mention whether or not he 

had belonged to the delinquent group. In the letter we said that we now 

wanted to get in contact with him for a new interview, and what themes we 

wanted to ask about, including experiences of crime and punishment. We 

also stressed that participation was voluntary, and that anything the individu-

al chose to disclose to us would remain confidential. With the letter, we at-

tached a response paper where the man could respond whether or not he 

wanted to participate in the study, and (if he wanted to participate) what 

contact details he preferred that we used to get in touch with him. The letter 

also included a response envelope.27  

Often, the next step was taken by contacting him via telephone, if a 

number was listed in the contact details. Then, we again informed the poten-

tial interview participant about the purpose of the study, asked about whether 

or not he had thought about his possible participation in it, if he had any 

questions about the interview, the themes we wanted to hear him talk about, 

and so on.  

Prior to the interview, after having started the recorder, we began by 

trying to make clear once more that his participation was voluntary and that 

he, if he wanted to, had the right to stop the interview at any point. If we 

asked a question he did not want to answer, he could simply say ―pass‖ and 

we would move on to the next topic. Nobody we interviewed aborted the 

interview (but a few said ―pass‖ to some questions). It is possible, of course, 

that while the individual formally is free to abort the interview at any time, it 

                                                      
27 This mode of procedure, as well as the ethical discussions that follow below in this section, 

goes for the §12 Youth as well. The contact letter for the §12 Youth of course varied in the 

specific description of the previous phases of the study. 



 63 

is much less likely that the interview participant is just as free in an informal 

sense. Sometimes, for example, we had travelled by car or train for several 

hours to conduct a single interview; something the interview participant was 

aware of. It is possible that such circumstances (and others too, of course) 

made it difficult to say ―no‖ during the interview. These issues are not 

unique to our study, of course, and they are naturally difficult to ―control‖ or 

explore empirically, but the possibility of the issue existed and we were 

aware of this. 

Aside from these concerns and our ways of handling them, there are 

also additional, ethical issues that become relevant when doing interviews in 

general and life history interviews in particular. Being asked to tell some-

body about one‘s life, experiences, and events may be a painful thing to do, 

for many reasons. The interview participant may not have talked about (or 

even thought about) things we asked them to talk about, such as traumatic 

childhood experiences or a relationship that ended during dramatic and emo-

tionally difficult circumstances. During the interview, being asked about, 

remembering, and talking about such experiences may be a difficult and 

negative experience. It follows from this possibility that we as interviewers 

may affect the interview participant in negative ways, which goes against 

one of the four ethical principles in the humanities and social science: that 

research should be carried out in such a way as to not harm the individual in 

any way. This principle, however, must always be weighed against another 

one: that research should be relevant to the given society and its members, 

and should develop and deepen existing knowledge of the phenomenon un-

der study (Vetenskapsrådet, 2004).  

Aside from the potential negative experiences of telling one‘s life 

history, there also exist a number of potential positive outcomes of doing so. 

Atkinson (1998: 25f) lists them: 

1. A clearer perspective on personal experiences and feelings is gained, 

which brings greater meaning to one‘s life. 

2. Greater self-knowledge and a stronger self-image and self-esteem is 

gained. 

3. Cherished experiences and insights are shared with others. 

4. Joy, satisfaction, and inner peace are gained in sharing one‘s story 

with others.  

5. Sharing one‘s story is a way of purging, or releasing, certain burdens 

and validating personal experience; it is in fact central to the recovery 

process. 
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6. Sharing one‘s story helps creates community and may show that we 

have more in common with others than we thought. 

7. Life stories can help other people see their lives more clearly or dif-

ferently and perhaps be an inspiration to help them change something 

in their lives.  

8. Others will get to know us and understand us better, in a way that 

they hadn‘t before. 

9. A better sense of how we want our story to end, or how we could give 

it the ―good‖ ending we want, might be gained. By understanding our 

past and present, we also gain a clear perspective on our goals for the 

future.  

 

To be sure, Atkinson‘s list may be somewhat optimistic, perhaps even ro-

mantic. Since this dissertation uses interviews with men who have had rela-

tively long criminal careers, perhaps 1, 2, 5, and 9 may be relevant, and the 

others less so. This, I think, is correct: after every interview, we asked the 

interview participant how he ―felt‖ and had experienced being interviewed. 

Several times, their replies were in line with 1, 2, 5, and 9. Many times our 

interview participants also described how they had partly wanted to tell their 

story so that ―others could learn from them‖ by reading them, thus suggest-

ing that a form of Atkinson‘s seventh point also was important. We should 

thus not a priori assume that telling one‘s life history during an interview can 

result in only negative consequences. Of course, an individual may experi-

ence some parts of an interview as positive while others affect him or her 

negatively. When talking about one‘s life, both what one experienced as 

―bad‖ and as ―good‖, this complexity in emotion is almost expected.  

Conducting criminological research is almost always characterized by 

ethical concerns and dilemmas. In The SLCP, we tried to be as sensitive to 

and aware of these concerns as possible. To the extent that we could, we 

debated and reflected upon the ethical implications of any decision we made 

during the research process.  

On the Design of the Study 

In this section I discuss our initial views of the research problem, and then 

outline our theoretical and methodological commitments we made as we 

went along with the study. My intention is to show how the qualitative pa-

pers on turning points, intermittency, and masculinity emerged through our 

fieldwork (in a sense these views and commitments will therefore be more 
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―mine‖ than ―ours‖). Paper I was, of course, part of this research process too, 

but here I choose to focus on the qualitative fieldwork process. 

Qualitative fieldwork does not, in practice, follow the strict rules laid 

down by many methodology textbooks, and ours was no exception. The 

common lesson from experienced fieldwork researchers is that the field de-

fines the research problem (e.g. Becker et al., 1961; Davies, 2007; Glaser 

and Strauss, 1967; Hughes, 1984; Swedberg, 2012). This does not mean that 

we did not in some way define the field for us through our choice of ques-

tions, perspectives, and theories. The basic tenet of fieldwork research is that 

as we do it, the field not only lights up for us what is ―there‖ to observe and 

analyze but also what our earlier choices were, what ideas and viewpoints 

we had already committed us to before we began, and how that impacts on 

what we allow the field to tell us.  

The research project was launched in February 2010 and our initial re-

search problem was formulated quite broadly. Our first commitment was to 

an interest in the processes that make the criminal career take some shapes 

rather than others. In that sense, we considered stability and continuity in 

behavior just as problematic as change (see Becker, 1970). As for methodol-

ogy, this commitment meant that we had to use a method of inquiry that 

would allow us to, first, discover phenomena which we were unaware of at 

the start. One way to do this was a rather unstructured interview technique, 

particularly in the beginning. By unstructured, I mean here nothing else than 

an interview form which allows the interview participant to not simply an-

swer our questions, but rather – through his or her story – direct the ques-

tions we ask (Holstein and Gubrium, 1995; Kvale and Brinkman, 2008). 

Second, we needed a method which allowed us to explore the processual 

nature of social life and the self.  

―Process‖ is a word I have used a lot. The idea underlying this per-

spective is the notion that a life history can be understood as a narrative, 

where we ―understand the occurrence of events by learning the steps in the 

process by which they came to happen‖ (Becker, 1998: 61; see also Bruner, 

1987). While it is definitely not impossible to capture social processes in 

individual lives by using quantitative methods (see, for example, Bushway 

et. al., 2001), they are arguably less well suited for the task than qualitative 

life history interviews (Becker 1966). Understanding something by studying 

the steps by which they came to happen does however entail a risk, namely, 

that the researcher ends up with narratives where logic and order become 

exaggerated. I return to this in the next section. 
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We used a written interview guide including a range of topics and 

themes we wanted to explore, including the interview participant‘s housing 

history, education history, employment history, economic history, health 

history, important social relations, histories of crime and drug-use, experi-

ences of victimizations, and experiences of the criminal justice system. In 

the cases where we conducted more than one interview, the follow-up inter-

views were often completely unstructured, with no written guide. 

We used those additional interviews in a twofold way: first, to ques-

tion what we thought we knew from our first interview with the same per-

son: had we understood the interview participant as he or she intended us to? 

Had we misunderstood something? Was there a need to clarify some parts of 

his or her life? Second – and of course connected to the first way – we used 

it to further enable the interview participant to let us discover unexpected 

phenomena or themes in his or her life story. This way, aiming for depth 

rather than breadth, we attempted to reach ―thick description‖ (Geertz, 1973) 

in each life history.  

Many of the interviews, especially in the beginning, were conducted 

by two interviewers, whereas in several cases (around 15 interview partici-

pants) I conducted the interviews alone. Every interview was recorded on 

tape and followed by either a discussion between the interviewers as part of 

the analytical process, or (if I were alone) extensive field notes where I brief-

ly summarized the interview and outlined how what I had just found out 

added to, contradicted, or developed what I thought I already knew. I have 

kept these field notes as a document of my own research process, important 

reminders, and ways of tracing the development of my ideas; nobody but me 

has read them. This highlights something I have already hinted at. The ana-

lytical stage of the study could not be separated from the data-gathering; 

rather, they went on simultaneously.  

So far, I have not explicitly discussed the kinds of concepts and theo-

ries I make use of in this dissertation. Those choices are consistent with – but 

do not necessarily inevitably follow from – a sociological mode of analysis. 

Life-course criminology (indeed, criminology in general) tends to be inter-

disciplinary in nature (see Lilly, Cullen, and Ball, 2007), so this is not a self-

evident choice. The sociological mode of analysis utilized in this study has 

theoretical implications. First of all, it considers the self as social; it arises in 

interaction and it changes or remains stable through it. Interaction, moreover, 

is contingent upon – but never completely determined by – social structures. 

Some members in any given interaction, moreover, are more powerful than 

others (Goffman, 1963). Second, a sociological analysis puts a high value on 
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individual biographies, but recognizes that those biographies unfold within 

the constraints of a social structure (Mills, 1959). The life course of any in-

dividual, offender or not, can only be understood as an intersection of these 

two.  

This commitment led to another one but, once again, did not inevita-

bly flow from it; that of focusing not only on what the interview participants 

said, but how (Maruna and Copes, 2005). One way to analyze processes of 

continuity and change in criminal behavior is to adopt the metaphor of life as 

a story, or narrative (Bruner, 1987), and study how this narrative is per-

formed in an interview. This mode of inquiry – of paying close attention to 

how people talk – has a long sociological and criminological history (see 

Cressey, 1953; Maruna, 2001; Mills, 1940; Sykes and Matza, 1957). Narra-

tive usually takes the form of a written or oral text, ―a temporally ordered 

statement concerning events experienced by and/or actions of one or more 

protagonists‖ (Presser, 2009: 178). Narratives constitute forms of reality and 

is both a ―vehicle for self-understanding‖ and, as such, ―an instigator to ac-

tion‖ (Presser 2009: 191). They are not only personal creations: in a given 

social context there is a finite number of possible narratives to perform, since 

how we experience and construct our lives is dependent upon socially and 

culturally specific norms and expectations.  

In further specifying and explaining the topics I study in this disserta-

tion, I am tempted to make those choices seem more thought through and 

systematic than they actually were. I did, already at the outset, have the 

theme of masculinity and criminal careers in mind, thinking that it would be 

relevant to apply a masculinity perspective to the offenders‘ life histories, 

and explore if and how the life-course processes of gender and crime inter-

sect. Other than that, I did not have a well-thought out rationale for making 

the choices of topics I did. Rather, as we went into the field I found myself 

concentrating more on some phenomena than others; areas, to repeat, con-

sistent with my more general theoretical and methodological position but not 

derived from it in an inevitable way. I focused on areas and themes which 

stood out as important to the people we interviewed, because I felt that that 

way I would approach basic dimensions of continuity and change in criminal 

behavior over time. Some of them (turning points and intermittency) had 

been outlined in the literature but my data suggested that a refinement, ex-

tended understanding, and/or qualitative analysis was possible and would be 

useful. Others (such as the link between masculinity and criminal careers) 

had to my knowledge hardly been touched upon at all.  
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The Social and Personal Nature of Life Histories 

Given the stage that any person has reached in a career, one typically finds 

that he constructs an image of his life course – past, present, and future – 

which selects, abstracts, and distorts in such a way as to provide him with 

a view of himself that he can usefully expound in current situations. 

(Goffman, 1961: 150) 

 

Goffman presents the interviewer with a problem that – while a feature of 

social life in general – can make interviews difficult to use and interpret, 

given that the researcher has a specific goal in mind. The potential problem 

can be defined in terms of self-presentation (Järvinen, 2001). Interview sit-

uations are sites of knowledge production and interview participants con-

struct stories and narratives according to more or less distinct frameworks 

grounded in and contingent upon a specific social and historical context: 

[A] life history is a social construction, created by the narrator in interac-

tion with his environment. A biography is a story put together with the 

help of culturally available instruments and ingredients … When inter-

view subjects talk about their lives, they do so with the help of explanato-

ry models that are legitimate in their culture … To give meaning to the 

narrator himself and to the listener, the story must be structured, and this 

structuring process thus follows a socially fixed pattern. (Järvinen, 2000: 

372f) 

 

When an individual tells his or her story by looking into the past, what tends 

to emerge through the narrator is a story that is logical and ordered, but hu-

man life is not always logical and ordered; on the contrary, it often consists 

of contradictions, indetermination, confusion, reversion, and indecisiveness 

(Blumer, 1969; Järvinen, 2000). Consider the fact that several interview 

participants‘ processes of desistance seem to be contingent on a variety of 

factors, events, and experiences (Paper II). It is easy to retrospectively con-

struct and order these factors, events, and experiences into a path through 

time and place. From the perspective of the present it presents an explanation 

that is meaningful, both to us as researchers and to the interview participant, 

but such an explanation may exaggerate the amount of logic and order that is 

inherent in human, social life. 

Life history narratives, in other words, are fragmented, and ―analysing 

them as unified will always be a simplification‖ (Sandberg, 2013: 80). As 

researchers, we can easily bring forth a unified narrative, depending on the 
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questions we ask: if we only ask about the individual‘s criminal history, the 

interview participant is likely to tell a relatively coherent story of crime. If 

we also ask about the person‘s family and work experiences, of being a part-

ner and a parent and a worker, we might get a partly different narrative that 

can both contradict and deepen the others (Sandberg, 2013).  

For example, in Paper IV there are seemingly contradictory narratives 

of doing masculinity in adulthood (I mention this in the paper, but do not 

develop it very much). According to the data, doing masculinity in adulthood 

is partly narrated as ―being one‘s own man‖, where the interview partici-

pants stressed independence and the capacity to be and act in line with their 

will. They also told stories about their families and parenthood, and the im-

portance of these things in their lives. This suggests that an important feature 

of doing adult masculinity is also to be a ―family man‖, and able to live up to 

the demands of that position. These two narratives, of what it means to be a 

man in adulthood, seem to be partly contradictory. Being an adult man, he is 

expected to be both a family man (and thus his well-being is dependent on 

his family members), and his own man, in the sense of being independent 

and capable of taking care of himself. When this discontinuity is taken into 

account it highlights, I suggest, an empirical finding: being an adult man is a 

complex project, where the man has to handle, negotiate, and live by some-

times contradictory expectations. When we attempt to understand how and 

why offenders persist in and desist from crime, taking this complex, gen-

dered project into account is analytically important. 

Life histories, moreover, are contingent on the factor of time: 

A biography is a narrative told by a person no longer the same as the per-

son the story concerns. The function of the story, however, is to create a 

meaningful relationship between ―the present of the past, the present of 

the present, and the present of the future‖. (Järvinen, 2004: 63) 

 

But, Järvinen continues, and this is important for understanding the dynam-

ics of life histories, during the interview the past that emerges through 

the lens of the narrator‘s present situation is not an ―anything goes‖ past. 

Life does not disappear out of the life histories, leaving us with mere his-

tories, comprehended as textual structures. (Järvinen, 2004: 64) 

 

Life histories are personal creations, but not exclusively so, and at the same 

time products of social life, but not determined by it. In other words, in the 

interview situation the interview participant constructs a narrative that is 
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meaningful and acceptable to him or her, not only in a personal sense but 

also in a social one (Holstein and Gubrium, 1995). Life histories do not lose 

their scientific meaning due to this. On the contrary, it is through this inter-

pretive, constructive process that they become filled with that very meaning. 

Given this, reading a life history at ―face value‖ can be problematic. I 

acknowledge that I, in the papers, sometimes drift close to a face value-

interpretation, where I accept the interview participants‘ narrative of what 

happened, as a story about what actually happened. 

As an example of this, consider the amount of attention I devote to 

the phenomenon of human agency (I discuss human agency in detail in the 

final chapter but it is a useful illustration here, showing how the life history 

interview method informs the findings). When people narrate their lives, 

they tend to do so in a way that highlights themselves as active agents, not 

least when narrating important life-course changes such as desisting from 

crime. This does not mean that individuals narrate their lives in ways that are 

―untrue‖ or ―wrong‖. Rather, it means that the life history interview tends to 

generate the kind of life story that a person lives by (Maruna, 2001), and the 

story that he or she lives by tends to be a story in which he or she has had 

something to say and do to affect its outcome – in other words, the life histo-

ry interview tends to generate narratives where human agency becomes a 

central, explanatory mechanism.  

Adding another layer to the prominence of human agency, we must al-

so consider the sociohistorical, political context within which the interview 

participants tell their stories. Our time is one of increased individualization 

under the cloak of neoliberal politics, where the individual (at least to a 

greater extent than in the past) is responsible for his or her successes and 

failures. This, of course, reverberates into criminal justice policies and dis-

courses on crime, punishment, and offenders (e.g. King, 2013; Tham, 2012).  

My point here is that narratives of agency – where the individual‘s 

own choices, will, intentions, and so on, are emphasized – go very well in 

line with this general political climate and its consequent perspective on the 

human subject. A story where agency is a driving force and central explana-

tion for what happened, is the kind of story people are expected to tell within 

such a context. Had the interview participants told these narratives in a dif-

ferent context, it is possible that human agency had taken on a different (but 

not necessarily less prominent) meaning. Our time and place – one ―where 

agency has been pushed to the forefront in social life‖ (Healy, 2013: 571) –

impacts on the narratives the interview participants tell about their lives. 

Qualitative studies of desistance in general tend to find that agency is the 
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most important mechanism for change – a finding which, given these meth-

odological factors, is not surprising. 

There is, of course, no way for me to determine the exact influence 

such factors have had on the interview participants‘ narratives but – in line 

with Järvinen above – this does not make life disappear out of the life histo-

ries. People use narratives not only to describe and understand their experi-

ences, but also to give shape to those experiences (Bradbury and Sclater, 

2000). The importance of agency, I argue, is not a mere ―artifact‖ of the 

qualitative method. I return to this in the final chapter.  

The interviews we conducted in the SLCP were not the first time the 

interview participants told their story, not even in a research context, since 

they had all been interviewed in previous follow-ups. They had often told 

parts of their life history many times before, with other interviewers (social 

workers, counselors, therapists, etc.), or friends or relatives. Whether there is 

any ―real‖ narrative ―behind‖ such a ―standard story‖ is a question of ontol-

ogy, and one which is difficult to answer. What we tried to do was asking the 

same question in several different ways, trying to get different ―versions‖ of 

an event or experience, not to attain any ―real‖ stories, but to collect richer, 

thicker narratives. The main point here is that the life histories constructed 

through our interviews in the SLCP should thus be seen as one link in a long 

chain of identity construction in the interview participant‘s life (see also 

Järvinen, 2000).  

Analyzing Interviews 

In the process of fieldwork and analysis some interviews emerge as ―better‖ 

than others. Although we rarely state it explicitly, this is an almost inevitable 

feature of qualitative social research, and it happened in the SLCP as well. 

Whether or not an interview is considered ―better‖ than others to some ex-

tent of course depends on how we intend to use it. Nevertheless, in any given 

case, some interviews we do turn out to be ―better‖ than others, and we use 

them for our presentation more than we use others. The question is, then, 

what makes those interviews ―better‖, and the possible implications of this.  

As it is very seldom made explicit it is difficult to untangle but in gen-

eral, what makes an interview ―good‖, is likely to include the density of in-

formation in the interview and the depth of the narrative (Järvinen, 2000). In 

the SLCP, some narratives provided ―thick‖ examples of a process or mean-

ing of an event that could be found and analyzed in the majority (sometimes 
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all) other narratives, but more precisely or explicitly described. In our study 

―David‖ in the Clientele group and ―Tomas‖ in the §12 Youth group provid-

ed us with two such examples (but there were others as well). David‘s inter-

view is used both in Paper II and III, Tomas‘ in II and IV. They were cases 

where general themes emerged more vividly and more specifically than they 

did in many others.  

As I analyzed the material, general themes emerged. Some interviews 

I came to identify as ―good‖ illustrations of a given process, event, or phe-

nomenon which illustrated that theme. Having done so, it was crucial to pay 

just as much attention to the other interviews as well, to make sure that their 

meaning and implications were present in the phase of presentation as well 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The exact procedure I used differed from paper 

to paper, and the procedures can be found in their respective Method section. 

In one way, my analytic procedure somewhat resembled the method of ana-

lytic induction (see Turner, 1953 for a critique28 of the ―strict‖ use of analytic 

induction as a way of arriving at general or ―universal‖ explanations of so-

cial phenomena).  

A useful feature of analytic induction is that it emphasizes the im-

portance of ―negative‖ or ―deviant‖ cases that contradict the general pattern 

found in an empirical material (Becker, 1998). That is, sometimes interviews 

generated life histories which suggested that my then current understanding 

of a phenomenon – intermittency, masculinity, etc. – was insufficient. In 

those cases, I directed my analysis toward them and explored them in detail, 

which led to a refinement of my understanding. I then went back to the other 

interviews and analyzed them again, seeing if my refined understanding still 

had bearing on those. I made the most use of this in Paper IV – on masculini-

ties and criminal careers – but the mode of analysis was generally applied in 

the other cases as well. In the strict sense, though, this mode of analysis aims 

at the impossible. Every analysis is an abstraction – a simplified image – 

from the concrete social world and while the abstraction needs to be ground-

ed in the concrete it can never fully account for every variation we observe 

there.  

Many life histories were quite similar in several ways but no two were 

identical. They all had unique elements but cases may be unique at a certain 

                                                      
28 While the method of analytic induction has received much critique, it is important to note 

that one of the often generally stated goals of qualitative research – to reach ―saturation‖; that 
stage of the fieldwork where new observations or cases do not change the main explanation of 

the phenomenon under study – essentially rests on the strategy of analytic induction (see, for 

example, Glaser and Strauss, 1967). I do not intend for the reader to get the impression that I 

have used analytic induction as a general analytical strategy; I have not.  
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level of abstraction, but not at others (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). So, to take 

an example from the SLCP, the main reason why some offenders desisted 

from crime was that they got a job and had to refrain from crime not to lose 

it. In other cases, the reason for desistance was that the offenders met a part-

ner and they formed a relationship, which meant that the offenders now had 

to cease criminal offending for the partner‘s sake. At the concrete level, the-

se two sequences are different. On a more abstract level, however, the two 

processes of employment and relationship formation can both be understood 

as processes in which the offenders become committed to desist from crime 

through the social control that the institutions of employment and the rela-

tionship exert on them. At this level they are not ―unique‖ but rather empiri-

cal illustrations of the same theoretical idea.  

Other times cases differed at a more abstract level as well. To take just 

one example, in Paper IV, at one stage in the analysis I had formulated an 

understanding of the interplay between masculinities, age, and persistence in 

crime. My thesis was that when offenders persist in crime, their continuity in 

offending corresponds to a continuous masculinity project. Nevertheless, 

some offenders persisted in crime even though their masculinity projects 

changed. This forced me to revise my understanding of how masculinities 

are contingent on age: some aspects of masculinity change with age, whereas 

others seem to be more stable. This modification accounted for the ―deviant‖ 

cases that went contrary to my initial understanding, but also went in line 

with the other cases. 

The Context of The SLCP 

Toward the end of the now seminal work by Laub and Sampson, they con-

front the reader with a partly rhetorical question: ―Who Cares about Boston 

Boys born in the 1920s?‖ (Laub and Sampson, 2003: 282). It is a question of 

social and historical context, and it is as relevant to the SLCP as for any oth-

er life-course study: do the findings of this dissertation address issues of the 

day, or are they no more than historical documents?  

First of all, we must consider a simply practical dimension of the life-

course criminological enterprise. The research field of continuities and 

changes in criminal careers demands that we take a long-term perspective on 

the phenomenon, and this means that we often must rely on samples, data, 

and studies which were initiated and collected a long time ago. The study of 

crime and deviance over the life course cannot sit still, Laub and Sampson 
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(2003: 285) note, ―while the principal investigators of today‘s ongoing longi-

tudinal studies collect data.‖ When the younger (or, if you like, more ―mod-

ern‖) samples of, for example, the Dunedin cohort study turn 60 or 70, those 

data are likely to be criticized in the same way. 

Second, the findings of this dissertation should not be seen as isolated 

due to their specific social and historical context. A considerable amount of 

research has been devoted to processes of persistence in and desistance from 

crime, both when it comes to younger and older samples of offenders (Loe-

ber and Farrington, 2012), and the findings of this dissertation do not contra-

dict them. Rather, they develop, add to, and/or highlight specific features of 

those processes in a qualitative light.  

Third, while we should never neglect the potential importance of un-

derstanding human behavior in its specific social and historical context, we 

should also not a priori overestimate the way certain changes in social and 

historical context matters when it comes to criminal careers. I want to be 

clear here: I do not suggest that social and historical context does not matter; 

clearly, it does. My point is only to suggest that there are no reason for us to 

not consider studies such as Laub and Sampson‘s Boston boys, or the SLCP, 

as providing central insights into the field of continuities and changes in 

criminal careers. In fact, if we want to explore these processes in 60- or 70-

year old individuals, we have no choice. 

That being said, there are dimensions of the SLCP that are socially 

and historically specific. The exact meaning these specifics have when it 

comes to the findings of the dissertation is, of course, difficult to untangle. I 

noted a few of these possible particularities above, when discussing the so-

cial and intellectual context of SLCP‘s initiation. Here, I elaborate on this 

somewhat. 

Beginning with the Clientele men, they entered adolescence at about 

the same time ―the drug problem‖ emerged as a significant social and politi-

cal issue in Sweden (Lenke and Olsson, 2002). Many of the interviewed men 

with lengthy criminal careers had frequently used drugs in adolescence and 

early adulthood, and several of them identified themselves as ―addicts‖ or 

―ex-addicts‖ during the interviews we conducted. When heroin entered the 

market in the 1970s, several of them began using it, along with ampheta-

mine.  

The Clientele men grew up in Stockholm during the 1960s, paralleling 

a strong increase in both supply and demand of drugs. In conjunction with 

this development, the dominant, criminal policy that the Clientele men‘s 

criminal careers developed under was a ―treatment ideology‖, although it 
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step by step got replaced by more punitive tendencies. The Narcotic Drugs 

Act of 1968 rested on three pillars: legal control, preventive measures, and 

treatment. The 1970s, on the other hand, saw a shift toward a strategy based 

on control and sanction (Lenke and Olsson, 2002). In 1978, the Swedish 

Parliament stated its ultimate goal: a ―drug-free society‖, a goal which has 

―been the principal clause through shifting political majorities and has been 

used to legitimate increasingly repressive measures towards the individual 

drug user‖ (Blomqvist, 2004: 141). The need to demonstrate a consensus 

against illegal drug use and the importance of ―society giving the right sig-

nals‖ tends to push the individual with a drug use defined as ―problematic‖ 

into a highly marginalized, deviant position (Tham, 2005: 66). As Becker 

(1963: 35) notes, ―the treatment of the addict‘s deviance places him in a 

position‖ where it can be ―necessary to resort to deceit and crime in order to 

support his habit.‖ We know from other studies on drug use and criminal 

careers that drug use is likely to act as a ―snare‖, contributing to persistent 

criminal offending (Hussong et al., 2004). We find this echoed in the men‘s 

life histories, where descriptions of persistence in the ―drug scene‖ and 

―crime scene‖ frequently mesh together.  

The §12 Youth group, on the other hand, entered adolescence in the 

mid-1980s to early 1990s. After two decades of considerable financial im-

provement, the 1970s saw an emerging, worldwide oil crisis and economic 

recession which made economic growth slow down in Sweden. Having said 

that, Sweden was still a leading welfare state in the 1980s, with strong social 

welfare benefits, economic equality, and the goal of a ―drug-free society‖ 

still very prominent in the political climate. At that stage, the dominant crim-

inal policy had turned away from a treatment ideology and toward punitive 

tendencies and harsher punishments (Tham, 2005). The more rational-choice 

oriented criminal policy models may have been less distinct in Sweden and 

Scandinavia than in the US or UK, due to the stronger, traditional frame of 

the welfare state (Garland, 2002).29 It nevertheless meant distinct changes in 

the way people who commit crime were conceived and dealt with by the 

criminal justice system and its associated agencies. Consider Tham‘s de-

scription of the political change: 

During the 1960s and 1970s, the offender was a victim. He was a victim 

of his upbringing and an unjust society. He did not really want to commit 

crimes but felt forced to do so by his circumstances … Today the offender 

is unambiguously a villain. He chooses to commit crimes himself, and he 

                                                      
29 For an alternative reading of this thesis, see Barker (2013).  
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is fully aware that he is violating other people‘s rights. This is in line with 

a neo-liberal outlook and where one also has to accept the consequences 

of one‘s own actions: Make crime, do time. (Tham, 2012: 20). 

 

The Clientele men and §12 Youth thus emerged from the phase of adoles-

cence in relatively distinct climates with regard to criminal policy and the 

political view of the offender. The point I made in Chapter 2 deserves to be 

repeated: while this dissertation only focuses on offenders and their lived 

experiences (and the way they talk about, describe, and narrate those experi-

ences now), it is important to keep in mind that their life histories take place 

and unfold within this larger complex of a social reality of crime, partly de-

fined by political currents. 

Additional social and historical changes need to be mentioned here. 

As noted in Chapter 4, between the 1950s and, say, the 1990s, gradual 

changes occurred in Western societies with regard to the life course in a 

more general sense, including Sweden.  Arnett (2000) outlines the changes 

in age-norms with regard to the transition to adulthood that have taken place 

in many Western countries during the past decades, where transitions to 

adult social roles have been increasingly postponed (Moffitt, 1993).  

For the Clientele men‘s generation, the passage from adolescence to 

adulthood was a relatively short transition, from the role of ―pupil‖ in school 

to the role of ―worker‖ in employment. The vast majority eventually mar-

ried, some after a period of cohabitation. For the §12 Youth, on the other 

hand, due to the changing social, economic, and political landscape, the 

phase of ―emerging adulthood‖ may have made these transitions less 

―smooth‖. Recent studies on the possible historical and structural influences 

on criminal careers and desistance suggest that such dimensions may be 

important for a more thorough understanding of continuity and change in 

crime across the life course (e.g., Farrall, Bottoms, and Shapland, 2010). 

Farrall, Godfrey and Cox (2009) note how the meaning of employment (in 

particular, among men) has changed over time, and how the institution of 

work as a factor contributing to desistance is contingent on specific forms of 

social organization. To repeat a similar, Swedish example I mentioned pre-

viously, not too long ago Sweden had a tax system that economically fa-

vored marriage. Prior to 1971 a heterosexual couple, if married, was taxed as 

a couple and not as individuals. After 1971, for lack of economic reason, 

couples may have more often opted to cohabitate, or delay the transition to 

cohabitation and live longer in single households, rather than to marry. It is 

likely that such changes are important when we consider offenders‘ de-
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sistance processes, seeing as cohabitation and marriage are important predic-

tors of changes in criminal behavior. 
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6. Paper I—IV: A Summary 

Paper I: Risk Factors and Long-Term Outcomes in 
Criminal Careers 

The first paper is the only quantitative part of this dissertation, and it adopts 

a mixed-method approach. Our main task here is to explore the impact of 

childhood/adolescence risk factors on the subsequent criminal career. More 

specifically, we are interested in the notion of risk factors as cumulative, that 

is, that the more risk factors one is exposed to, the more likely criminal of-

fending is to occur, regardless of which particular risk factors are present. 

This paper is thus not focused on the impact of any specific risk factors, or 

combinations of specific risk factors, but rather the long-term impact of 

more risk factors in relation to less. 

Using the 192 delinquent boys that made up the initial Clientele study, 

we construct a risk factor index based on the original data, and divide the 

men into four risk groups – low, medium-low, medium-high, and high. We 

then follow the men to age 59, using official criminal records.  

We do find an expected pattern – i.e., the higher an individual‘s risk 

score is in adolescence, the higher his prevalence and offending frequency 

tends to be. This goes in line with the general findings of life-course crimi-

nology, which suggest a high degree of continuity in behavior over time. We 

also find signs that suggest the reverse: that there is a considerable degree of 

heterogeneity, even within an offender sample, which cannot be deduced 

from childhood/adolescence risk factors.  

We therefore conduct a qualitative, deviant case analysis, and identify 

individuals in the low- and high-risk groups that do not show the subsequent 

careers that can be expected from their risk scores. With interviews conduct-

ed during the 1980s follow-up of the Clientele Boys, we use qualitative data 

to analyze and understand their life history narratives up to age 40. How 

come some men (―high-risk desisters‖) with the worst possible prognoses in 

childhood did not become persistent, adult offenders, and how come some of 

the men with good prognoses became persistent offenders (―low-risk persist-

ers‖)? In understanding these life histories, we incorporate concepts and 
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phenomena that risk factor research traditionally has not considered or been 

able to take into account (Case and Haines, 2009): human agency and drift 

processes.  

According to our analysis, the high-risk desisters‘ ways out of crime 

should not be understood as exceptional or as needing to be explained by 

other factors than those commonly used to explain desistance from crime in 

general: a change in one‘s self-image, coupled with social factors such as 

work and family life, can lead even high-risk individuals out of crime.  

To account for the low-risk persisters‘ pathways into more frequent 

and serious crime, we couple human agency with the concept of drifting 

described by Matza (1964). Drift does not explain delinquency – it only 

makes delinquency possible. Delinquency must be realized through will, or 

agency. In line with Matza‘s theorizing, the interview participants‘ processes 

into delinquency were often initiated by a loosening in their local, social 

structure. This process made them gravitate toward drug use and delinquent 

peers. Well-known to act as a ―snare‖ if the user continues his or her use, 

contributing to persistence and hindering desistance (e.g. Hussong et al., 

2004; Schroeder, Giordano, and Cernkovich, 2007), drugs are the most 

common theme in the low-risk boys‘ lives when it comes to unraveling their 

subsequent criminal careers. 

In short, our qualitative analysis shows that important life-course 

changes took place in the interview participants‘ lives after the original risk 

assessments and prognoses were made and, thus, the important events and 

processes that contributed to the low-risk persisters‘ criminal careers could 

hardly have been predicted by an assessment of risk factors. Most important-

ly, while the analysis did mirror the quantitative findings – the high-risk 

group did indeed tend to describe a problematic childhood – it also explored 

the importance of human agency in relation to such a life-situation. The con-

tinuous intersection of biography and structure is bound to make unexpected 

trajectories and turning points emerge, which can channel even high-risk 

individuals out of crime. As suggested by our qualitative analysis, it can also 

make low-risk individuals drift into crime and develop persistent criminal 

careers.    

There are a number of limitations to this study, and we consider the 

majority of them in the Discussion section of the paper. The point I want to 

make here is that the findings of Paper I highlight the need for closer studies 

of criminal careers and the processes of continuity and change which help 
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shape them.30 If we want to gain greater insight into the dynamics of crime 

and the life course, we cannot limit our scope to the study of risk and risk 

factors in early life. This does not mean that early circumstances do not mat-

ter at all, only that what happens later in life also matters. Exploring such 

processes through the offenders‘ lived experiences is the purpose of the three 

following, qualitative papers. 

Paper II: ―Turning Points‖ and Changes In Offending 

The first attempt to more clearly understand continuity and change is to ex-

plore the concept of turning points. When offenders desist from crime, it is 

often due to a change in other areas of life (such as entering military service, 

relationship- and family formation, or employment). These changes are not 

―in themselves‖ turning points, but may constitute turning points if they 

contribute to other changes which, in turn, are theoretically understood as 

important for desistance to occur. Thus, changes such as relationship for-

mation may bring about subsequent changes in social control, routine activi-

ties and/or a change in the offender‘s self-image. It is these changes which 

contribute to desistance.  

Even in a rather generous reading of research on turning points, the 

importance of context-specific transition processes are seldom explicitly 

stated. So called life-course theories, Ulmer and Spencer note, often ―as-

sume, or infer, these … processes‖ (Ulmer and Spencer, 1999: 116), with 

explicit illustrations of the context and interconnectedness of processes of 

change in offending being even rarer (Laub and Sampson 2003, one could 

argue, is an exception, but even they tend to focus on processes of employ-

ment, family formation, or military service as separate from, rather than 

contingent on each other).  

In the paper, I outline three basic theses. First, changes in offending 

and desistance from crime are complex processes. While this, to some ex-

tent, has been conceptualized in the literature, the context-specific circum-

stances of processes that bring about changes in offending are seldom explic-

itly stated or empirically illustrated. Second, we must make sure to not ac-

cept a holistic view of the life course, where any process is considered as 

important as any other. To explore and understand the processes of changes 

                                                      
30 In Paper I, this argument is based on analysis of the Clientele men only. However, as noted 

in the previous chapter, our analysis of the §12 Youth‘s criminal careers (based on recorded 

offenses) show the same tendency, even though that analysis is much more basic and descrip-

tive (Begler et al., 2011). 
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in offending, the concept of turning points can be useful, since it focuses on 

those events, stages and processes wherein changes emerge. Third, my inter-

est in turning points doesn‘t lie in the concept itself. Rather, my interest lies 

in how the concept of turning points can be used to understand processes of 

change in offending, as those changes manifest themselves in life history 

interviews.  

With this basic outline in mind, I conduct a close study of two life his-

tories. In line with Gadd and Farrall (2004), who draw upon Hollway and 

Jefferson (2000), the two cases are selected on theoretical grounds, and prin-

cipally on the basis that they are theoretically interesting with regards to 

turning points and processes of change in offending. Both cases include: a 

similar background in social status and childhood experiences; early onset of 

offending; drug-use as an important part, but only a part, of the offending 

history; salient changes in offending over time (including intermittency); 

and, the changes appear to have been brought about by a web of several pro-

cesses.  

The analysis highlights the importance of exploring the several, con-

tingent processes that occur in offenders‘ lives, when we try to understand 

changes in offending and desistance from crime. Some of those processes 

may be structurally induced, others emerge at the interactional level. For 

example, in the account of ―David‖, as I go through it in the paper, several 

events and processes seem to indicate a turning point or a process of change 

in offending, including spiritualism, his development of a will and desire to 

quit, falling in love and engaging in a relationship, ―knifing off‖ the past by 

moving abroad, gaining a new sense of identity and getting diagnosed with 

HIV. But none of them alone seems to be salient enough for David to desist. 

The life-course processes surrounding the turning point seem just as im-

portant to understand as the turning point itself, if there indeed is such a 

thing as a ―turning point itself‖.  

To understand the context of the ―turning points‖, and how the of-

fender‘s change toward desistance eventually unfolds, it is necessary to pay 

close attention to the surrounding processes, seeing how the changes become 

possible through past experiences, processes and events, and how the turning 

point, in turn, makes future processes of change possible. The process of 

change in offending can be very complex and, to be understood as fully as 

possible, must be analyzed in such a way that the contingent nature of the 

processes that emerge in the life history interviews are included in the inter-

pretation.  
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Paper III: Intermittency in Criminal Careers 

Having analyzed the processes in which turning points toward desistance 

emerge, and how those turning points in turn make future life changes possi-

ble, Paper III moves one step back in the criminal career and explores the 

concept and phenomenon of intermittency, ―a temporary abstinence from 

criminal activity during a particular period of time only to be followed by a 

resumption of criminal activity after a particular period of time‖ (Piquero, 

2004: 108). The aim of the paper is to develop a qualitative understanding of 

intermittency among offenders with criminal careers characterized by seri-

ous and frequent criminal offending not limited to adolescence. 

I do this using the life history interviews conducted with the Clientele 

men, and argue that it might be useful to think of two forms of intermittency. 

One form of intermittency is where the offender for a significant period of 

time ―holds up‖, takes a ―time-out‖, experiences a temporary ―burn-out‖ or 

takes a ―break‖. These episodes seldom occur as abrupt as the word ―break‖ 

suggests, but are rather gradual processes of temporarily decreasing (and 

ceasing) offending. This form of intermittency is not characterized by any 

changes in the areas of lifestyle, routines or identity. While the Clientele 

men do talk about ―holding up‖ or ―taking a time-out‖, these narratives can 

also be characterized as narratives of ―rumbling on‖, ―staying in the game‖, 

―not being done yet‖ – narratives of continuity. It constitutes a natural part of 

offending for most offenders with a criminal career stretching into adult-

hood. This form of intermittency seems to occur relatively early in the men‘s 

lives, typically prior to the age of 40. 

The second form of intermittency is best understood as incomplete, 

unsuccessful or aborted attempts to desist from crime. The main difference 

here is the will to desist, and it is crucial because of what it entails. A will to 

desist is often accompanied by a change in values and desires, and attempts 

to change one‘s lifestyle, routines and everyday life. It is characterized by 

longer periods of non-offending and less serious offenses. But, attempts to 

enter conventional roles are combined with difficulties and this is eventually 

what makes it impossible for the interview participants to enter or remain 

engaged in them, even if they want to. This ―strain‖ of conventional life is 

part of what makes them relapse into criminal offending. 

The distinct form of intermittency thus tends to change over time, as 

the offender moves along the life course. The first form tends to precede the 

second one in time and they thus constitute different phases of the criminal 

career. A ―will to change‖ often emerges through a set of interconnected life-
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course processes that include not only changes in social control and routine 

activities, but also processes of aging and maturation.  Intermittent offending 

patterns can thus entail qualitatively different underlying processes: to ―hold 

up‖ is very different from ―attempting to change‖, to ―re-start‖ one‘s offend-

ing is very different from ―failing to stay away‖ or ―relapsing‖. The offender 

who holds up and ―re-starts‖ is an actor acting according to his or her inten-

tion and will (Matza, 1964), the offender who ―fails to stay away‖ cannot, 

for one reason or another, overcome the obstacles associated with desistance 

and conventional life. This second form of intermittency typically entails 

more distinct changes in lifestyle, desires and values, and is characterized by 

longer periods of non-offending and less serious offenses.  

Two things need to be emphasized. First, while a will to change is the 

dividing line between the two forms of intermittency, this transformation of 

human agency tends to include significant changes in other areas of life as 

well. Human agency can inform changes in social control, routine activities 

and lifestyle, just as changes in social control and routine activities can facil-

itate a cognitive transformation of will, that is, a change in human agency. 

Second, this, of course, does not mean that distinct, lasting changes in of-

fending must come from a will to change, but only that it seems rather un-

common that they do not. Many changes, including desistance from crime, 

can occur ―by default‖ (Becker, 1960; Laub and Sampson, 2003) or simply 

due to the contingencies of life. The presence of a committed human agency, 

however, is likely to very much impel and facilitate such changes. 

In a sense, intermittent offending is the criminal career, since the great 

majority of offenders, if not all, tend to follow a zig-zag path between onset 

and desistance. It therefore deserves much more attention than it has re-

ceived so far. Theoretically, this paper highlights the contingent nature of 

social life: life in general, and crime in particular, tends to be much more 

complex than many perspectives on criminal careers seem to recognize. The 

fluid nature of criminal offending over time, and the dialectic relationship 

between the individual offender and the surrounding social context, is inher-

ent in the theory of Laub and Sampson (2003) but is perhaps most explicitly 

dealt with in the interactionist approach to crime and criminal careers 

(Giordano, Schroeder, and Cernkovich, 2007; Ulmer and Spencer, 1999). To 

channel individuals away from crime, policies need to focus on both indi-

vidual biographies, and the structural constraints within which these individ-

ual biographies unfold. 
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Paper IV: Masculinities, Persistence, and Desistance 

One feature of Paper III is the notion of gender and masculinity, but it is 

noted only in passing: David, one of the interviewed men, started a relation-

ship but was unable to remain in it due to the constraints associated with a 

―good relationship‖. Part of a ―good‖ relationship is the sexual dimension, a 

part that is ―destroyed‖ for David, who is a former drug user (without the 

drugs, he is incapable of having sex). Here we see the salience of gender, 

where the attempt to perform a desirable masculinity is compromised: ―be-

ing a man and all‖, David would want a relationship but because of his histo-

ry and what he perceives as his insufficient sexual capacity, it becomes im-

possible. As a gender management strategy, David doesn‘t ―want any rela-

tionships‖. In the final paper, I explore the relationship between masculini-

ties and criminal careers in detail, using the life history interviews we 

conducted with the §12 Youth males. In turn, I go through the various ways 

in which masculinities and age intersect in the phases of persistence and 

desistance.  

Given that certain age-graded changes in masculinity are connected to 

a change in criminal offending (desistance), we should expect to find that the 

narratives regarding persistence are characterized by continuity also when it 

comes to doing masculinity. In the empirical material, this phase typically 

takes place prior to the age of 30, and is characterized by a high degree of 

involvement in crime. Everyday activities are structured around friends, 

drugs, women, ―bad guys‖, the pursuit of money, and criminal offending; 

activities that ―rumble on‖. The offenders‘ lives can be understood within a 

theoretical frame of social control (e.g. Laub and Sampson, 2003). Their 

lives are characterized by marginalization from the wider, institutional fabric 

of society and association with peers who frequently engage in crime (Warr, 

2002). These activities combine into an everyday life where notions of what 

it means to do masculinity are still centered on practices often associated 

with adolescence: violence, rebellion against authorities, independence, sex-

ual conquests, risk-taking, excitement, and so on. One dimension of these 

practices is thus that, through them, the offenders create and reproduce 

themselves as men. Or, the other way around, these practices constitute suc-

cessful ways of ―being a man‖ and doing masculinity precisely because they 

are seen as such by others.  

Adult men are expected to have ―aged out‖ of crime and live conven-

tional lives, and the vast majority does so (Hirschi and Gottfredson, 1983).  

Nevertheless, some offenders persist well beyond the transition adulthood. 
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One reason for that is human agency. Processes of cumulative disadvantage 

(Sampson and Laub, 1997) also contribute to persistence, and doing mascu-

linity is an important facet of this process. If the offenders attempt to desist, 

they must not only refrain from certain actions but also enter conventional 

life and conform to the expectations and norms informing the role of being 

―adult men‖ in a more general sense. The persistent offender perceives this 

as an obstacle impossible to overcome. 

With age, what it means to do masculinity changes and this is mir-

rored in the offenders‘ lives as they try to come to terms with and adjust to 

the norms of adulthood, contributing to an emerging desistance process. 

Unlike in adolescence, criminal offending is no longer compatible with the 

desirable masculine status. This theme is especially prominent when it 

comes to employment, and relationship- and family formation. 

Successfully doing masculinity and desisting from crime is contingent 

on the offenders being able to live up to the normative expectations that are 

placed upon them as they attempt to enter conventional life. As Becker 

notes, ―the individual … finds he must adhere to certain lines of behavior, 

because many other activities than the one he is immediately engaged in will 

be adversely affected if he does not‖ (Becker, 1963: 27). The offenders have 

now entered institutions in which the conventions and norms of society are 

presented to them in an immediate, powerful way.  

Conforming to the norms of adult, male, conventional life may be 

more difficult for men who lack the emotional, economical, and/or social 

skills (for example) to engage successfully in the role of a ―family man‖ and 

hold a family together. Others may be unemployed or underemployed, expe-

rience stigmatization from formal actors (such as the criminal justice sys-

tem), and experience similar suspicion from informal ones (e.g., partners, 

children, extended kin, etc.) because of their criminal histories. 

Within this web of challenges confronting the offender lies a mascu-

linity challenge as well. To do masculinity is characterized by contradictions 

and tensions in both social expectations and individual identity and practice 

(Gadd and Farrall, 2004). Being a ―good provider‖ often is associated with 

monetary expectations, and men who cannot live up to those expectations 

with conventional means may engage in crime to do so even though they feel 

they ―should‖ adhere to the rules. The ―positive‖ turning point of relation-

ship and family formation, which is repeatedly emphasized in life course 

criminology, might in practice lead to negative outcomes under certain cir-

cumstances. 
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One way of handling these and other contradictions is to present one-

self as somebody who is in control over one‘s own actions, has ―beaten the 

system,‖ has overcome many obstacles, and has become one‘s ―own man‖—

an attempt at a form of masculine mastery of a difficult situation where what 

is ultimately at stake is one‘s own perception of (a masculine) self. This goes 

for both the interview situation in which these narratives were constructed 

and told as well as the men‘s actions. 
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7. Implications and Looking Forward 

My aim has been to explore and analyze processes that surround and help 

shape continuities and changes in criminal careers. To do this, Sivertsson 

and I examined the role of risk factors when it comes to subsequent out-

comes in criminal careers by adopting a mixed method approach. Then, 

through three qualitative studies, I focused on topics that could generate a 

deeper understanding of how and why offenders persist in and desist from 

crime; the complexity of turning points, the processes of intermittency, and 

the importance of paying attention to the gendered nature of criminal ca-

reers.  

In this final chapter I outline some of the dissertation‘s implications 

for life-course criminology, policy, and practice. Before doing so, it is im-

portant to acknowledge a number of the dissertation‘s limitations. The size 

and character of the samples make any inferences difficult: my studies are 

based on a relatively small number of delinquent boys who are, predomi-

nantly, white, working-class, and living in metropolitan areas. Whether or 

not the study‘s findings hold for other samples – say, those of a general pop-

ulation – is a question for future research. In general, much life-course crim-

inological work is done on what could be considered high-risk samples, and 

it seems to me fruitful to, to the extent that it is possible, explore life-course 

criminological questions in general populations as well.31  

That being said, this dissertation has been guided by the suggestion 

Laub and Sampson made (2001: 10) over ten years ago; that we should focus 

our efforts at understanding the criminal career ―among those who reach 

some reasonable threshold of frequent and serious offending‖. Qualitative 

studies of criminal careers, moreover, can deepen our understanding of how 

and why the criminal career takes some shapes, and not others. Rather than 

to shed light on any causal social processes, my aim has been to highlight the 

age-contingent dynamic in human behavior and motivation, along with the 

                                                      
31 To give just one example, recent research suggests that the small group of high-rate offend-

ers exists not only in offender samples, but in general population samples as well (Vaughn et 

al., 2011). 
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social forces that help shape it, and how we need to address such complexi-

ties if we are to advance our understanding of criminal careers.  

My argument in this dissertation is and has been one in favor of in-

creased sensitivity to offenders‘ lives. While I do not want to over-simplify 

things (Matza showed us the risks inherent in doing so long ago, see Matza, 

1969, ch. 4), it does seem to me that based on the dissertation‘s findings, 

some things stand out as more important, explanatory tools than do others.  

The core of the criminological framework I have adopted here is one 

of age-graded, informal social control, following Sampson and Laub (1993; 

Laub and Sampson, 2003). The basic thesis – that life-course processes and 

events that generate increased social control, structure the offender‘s every-

day life and contribute to a change in identity and sense of self, leading him 

or her away from crime – is mirrored in my data and analysis. To more fully 

understand continuity and change in crime, we must include additional di-

mensions; dimensions consistent with, but not derived from, social control 

theory. These are mainly three. 

First, the age-graded, normative framework of the life course – and 

the consequences of deviating from it (or being defined by others as some-

body who does) - must be included as part of the explanatory mechanisms of 

criminal careers. To understand processes of crime and desistance we must 

understand the meaning crime has for the offender at different stages of the 

life course. 

Second, the lived experience of various forms of social stratification 

(age, gender, class, etc.) must be integrated into our explanatory framework, 

because these processes impact on the offenders' persistence and desistance 

processes in ways we still know little about (see Paper IV; Calverley, 2012). 

Third, whereas desistance by default may occur as the offender en-

counters structural, or institutional turning points, it is much more common 

for desistance from crime to be informed by a change in human agency. 

Thus, in line with Giordano, Cernkovich, and Rudolph (2002), offenders 

tend to vary in their "openness to change" and capacity to respond to poten-

tial hooks for change. In the case of more serious offenders, this mechanism 

is especially important, since they often belong to segments of the social 

structure where the likelihood of exposure to institutional turning points is 

low. Agency, moreover, is contingent on personal and social context: peo-

ple's goals, desires, etc., change as those they interact with change. It is im-

portant to continue both our empirical and conceptual development of agen-

cy. 
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In the remainder of this chapter, I elaborate on the second and third 

dimensions outlined above, before I stress the importance of moving life-

course criminological inquiries beyond offenders‘ transitions to adulthood. 

Finally, I outline a number of implications for research and policy. 

The Meanings of Social Stratification 

The general lesson from theorizers of intersectionality (e.g. Collins, 2000), is 

that various forms of social stratification – age, gender, class, ethnicity, and 

so on – impact on people‘s lives in powerful and sometimes complex ways. 

In one way, as variables, they are also well-known to criminologists since 

they impact on crime and criminal careers in various ways as well (Bell, 

2013). In another sense, as structures and social practices, and the ways in 

which they constitute and imbue the lived experiences of offenders, they are 

considerably understudied in life-course criminology (but see Calverley, 

2012, for an account of ethnicities and desistance).  

In a recent piece of research, Farrall et al. (2011: 10) argue that one 

important strand of future research on desistance and criminal careers is to 

utilize various ―social, cultural and economic variations‖, such as gender and 

ethnicity. By doing so, they continue on the same page, we are able to ex-

plore in greater detail ―the ways in which structures … and individual agen-

cy are interwoven in processes‖ of criminal careers. In this dissertation I 

have primarily highlighted the intersections of age, gender, and, to some 

extent, class – most explicitly in Paper IV.  

As we include these intersections in our analysis, they give us access 

to a deepened understanding of the meanings criminal behavior can have for 

the offender who persists in crime, and to the obstacles, dilemmas, and 

sometimes contradictory expectations offenders face in their processes of 

desistance. They also enrich our understanding of the dynamics of persis-

tence and desistance, and of the strategies people utilize as they try to ―go 

straight‖, ―make good‖, and desist. 

To give a concrete example: it is common that a turning point, leading 

the individual to desist from crime, has the function of ―knifing off‖ the past 

from the present (Sampson and Laub, 2005; see also Paternoster and Bush-

way, 2009, on the notion of feared and possible selves). Maruna (2001) and 

Maruna and Roy (2007) show that this is not necessarily a matter of ―ampu-

tation‖, where the individual‘s past ―offender identity‖ and ―criminal life‖ 

ceases to exist (in the practical sense). Rather, it is often a matter of the indi-
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vidual reconstructing his or her past in such a way that he or she can make 

use of it in the present.32  

In Paper IV, one interview participant looks back on his criminal ca-

reer and says that it, in one way, is good that he‘s ―been through some things 

because I know, I can see in my children if something was up [if they were 

at the risk of engaging in crime].‖ Here, the experience of a criminal career 

can be used as part of his role of being a ―good father‖; in fact, it can be used 

as part of the constitution of that role. What it means to be a ―good father‖ or 

―family man‖ is imbued with ideas of what it means to be an adult man and, 

as such, is imbued with masculinity norms. Thus, the meaning of the crimi-

nal career is still very present and important in his life, since it carries with it 

a resource for doing masculinity in adulthood. Of course, we must also bal-

ance our focus by including both the adult man and the adult man, since the 

dynamic I have just described is contingent on the process of aging and the 

age-graded norms of the life course‘s different stages.  

Here, we should also introduce the dimension of class, which adds 

further complexity.33 The vast majority of ex-offenders we interviewed in 

The SLCP were in the working-class segment of society, and when coupled 

with masculinity a tension arises: as a man he is in a superordinate position, 

but as part of the working-class he is in a subordinate one (Jon and Ericson, 

2006). This may give rise to a problem, since a father is expected to be a 

―good provider‖ for his family; a practice which might become difficult due 

to his class position. Since the men‘s roles as fathers may be compromised in 

this way, the strategy of using one‘s past criminal career as part of the de-

sistance process is more important than it may seem at first, but it does not 

become visible until we apply the dimensions of age, gender, and class, and 

see how they intersect with each other. Here I have only highlighted one 

concrete example; you could easily replace my example with another and 

still generate similar analyses with important implications for research and 

policy. 

                                                      
32 This is part of the analysis in Paper IV, but is studied in detail by Bäcklin in her analysis of 

NGOs working with ex-offenders and young offenders who want to desist (see Bäcklin, 

Carlsson, and Pettersson (2012). 
33 What intersecting dimensions to include in an analysis is to a certain extent an empirical 

question. 
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The Dynamics of Agency 

Ever since, at least, Durkheim‘s (1895/1982) classic research program, we 

are aware of the impact social facts, social structure, and norms have on our 

ways of feeling, acting, and thinking. Ever since, at least, Weber (1978) out-

lined the relationship between people‘s actions and how we orient ourselves 

toward various norms and social institutions34, we also know that individuals 

adopt a myriad of strategies to handle this intricate framework of norms, 

including, of course, those individuals who, for one reason or another, are 

perceived by themselves (and others) as not living up to those norms, wheth-

er willingly or not (Goffman, 1963).  

In the context of life-course criminology, this highlights the relation-

ship between agency, structure, and criminal careers. Today, agency tends to 

be seen as perhaps the most important factor for understanding desistance 

(King, 2013), especially when desistance is coupled with the concept of re-

silience, which emphasizes ―the capacity of individuals to be robust and to 

live positive, productive lives … despite early negative experiences‖ (Fitz-

patrick, 2011: 232). Despite this focus on agency, it is still a vague and elu-

sive concept (King, 2014). Considering the weight that is given to it when it 

comes to the rehabilitation of offenders (Ward and Maruna, 2007), policy 

implications (Farrall et al., 2011), and explaining criminal careers (Laub and 

Sampson, 2003; Maruna, 2001), this is a problematic state of affairs. 

In Chapter 5, I discussed the connection between agency and the qual-

itative life history method, arguing that it is not surprising that agency tends 

to become a central, explanatory mechanism in qualitative studies of crimi-

nal careers. In short, the way we narrate our lives and the social and political 

context within which we do so, must be regarded as important methodologi-

cal dimensions underpinning our understanding of agency. One suggestion 

for future research, then, is to more deeply explore the connection between 

theory and method in this regard. 

At the same time, human agency is not a mere artifact of the method. 

On the contrary, quantitative studies on the importance of ―subjective‖ and 

―objective‖ desistance factors, too suggest that indicators of agency very 

much impel and facilitate desistance (LeBel et al., 2008; Maruna, 2004). 

After all, a basic principle of the life-course approach is that humans are 

―fundamentally active beings‖ (Hitlin and Elder, 2007: 185). To not consider 

                                                      
34 Weber, to be accurate, did not use the concept of ―norms‖ or ―social institutions‖, but the 

concept of ―order‖ (a term similar in meaning). 
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agency in criminal career research would be, indeed, to not consider an im-

portant explanatory mechanism. 

Since criminal careers can be understood as something people do ra-

ther than ―are‖ or ―have‖ (see Chapter 2), agency is a concept that runs 

through all four papers of this dissertation. First, it is crucial to point out that 

―any account of human action needs to give proper consideration to agency, 

but also needs to account for the role of structure in enabling or constraining 

that action‖ (King, 2013: 318). This has a direct implication for policy: many 

of the recently initiated criminal justice policies are driven by what King 

(2013: 324) terms the ―individualization thesis‖. That is, King continues on 

the same page, they neglect the structural constraints that ―inhibit identity 

construction and … the importance of access to economic resources and 

cultural spaces that make self-realization a possibility.‖ It is important to 

resist the current tendency to regard structural problems as ―personal short-

comings‖ (Healy, 2013: 565), and instead recognize the interconnectedness 

of the social and personal world of the offender. 

Agency is temporal in at least two ways. First, the actor takes into ac-

count his or her past experience, present situation, and future prospects, the 

way he or she perceives them. This is well-known from theoretical 

(Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Bottoms, 2006) as well as empirical studies 

of desistance (King, 2013; Maruna, 2001). Second, and acknowledged in the 

literature but considerably less explored empirically, the content of an indi-

vidual's agency – that is, desires, motivations, aspirations, life-goals, and so 

on – changes with age.35 

When people do something, they sometimes experience doubt and re-

gret. In fact, Matza (1969: 106) writes, doubt and regret ―are implicit in hu-

man engagement‖. There is thus an inherent uncertainty in agency, having 

clear implications for any discussion of desistance: false starts, incomplete 

attempts at desistance, and the way criminal behavior may wax and wane 

over time are simply aspects of human, and thus social life. That being said, 

individuals do desist from crime, and they do maintain this state over time. 

What we need to consider and pay closer attention to, I believe based on the 

papers of this dissertation, is the second temporal dimension of agency; the 

way it is continuous and the way it changes as individuals move along the 

                                                      
35 Wikström (2005: 224) argues that individuals acquire a ―stronger agency‖ with increased 

age. While this, to a considerable extent, is a matter of how we define ―agency‖, I agree that 

there may be significant differences in the strength of agency if we compare a 12-year old 

with a 22-year old. That we should speak of ―strength‖ in agency when it comes to comparing 

a 22-year old and a 42-year old, for example, is less evident. It might not be ―stronger‖ or 

―weaker‖, but merely different (which, I should note, I think Wikström would agree with). 
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life course; how it is contingent on but not determined by a person's continu-

ous or changing location in various elements of social structure and stratifi-

cation. 

Agency, Persistence, and Desistance 

The main life-course criminological work on agency has been done on 

change and desistance. That is, it is common to equal agency with change; 

agentic moves are moves an actor makes in order to change his or her cur-

rent state, situation, or trajectory (Hitlin and Elder, 2007). In a similar vein, 

Matsueda (2006: 91) describes human agency as a mechanism for ―creativi-

ty‖ and ―innovation‖ – in other words, change. 

My findings suggest that we may want to pay equal attention to the 

connection between agency, continuity, and persistence. It is a mistake, Bot-

toms (2006) argues, to assume that ―true action‖ cannot be habitual or con-

tinuous. In Paper III, one form of intermittency is characterized by continuity 

rather than change; the interview participants describe their lulls and drifts in 

offending in terms of ―things rumbling on‖ and ―staying in the game‖. In 

line with this, I suggest in Paper IV that persistence can be a way of demon-

strating one‘s power, will, and control over one‘s own everyday life at a 

certain stage in the life course. To persist in crime can thus be an agentic 

move, a way of handling a difficult situation within a process of interperson-

al and structural cumulative disadvantage, where what is at stake is one‘s 

own perception of self (for a recent study of agency as a possible cause of 

crime and continued offending, see Lindegaard and Jacques, 2014). 

Importantly, the link between agency, continuity, and persistence is 

contingent on age. It is not surprising that young people often express no 

wish to cease their criminal offending, because it can be a fun, exhilarating, 

and status-generating practice, leading to power and social inclusion in im-

portant peer groups. As people move along the life course, their agency 

tends to change; as offenders come of age, approach, and enter the transition 

to adulthood – although that transition is less fixed in today‘s Western socie-

ties than it used to be – they begin to develop a ―will to change‖ and to desist 

from crime (in Papers III and IV, for both the interviewed Clientele men and 

the §12 Youth, this change seems to occur around age 30). Why does this 

change occur?  

In line with Shover (1996: 138), ―aging makes offenders more inter-

ested in the rewards of conventional lifestyles‖, as the temporal process of 

cumulative disadvantage makes the vulnerability and marginalization of the 
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offender‘s life situation more perceptible. Similarly, the meaning of criminal 

behavior tends to change. Having been a source of power, status, and ex-

citement in adolescence, it has now become a stigma, generating social ex-

clusion. The risk-taking that was rewarding and exhilarating in adolescence, 

has now become something negative: the revelation of one‘s own mortality 

and time as ―a diminishing, exhaustible resource‖ (Shover, 1985: 83) is mir-

rored in the offender‘s changed self-perception. A similar theme is found in 

Paternoster and Bushway‘s (2009: 1116) recent theoretical development of a 

―feared possible self‖ as a catalyst for change, where the offenders are faced 

with an ―image of what kind of future they now realize they do not want.‖ 

This change, I would add, is more likely to occur in the transition to adult-

hood, as it is here that the life-course norms change in important ways. This 

last note touches on an important feature of crime and the life course.  

It is, to some extent, part of the social role of ―the adolescent man‖ to 

experiment with crime, alcohol, and drug use. While it is not rewarded by 

the institutions of larger society, neither is it fully condemned. We expect 

young people to ―break free‖ from the restraints of the family home, engage 

with peer groups, and so on. Among peers, engaging in crime, alcohol, and 

drug use may as I noted above be a rewarding practice in many ways. The 

―adult man‖, however, is expected to live a conventional life. One dimension 

(but not the only one, of course) of the offender‘s changing agency with age, 

is thus that society begins to expect him or her to desist, get a job, form a 

family, and ―settle down‖. 

Beyond the Transition to Adulthood 

As I suggested above, the criminological study of people‘s transition to 

adulthood is important, for it is at this stage that the majority of those who 

engage in crime cease to do so. The same line of argument is prevalent in 

much of today‘s life-course criminological discourse (e.g. Loeber and Far-

rington, 2012; Loeber and Welsh, 2012). Having said that, this dissertation – 

primarily through Paper II and III – illustrates the need to also move beyond 

this transition and explore the later stage of adulthood, particularly in the 

case of those with more persistent criminal careers. 

For many offenders, desistance is a road full of obstacles and we 

know from Maruna (2001) that to want to desist, and to actually do it and 

then maintain a state of desistance, can be two very different things. To only 

focus on the transition to adulthood runs the risk of not paying attention to 



 95 

the ways individuals‘ lives continue to unfold beyond that stage, including 

several potentially very rewarding research questions. When people desist 

from crime, their maintenance process often eventually unfolds into some-

thing similar to what Meisenhelder (1982) termed certification; that is, they 

may no longer need to adopt strategies to maintain desistance. This phase in 

the desistance process, and its dynamic, is only just now beginning to be 

understood by life-course criminology, and we should conduct more studies 

to increase our understanding of it.  

Other times, the maintenance of desistance continues for a considera-

ble length of time (e.g. Papers II and III). Here, too, potentially rewarding 

research questions can be found. Consider, for example, changes in the way 

desistance may be maintained by the individual over time. It might be one 

thing for the individual to maintain desistance at the age of 40 or 45 when he 

or she has an everyday job, a family with children, and day to day responsi-

bilities; in short, a stronger social control and structured routine activities. It 

may be a very different thing for the individual to maintain desistance at the 

age of 60 or 65, when he or she has retired and has children who have now 

themselves entered adulthood and moved out of the family home. The indi-

vidual‘s social control may be weaker, and daily life less structured. For the 

ex-offender who previously engaged in crime in a persistent manner, it is 

likely that the strategies he or she makes use of to maintain desistance are 

quite different, or that other forces (such as the more obvious process of 

aging) are at work. 

Another very related theme concerns the notion of reoffending at rela-

tively old age. In Paper II and III, the men‘s life history narratives show that 

although the ―will to change‖ was likely to appear in the transition to adult-

hood, this was far from always enough to make the offenders desist. Instead, 

they repeatedly recidivated, although often after longer periods of non-

offending than previously in their lives. They engaged in crime, despite the 

fact that the ―subjective contingencies‖ which made them ―develop and em-

ploy a critical, detached perspective toward their earlier years‖ often had 

occurred (Shover, 1996: 132). 

To give just one example, consider Robert, one of our Clientele inter-

view participants. As we interviewed him in 2011 he was 61 years old and 

had, after a long period of desistance, begun to regularly shoplift groceries 

and alcohol. The reason, he disclosed to us, was that he stood without an 

income due to the harsher social insurance policies in Sweden. In the words 

of Shover (1996: 141), ―the allure of crime‖ has diminished but it is still a 

resource to which he can turn when he sees no other option. It would be a 
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mistake, I suggest, to assume that we can understand Robert‘s return to crim-

inal offending by only focusing on this change in his life. To understand his 

reoffending we must also pay attention to other aspects of his situation: his 

condemned36 outlook on life, the absence of social control (in the sense of 

ties to conventional society), that he had four years left to his formal retire-

ment age, and his relative isolation at the time this change occurred.  

Such patterns in offending, and thus criminal offending beyond the 

transition to adulthood, cannot be understood as the result of either cognitive 

factors or material factors, but – to repeat – by a complex combination of 

both. Following the dynamic of a life-course perspective, an individual‘s self 

and his or her actions are never set or finished but always in a state of be-

coming. Will, or agency, can direct the individual toward one trajectory ra-

ther than the other, but the path he or she takes is always contingent upon 

situational and historical influences.  

Implications: Some Final Notes 

Implications should derive from inferences, and due to the limitations of the 

study, any general inferences based on the empirical data are difficult to 

make. With that in mind, previously in this chapter, I attempted to single out 

a number of possible implications for the future study of criminal careers. 

When it comes to implications for policy and practice, I suggest that the 

following issues may be important to consider, but the reader should ap-

proach these issue conscious of the limitations of the empirical data. 

Channeling individuals away from crime can be a very difficult task, 

especially when it comes to more serious offenders. That being said, we 

should not underestimate the impact of aging on the process of desistance. 

This is one of Gottfredson and Hirschi‘s (1990) main arguments, and aging 

is a, if not the, fundamental central life-course process, if we consider the 

social meanings and norms that are attached to different age-stages. While it 

is crucial for life-course criminology to follow offenders beyond the transi-

tion to adulthood, as I argued above, it is also important to acknowledge that 

the majority of those who engage in crime desist as they approach or go 

through the transition to adulthood. This is one of the most consistent find-

ings of life-course criminology (and it is replicated in the SLCP). The most 

                                                      
36 Here I refer to Maruna (2001) and the theme he finds in persistent offenders‘ narratives, 

which take the form of ―condemnation scripts‖ where the offenders consider themselves 

―doomed to deviance‖. This theme is also present in Paper III. 
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powerful ―interventions‖ are thus bound to be informal. That is, we should 

not expect official interventions – sanctions, treatments, programs, etc. – to 

result in more than moderate changes on criminal careers. Important changes 

in the life course tend to occur along the pathway from adolescence to adult-

hood and beyond: the ―turning points‖ of higher education, relationship- and 

family formation, employment, and so on. The normative features of the life 

course can have – indeed, often do have – this crime-inhibiting role. The 

problem is the consequence of not being able to live up to the demands these 

normative expectations pose to the individual. It is not (only) a problem at 

the individual level, but at the social level where norms and regulations of 

normality and deviance are created and reproduced.  

The trend toward early and powerful interventions to prevent and re-

duce future criminal offending has been prominent for some time now, and 

while some advances have been made, it is likely that new interventions and 

instruments to assess risk- and protective factors will only have moderate 

effects on a given individual offender‘s future criminal career (Sampson, 

2000). Based on the papers that form this dissertation, then, I suggest that we 

move toward a focus on the contingencies of criminal careers and the fac-

tors, events, and processes that help shape them, not only in child-

hood/adolescence but beyond that phase. If we understand those contingen-

cies in more detail, possible implications for policy and practice also emerge.  

First, whether or not interventions are successful is less likely to de-

pend on early life circumstances than on the present social and material situ-

ation of the offender; a present which – through processes that unfold in 

space and time – might be related to factors, events, and processes that oc-

curred in early life, but can never be reduced to them. We must begin to turn 

away from risk factors, risk scores, and early interventions, and toward the 

contingencies of social life itself; it is there that we find the offender in his or 

her processes of continuity and change. Further, the meaning of interven-

tions and life changes are age-graded. We should thus be sensitive to the fact 

that official programs or interventions that target adolescent offenders may 

need to be different from programs directed to adults (e.g., Uggen, 2000, 

finds that employment has a crime-inhibiting effect among older, but not 

younger offenders).  

Second, while it is crucial to facilitate the reintegration of offenders 

who attempt to change, my dissertation also illustrates the complex nature of 

offenders‘ lives and their considerable behavioral continuity and change, as 

well as their attitudes toward convention and the social institutions of socie-

ty. Any intervention needs to have in mind that the road toward desistance is 
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often long and the ―participants often unwilling‖ (Laub and Sampson, 2003: 

292). That being said, it is likely to be less difficult at certain life-course-

stages than others. Considering that the meaning of criminal behavior tends 

to change over time – from status and power in adolescence, to stigma and 

exclusion in adulthood – it is likely that people‘s willingness to desist from 

crime emerges in, or in close proximity to, the transition to adulthood. Alt-

hough a will to change is not always necessary for desistance to occur, it is 

likely to be facilitated by such a will. It is thus at that stage where interven-

tions – attentive to both the offender‘s cognitive and material resources – 

might be successful. In adolescence, such interventions are important but we 

must acknowledge that they are much likely to be much less successful, be-

cause at that stage criminal behavior tends to be fun, exciting, status-

generating, and an exhilarating experience.37 

Third, if we want to change people‘s pathways, and channel them out 

of crime, we cannot separate the individual‘s capacity for change from his or 

her social position; context matters at a very basic level (Sampson, 2013). In 

this dissertation I have tried to balance the importance of human agency 

against the constraints this agency finds itself in, in any given individual‘s 

life. Being willing to change is important, but it is seldom enough (Maruna, 

2001). Here, we should remind ourselves of Lemert‘s observation, that 

―choice‖ tends to be a ―compromise between what is sought and what can be 

sought‖ (Lemert, 1967: 52, my emphasis). What can be ―sought‖ is depend-

ent on the social and historical context of the ―searcher‖, and while the Swe-

dish welfare state should – at least in comparison with more individualist 

contexts, such as the US – be able to provide a stronger social safety net and 

other forms of social support, my findings show that processes of social ex-

clusion, and the related stigmatizing effects by powerful social institutions, 

can make change difficult, even when the will to change is there. 

 Processes of exclusion take place in an interactional process between 

the individual and his or her environment. For example, the criminal back-

ground checks recently discussed by Blumstein and Nakamura (2009) regu-

larly occur in Sweden as well (Backman, 2012). As a potential employee, 

you have the formal right to refuse to provide the employer with your crimi-

nal record, but in practice this is very difficult to do (since it is likely that 

                                                      
37 Young people who engage in many and serious crimes are, of course, often in vulnerable 

social positions. Engaging in crime also often entails risks of various kinds (being apprehend-

ed by the police, being victimized, etc.). My point is not that crime is only fun, status-

generating, and so on – my point is only that those aspects are much more prominent in ado-

lescence than in adulthood. 
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you will not be considered for the job in question). The tendency toward 

harsher and longer punishments seen in Sweden during the last decades, and 

the tougher social policies regulating disability pensions and health insur-

ances, are both examples of policies which run the risk of making desistance 

from crime and the successful reintegration of offenders more difficult, even 

where a will to make a lasting change in one‘s life is present. Changing tra-

jectories of crime must come through policies which facilitate integration 

into the conventional social order, not through policies which foster isola-

tion, exclusion, or punishment. 

There is no point in ―challenging criminal thinking‖ if, when released 

from prison or treatment, offenders will not be able to find legitimate oppor-

tunities for self-support (Maruna, 2012), regardless of whether they are 20, 

40, or 60 years old. The essential implication for policy thus boils down to a 

question of allocation of resources, social and economic equality, and strati-

fication. To characterize offenders‘ self-images as distortions or delusions 

would be an analytical mistake.38 Changing thought patterns – which is the 

common, dominant mode of treatment today, through the use of Cognitive 

Behavioral Therapy in various forms – can therefore never be enough. 

Fourth, life-course criminology has been overly concerned with one, 

single dependent variable: crime. Criminal activity might be only one ex-

pression of a more general feature of social exclusion (Bäckman and Nils-

son, 2011). The criminological and political interest lies in finding answers 

to what gets people ―out of crime‖. But, just because people eventually de-

sist from crime does not mean that they are no longer socially, economically, 

and psychologically marginalized. Many of the men we interviewed in The 

SLCP had desisted from crime but lived life on the margins of society. We 

find this notion echoed in Shover‘s (1996: 145f) account of persistent of-

fenders as well: 

Most of those who stay out of prison are ‗successes‘ in only the narrowest, most 

bureaucratic meaning of the term non-recidivism. Most ex-convicts live menial or 

derelict lives and many die early of alcoholism or drug use, or by suicide. 

 

The true challenge might not be to make offenders desist from crime; it 

might be to increase the living conditions and life standards of social groups 

where material resources are weak. If we manage to do that we are also like-

ly to reduce crime, and shorten the criminal careers of even the most persis-

tent offenders. To do that requires that the life-course criminological enter-

                                                      
38 When discussing cognitive interventions, crime-producing thought patterns are often 

termed ―cognitive distortions‖ (see, for example, Barriga and Gibbs, 1996). 
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prise broadens its scope to include studies where the dependent variable is 

not crime but, as some have already done, attachment to the labor market, 

mental and physical health, and other indicators of social exclusion. The 

same requirement is needed in policy and practice. 
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8. Svensk sammanfattning (Swedish 
Summary) 

 

 

Denna avhandling består av fyra artiklar som tillsammans försöker bidra till 

en djupare förståelse för individers kontinuitet och förändring i kriminella 

karriärer. En artikel kombinerar kvantitativa och kvalitativa metoder, medan 

tre artiklar (Paper II—IV) endast är baserade på kvalitativa livshistorieinter-

vjuer. Samtliga artiklar är skrivna inom ramen för The Stockholm Life 

Course Project (SLCP), en större livsförloppsstudie med syftet att undersöka 

och belysa olika aspekter av brott och livsförlopp. Trots att projektet i sin 

helhet inkluderar både kvinnor och män, är denna avhandling baserad på 

data och intervjuer med endast män. 

Bakgrund och syfte 

Livsförloppskriminologi är numera en känd gren av kriminologin. Till skill-

nad från studier och teorier som undersökt skillnader mellan individer eller 

grupper – dvs. skillnader i exempelvis sociala band mellan unga och äldre, 

kvinnor och män, inrikesfödda och utrikesfödda, etc. – är livsförloppskrimi-

nologin främst inriktad på att förklara kontinuitet och förändring i brott inom 

individer över tid. 

När det gäller den frågan utgår mycket av livsförloppskriminologin 

ifrån ett till synes nästan paradoxalt empiriskt fynd (Moffitt, 1993; Sampson 

och Laub, 1993). Vi vet att tidigare brottsbelastning är den bästa ‖predik-

torn‖ för framtida brottslighet, och i den meningen uppvisar brottslighet en 

slående grad av kontinuitet över tid. Samtidigt visar också åtskilliga studier 

att brottslighetens prevalens i ett givet urval lagöverträdare minskar drastiskt 

i takt med att detta urval blir äldre. Två av livsförloppskriminologins huvud-

frågor är därför 1) vad är det som gör att de allra flesta slutar begå brott i 

slutet av ungdomstiden? och 2) vad är det som gör att en liten andel lagöver-
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trädare fortsätter begå brott under en längre period av livet, och ofta begår 

många och grova brott? 

Genom Paper I—IV är denna avhandlings syfte att bidra till en dju-

pare förståelse för dessa processer – kontinuitet och förändring i brott – ge-

nom att studera ett antal viktiga dimensioner: betydelsen av tidiga riskfak-

torer (Paper I), vändpunkter (Paper II), de zick-zack- eller intermittency-

mönster som många kriminella karriärer uppvisar (Paper III) och vikten av 

att anlägga ett genusperspektiv på mäns kriminalitet och livsförlopp (Paper 

IV). 

The Stockholm Life Course Project 

The Stockholm Life Course Project, eller SLCP, utgör avhandlingens empir-

iska bas. Projektets huvudsakliga syfte är att undersöka brottslighet genom 

livsförloppet, det vill säga de faktorer, händelser och processer som bidrar 

till 1) början på individers brottslighet, 2) att de fortsätter begå brott när de 

väl har börjat (‖persistence‖), och 3) att de slutar (‖desistance‖). 

SLCP utgör i grunden en uppföljning av flera tidigare forskningspopu-

lationer: dels 1956 års klientelundersökning av unga lagöverträdare, dels ett 

urval §12-ungdomar, och också ett urval av de så kallade ‖Skå-pojkarna‖. 

Projektet kombinerar kvantitativa och kvalitativa metoder, men endast när 

det gäller de två förstnämnda populationerna. Eftersom mitt intresse huvud-

sakligen har varit att med kvalitativa metoder undersöka kontinuitet och 

förändring i individers brottslighet, har jag också endast använt mig av dessa 

två. I detta avsnitt beskrivs därför bara 1956 års klientelundersökning, och 

§12-ungdomarna närmare. 

1956 års klientelundersökning av unga lagöverträdare 

1956 års klientelundersökning av unga lagöverträdare initierades av den 

svenska riksdagen i mitten av 1950-talet och sjösattes 1959, med det huvud-

sakliga syftet att förstå ungdomsbrottslighetens orsaker. 287 pojkar födda i 

Stockholm 1943-51 ingick i studien. 192 av pojkarna var registrerade hos 

polisen för minst ett icke-trivialt brott (nästan uteslutande stöld) före 15 års 

ålder. De resterande 95 pojkarna utgjorde en kontrollgrupp, matchad på ål-

der, socialgrupp och bostadsområde men utan registrerad brottsbelastning. 

Det låga antalet individer kompenserades av de omfattande och tvär-

disciplinära formerna av data som samlades in rörande varje pojke. Ur-

sprungsstudien består av drygt 2 000 variabler, och dess bakgrund, metodik 
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och initiala forskningsresultat rapporterades i en serie SOU-publikationer (se 

SOU 1971:49; SOU 1972:76; SOU 1973:25; SOU 1973:49; SOU 1974:31).  

Drygt 20 år senare, genomförde Sarnecki (1985) en uppföljningsstudie 

av Klientelpojkarna, som nu var i medelåldern. Uppföljningen inkluderade 

insamling och analys av ny, omfattande registerdata på de 287 männen, och 

även intervjuer med 199 av dem. Uppföljningens resultat speglar de som är 

vanligt förekommande i samtida livsförloppskriminologi: i den grupp som 

hade begått flera och grova brott i ungdomen, ansågs drygt 30 procent leva 

‖välanpassade‖ liv i det konventionella samhället som vuxna. Sarnecki fann 

dock också tydliga inslag av kontinuitet, då risken för att vara socialt ‖miss-

anpassad‖ i vuxenlivet var tre gånger så hög för pojkar registrerade för ett 

brott före femton års ålder, jämfört med de pojkar som inte var registrerade 

för brott alls. För de pojkar som var registrerade för två eller fler brott före 

femton års ålder, var överrisken hela fem gånger så hög. 

2010 sjösatte vi en ny uppföljningsstudie av de 287 männen, som nu 

närmade sig pensionsåldern. I denna uppföljning hade vi inte bara tillgång 

till data från de tidigare studierna, utan samlade också in ny registerdata för 

att kunna följa männen i flera domäner av livet. I denna uppföljningsstudie 

genomförde vi också nya, långa livshistorieintervjuer med ett mindre urval 

av de 199 män som blivit intervjuade vid förra uppföljningstillfället. Den här 

gången ville vi – istället för den bredd som karaktäriserade de förra intervju-

erna – få ett djup i det kvalitativa materialet och satte därför 30 intervjuer 

som mål, det vill säga lite mer än 10 procent av det ursprungliga urvalet. Vi 

genomförde intervjuer med 30 män med olika bakgrunder och brottskarriä-

rer. Vissa män intervjuade vi endast en gång, men många intervjuades vid 

upprepade tillfällen.  

I de kvalitativa studierna (Paper II och III) har jag använt mig av in-

tervjuerna med de män vars kriminella karriärer karaktäriserats av allvarlig 

och mer intensivt brottslighet, efter Laub och Sampson (2001: 10) som me-

nar att vi bör studera den kriminella karriären  ―among those who reach 

some reasonable threshold of frequent and serious offending‖.  

§12-ungdomarna 

Studien bestod ursprungligen av 298 män och 122 kvinnor, födda 1969-74. 

Mellan åren 1990-94 var de föremål för Socialtjänstens särskilda insatser 

inom ramen för LVU-lagen (Lagen om vård av unga), för placering på så 

kallade §12-hem, eller särskilda ungdomshem. Sarnecki (1996) konstruerade 

problemprofiler av urvalet och fann att medan pojkarna främst bedömdes ha 
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en brott- och missbruksproblematik, hade flickorna blivit föremål för Social-

tjänsten främst på grund av ‖annat socialt nedbrytande beteende‖, så som 

promiskuitet och prostitution.  

I en uppföljningsstudie genomförd 1998-99, då urvalet var mellan 24 

och 29 år gamla, intervjuades och 132 av de ursprungliga 420. Med start år 

2010 genomförde vi en andra uppföljning inom ramen för SLCP. Bortsett 

från insamling av registerdata på samtliga 420, kontaktade vi också 118 av 

de 132 som blivit intervjuade i den tidigare uppföljningen (de övriga 14 hade 

antingen dött eller kunde inte lokaliseras). Totalt genomförde vi livshistorie-

intervjuer med 45 av de 118, 20 kvinnor och 25 män. I denna avhandling har 

jag endast använt mig av intervjuerna med männen (se metod-delen i Paper 

IV). 

Resultat och analys 

Här redogör jag i korthet för de övergripande forskningsfynd avhandlingen 

resulterat i, uppdelat på respektive Paper. Avsnittet avslutas med en kort 

sammanfattning. 

Paper I: Riskfaktorer och långsiktiga utfall i kriminella karriärer 

Sivertsson och jag undersöker betydelsen av tidiga riskfaktorer för den efter-

följande kriminella karriären. Mer specifikt är vi intresserade av riskfaktorer 

som kumulativa, det vill säga, ju fler riskfaktorer en individ har, desto större 

är sannolikheten att individen begår brott, oavsett vilka de specifika fak-

torerna är.  

Vi använder oss av de 192 Klientelpojkar som ingick i brottsgruppen, 

och konstruerar ett riskfaktorindex baserat på de ursprungsdata som samla-

des in, och delar sedan upp pojkarna i fyra grupper: låg, medel-låg, medel-

hög och hög risk. Därefter följer vi pojkarna till 59 års ålder genom officiell 

kriminalstatistik. Vi finner ett förväntat mönster, där ju högre en individs 

risk i ungdomen är, desto högre är brottsprevalens och brottsfrekvens i vux-

enlivet, vilket går i linje med tidigare forskningsfynd inom livsförloppskri-

minologin. Däremot finner vi också tecken på det motsatta: det finns tydliga 

inslag av heterogenitet i urvalet, som inte kan reduceras till tidiga riskfak-

torer.  

Vi identifierar därför ett antal individer i låg- och högriskgrupperna, 

som inte uppvisar de kriminella karriärer som kan förväntas utifrån deras 

riskfaktorer, och använder oss av intervjuerna från den förra uppföljningen 
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(den som gjordes under 1980-talet) för att analysera och förstå deras livshi-

storier till och med 40 års ålder. Hur kom det sig att vissa män, med värsta 

möjliga prognos i barndomen, inte blev persistenta lagöverträdare? Och hur 

kom det sig att vissa män med mycket god prognos senare utvecklade långa 

kriminella karriärer?  

För att förstå dessa livshistorier, använder vi oss av begrepp och fe-

nomen som riskfaktorforskningen traditionellt sett inte har tagit med i beräk-

ningen: human agency och drift.  

Det finns ett flertal problem och begränsningar med Paper I och vi 

diskuterar dem i Discussion-delen av papret. Den viktiga poängen här, är att 

fynden i Paper I visar att vi tydligare och djupare behöver studera kriminella 

karriärer och de kontinuitets- och förändringsprocesser som bidrar till att 

forma dem. Om vi vill förstå dynamiken brott/livsförlopp kan vi inte be-

gränsa oss till att studera riskfaktorer och dess effekter senare i livet. Detta 

betyder inte att tidiga levnadsförhållanden inte har någon betydelse, utan 

bara att vad som händer senare i livet också har betydelse. Att utforska dessa 

processer genom intervjupersonernas livsberättelser är syftet med avhand-

lingens tre efterföljande, kvalitativa studier.  

Paper II: Vändpunkter och att upphöra med brott 

Genom en närstudie av två livshistorieintervjuer – en ur klientelurvalet, en ur 

§12-urvalet – försöker Paper II att undersöka och vidareutveckla förståelsen 

av vändpunkter i individers kriminalitet och livsförlopp. Idén om vändpunk-

ter har fått stort genomslag i både forskning och praktik om kriminella kar-

riärer, och ses idag som en nyckel till att individer upphör med brott. Tanken 

är att när individer upphör med brott beror det ofta på en förändring i andra 

sfärer av livet (som att göra militärtjänsten, bilda nära relationer och familj, 

eller börja förvärvsarbeta).  

Dessa förändringar är inte vändpunkter ‖i sig själva‖. Däremot kan de 

utgöra vändpunkter om de bidrar till förändringar som, i sin tur, på ett mer 

abstrakt och teoretiskt plan är viktiga för att individer ska upphöra med brott. 

Så, en förändring så som familjebildning kan åstadkomma efterföljande för-

ändringar i individens sociala kontroll, rutinaktiviteter och självbild. Det är 

dessa förändringar som gör att individen upphör med brott.  

I detta paper redogör jag för tre grundläggande teser. Först, att föränd-

ringar i brott och att upphöra med brott är komplexa processer. Detta har i 

viss mån beskrivits i litteraturen, men de kontextuella omständigheter som 

kan vara avgörande för att förändringen ska ske, är sällan explicit empiriskt 
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visade utan snarare antagen eller teoretiskt förankrade. För det andra, måste 

vi vara noggranna med att samtidigt som vi tar hänsyn till kontexten, inte 

acceptera en holistisk syn på livsförloppet där ingen händelse eller process är 

viktigare än någon annan. För att förstå förändring i brott kan vändpunktsbe-

greppet vara användbart, eftersom det fokuserar på de händelser, steg och 

processer inom vilka förändringar träder fram i människors liv. För det 

tredje, och kopplat till det andra, ligger alltså inte mitt intresse i vändpunkts-

begreppet i sig självt, utan snarare i hur det kan användas som vetenskapligt 

tolkningsredskap. 

De två livshistorieintervjuer jag närstuderar här, är utvalda på teoretisk 

grund och huvudsakligen då de är teoretiskt intressanta avseende vändpunk-

ter och förändringsprocesser i brott. De två ‖cases‖ jag använder mig av 

inkluderade båda 1) liknande bakgrunder i social status och barndomsupple-

velser, 2) tidig start av den kriminella karriären, 3) drogbruk som en viktig 

del, men endast en del, av deras brottshistoria, 4) tydliga förändringar i 

brottsligheten över tid (inklusive intermittency), och 5) dessa förändringar 

verkar vara ett resultat av ett nät bestående av flera processer.  

I analysen visar jag vikten av att utforska flera processer i människors 

liv, när vi försöker förstå förändringar i och upphörande med brott. Vissa av 

dessa processer kan initieras från strukturell nivå, andra på den interperso-

nella. Exempelvis som för David, ett av de två fall jag analyserar i studien, 

där flera händelser och processer verkar indikera en vändpunkt eller föränd-

ringsprocess, inklusive en sorts spiritualism, utvecklandet av en vilja att för-

ändras, att inleda ett romantiskt förhållande med en kvinna, bli diagnostice-

rad med HIV, och flytta utomlands. Ingen av dessa processer verkar dock 

ensam vara kraftig nog för att få David att upphöra med brott. De livsför-

loppsprocesser som omgärdar en eventuell vändpunkt verkar istället vara 

minst lika viktiga att förstå om vi vill kunna förklara varför individer upphör 

med brott.  

Paper III: Intermittency-processer i kriminella karriärer 

I detta paper tar jag ett steg ‖bakåt‖ i den kriminella karriären, och studerar 

istället den del av karriären som sker mellan dess start och upphörande. 

Denna del kallas ibland ‖intermittency‖ och kan förstås som ett mer eller 

mindre tillfälligt uppehåll i den kriminella karriären under en viss tid, som 

sedan följs av att individen återupptar sin brottslighet. Intermittency har 

framförallt studerats kvantitativt och studiens syfte är att försöka utveckla en 
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kvalitativ förståelse av intermittency bland de personer vars kriminella kar-

riärer sträcker sig in i vuxenlivet och präglas av många och allvarliga brott. 

Genom att analysera intervjuer med Klientelmännen menar jag att det 

kan vara användbart att tänka i termer av två former av intermittency. En 

form av intermittency är den då personen för en tid ‖tar en time-out‖, ‖tryck-

er på paus‖ eller tar ‖ett break‖. Dessa episoder uppstår sällan så abrupt som 

‖break‖ föreslår, utan utgörs snarare av gradvisa processer genom vilka indi-

viden minskar och upphör med sin brottslighet. Denna form av intermittency 

tenderar att uppstå ganska tidigt i den kriminella karriären, och karaktärise-

ras inte av några märkbara förändringar i livsstil, rutiner, eller identitet. Sna-

rare är den här formen av intermittency en naturlig del i den kriminella kar-

riären för de lagöverträdare med en mer varaktig brottskarriär. Precis som 

Matza (1964) påminde oss, är egentligen inte ens den mest persistenta lagö-

verträdaren persistent: även för dem är brottslighet en sporadisk aktivitet. 

Centralt här är att individen inte har någon avsikt att upphöra med brott, utan 

endast, som jag noterade ovan, ‖ta ett break‖. 

Den andra formen av intermittency, å andra sidan, bör förstås som 

ofullständiga eller avbrutna försök att upphöra med brott. Den viktiga skill-

naden här, i förhållande till den första, är viljan att upphöra med brott och 

den är viktig på grund av vad den innebär: att vilja upphöra med brott är ofta 

förknippat med en förändring i värderingar och strävanden, och försök att 

förändra sin livsstil, sina rutiner och sin vardag. Den karaktäriseras av längre 

perioder mellan brotten och, när individen väl begår brott, mindre allvarliga 

sådana. Försöken att sluta resulterar dock i att individen upplever olika pro-

blem att leva i en ‖konventionell‖ roll och att leva upp till de förväntningar 

som uppstår med denna roll, vilket gör det svårt för intervjupersonerna att 

förbli i dem, även om de vill. Denna ‖frustration‖ över det konventionella 

livets begränsningar och strama roller, är en del av det som gör att de återfal-

ler i brott och fortsätter sin kriminella karriär. 

Den form intermittency-mönster i brott har, tenderar alltså att föränd-

ras över tid i takt med att individen rör sig genom livsförloppet. Den första 

formen tenderar att föregå den andra, och de utgör därmed olika faser i den 

kriminella karriären. De är också kvalitativt olika: att ‖ta en paus‖ är väldigt 

annorlunda från att ‖försöka förändras‖, att ‖starta om‖ sin karriär är något 

annat än att ‖inte lyckas hålla sig borta‖. Individen som tar en paus och star-

tar om är en aktör som handlar i enlighet med hans eller hennes intention och 

vilja. Individen som ‖inte lyckas hålla sig borta‖ kan av olika skäl inte över-

brygga de hinder som är förknippade med att upphöra med brott och leva ett 

konventionellt liv.  
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Paper IV: Maskuliniteter, kontinuitet och upphörande 

I det fjärde och sista papret utforskar jag den möjliga kopplingen mellan 

maskuliniteter och kriminella karriärer, med hjälp av livshistorieintervjuer 

gjorde med män i §12-urvalet. Syftet med studien är att undersöka hur mas-

kuliniteter och ålder (och i viss mån även klass) tillsammans bidrar till att 

påverka kontinuitet och förändring i individers brottslighet över tid.  

I ungdomen kan vissa former av brottslighet – våld, stöld och narko-

tika – bidra till ett framgångsrikt maskulinitetsgörande. Vardagen är struktu-

rerad kring vänner, droger, kvinnor, ‖bad guys‖, sökande efter pengar – akti-

viteter som tillsammans bidrar till en situation där maskulinitetsgörande är 

kopplat till risktagande, motstånd mot auktoriteter, självständighet, och så 

vidare; det vill säga, praktiker och ideal som är tydligt förknippade med vad 

det innebär att vara en ‖ung man‖. 

Vad det innebär att framgångsrikt göra maskulinitet förändras med ål-

der, vilket speglas i de intervjuades liv när de försöker att justera och an-

passa sig efter vuxenlivets normer och villkor. Detta bidrar till upphörande-

processen. Till skillnad från i ungdomen är brottslighet inte längre kompati-

belt med den vuxna, maskulina praktiken. Detta tema är framförallt tydligt 

när det gäller arbete och relations- och familjebildning.  

Att framgångsrikt göra maskulinitet och upphöra med brottslighet be-

ror delvis på huruvida individen kan leva upp till de normativa förväntning-

arna som uppstår i och med inträdet i ett konventionellt liv. Att vara konform 

i linje med de normer som präglar ett vuxet, maskulint, konventionellt liv 

kan vara svårt för men som saknar de känslomässiga, ekonomiska och/eller 

sociala resurserna som krävs för att exempelvis framgångsrikt bli en ‖famil-

jefar‖ och hålla samman en familj. Andra kan vara arbetslösa och uppleva 

stigmatisering från formella eller informella aktörer, så som rättsväsendet 

eller anhöriga och vänner, på grund av deras brottshistoria.  

I denna väv av utmaningar och hinder som personen möter, finns 

också en maskulinitetsutmaning: att göra maskulinitet är förknippat med 

motsägelser och spänningar i både sociala förväntningar och individuell 

identitet och praktik. Att vara en ‖familjeförsörjare‖ kräver ofta att individen 

har ekonomiska resurser, och män som inte kan leva upp till detta med kon-

ventionella medel kan begå brott för att göra det, trots att de känner att de 

‖borde‖ låta bli. En ‖positiv‖ vändpunkt som exempelvis relations- och fa-

miljebildning – något som upprepade gånger konstateras i litteraturen – kan 

alltså i praktiken innebära negativa konsekvenser under vissa omständighet-

er. 
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Sammanfattande slutsatser 

Snarare än att försöka kartlägga kausala, sociala processer har mitt syfte med 

avhandlingen varit att belysa den i viss mån åldersspecifika dynamiken i 

individers beteende och motivation, tillsammans med de sociala faktorer 

som bidrar till att forma dem, och hur vi behöver ta denna komplexitet i be-

aktande om vi ska nå en djupare förståelse för kriminella karriärer. Huvud-

sakligen landar avhandlingen i tre teman. 

För det första, behöver vi förstå hur individer upplever och skapar 

mening av social stratifikation, och vilken betydelse dessa dimensioner har 

för deras brottslighet. Livsförloppskriminologin har tydligt visat likheter 

(och skillnader) i brottslighet när det gäller kön, social status, etnicitet och så 

vidare – men huvudsakligen genom kvantitativa modeller där dessa tillmäts 

signifikant betydelse. Det är betydligt mer sällsynt att intersektionella di-

mensioners betydelse undersöks kvalitativt. I Paper IV undersöker jag hur 

intersektionen av genus, ålder och klass tillsammans bidrar till att skapa en 

dynamik i den kriminella karriären – men detta är endast en liten bit på 

vägen mot en djupare förståelse för detta.  

För det andra, belyser den här avhandlingen fenomenet human agency 

(eller agens, på svenska) och dess komplexitet. Inom livsförloppskriminolo-

gin är human agency idag det kanske allra viktigaste begreppet och fenome-

net när det gäller att förklara individers upphörande med brott: att vilja sluta 

med brott är centralt för att faktiskt lyckas. Dock belyser den här avhand-

lingen hur human agency måste förstås som en social företeelse, avhängig 

individens position i den sociala strukturen. Individen handlar, men inom en 

ram av strukturella förhållanden som hon inte råder över.  

Något denna avhandling också försökt belysa är de omständigheter 

under vilka individens vilja att upphöra med brott framträder. Den sker fram-

förallt i övergången till vuxenlivet, då flera sammankopplade förändringar 

tenderar att ske: dels förändras ofta brottslighetens innebörd: från att ha varit 

statusgenerande och inkluderande, och en resurs, i ungdomen blir den i vux-

enlivet något som bidrar till (ytterligare) social exkludering och marginali-

sering. Dels, framträder också det konventionella livets fördelar mer och 

brottslighetens nackdelar mer än de gjorde förut. I anslutning till detta för-

väntas också den ‖vuxne mannen‖ att ‖lugna ner sig‖ och genom olika prak-

tiker – arbete, familjebildning, etc. – ingå i vuxenlivet och dess villkor. 

Dessa förändringar, och andra som avhandlingen belyser, bidrar till att indi-

viden utvecklar en vilja att upphöra med brott. Här är det dock av vikt att 

påpeka att viljan inte är tillräcklig för att upphörandet ska kunna realiseras; 
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för att upphöra med brott behöver individens vilja mötas av strukturella möj-

ligheter som erbjuder de sociala och materiella resurser som krävs. I vår tid 

tenderar det King (2013) benämner individualiseringstesen att råda, där indi-

videns framgångar och motgångar anses bero på individen själv och inte på 

den kontext eller strukturella position individen befinner sig i. Ett fokus på 

individens egen ‖inneboende‖ förmåga till att kunna upphöra med brott är 

ingen lovande, brottspreventiv strategi.  

För det tredje, belyser denna avhandling också vikten av att livsför-

loppskriminologin studerar individer bortom övergången till vuxenlivet. 

Som Paper II visar, var det flera av Klientelmännen som återföll i brott i 

relativt hög ålder, och att förstå dessa processer är det nödvändigt att följa 

individer högre upp i åldrarna än vad många studier har kunnat göra i nulä-

get. Dessutom är det av intresse att studera de senare livsförloppsstegen av 

en delvis annan anledning: eftersom livsförloppet och dess praktiker i många 

avseenden är åldersgraderade, är det tänkbart att de underhållsprocesser som 

individer går igenom när de har upphört med brott förändras i takt med att de 

åldras. Det kan exempelvis vara en sak att upphöra med brott och underhålla 

det tillståndet när man är 35 eller 40, arbetar regelbundet och har familj och 

barn. I det skedet är livet relativt strukturerat och präglat av social kontroll. 

Samma person kan, vid 60 eller 65 års ålder, befinna sig i en delvis an-

norlunda livssituation: personen är pensionerad och kanske har barnen flyttat 

hemifrån. Vardagen präglas av lägre social kontroll och mindre strukturerade 

rutinaktiviteter – om nu att upphöra med brott är en underhållsprocess som 

fortlöper långt efter att individen begått sitt sista brott, är det tänkbart att 

denna underhållsprocess också är åldersgraderad. För att undersöka detta är 

det nödvändigt att studera brott och livsförlopp bortom övergången till vux-

enlivet.  
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