
/ 
'/ 
! 

-,f~/ 

~.~ I J - c ; ;  " ~  

f 
GROWING OL-~-TD AND GOING STRAIGHT: EXAMINING THE ROLE 

OF AGE IN CRIMINAL CAREER TERMINATION 

by 

ANNETTE JOLIN 

A dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 
i in 

URBAN STUDIES 

Portland State University 

© 1985 

i 

Annette Jolin 

If you have issues viewing or accessing this file contact us at NCJRS.gov.



.q 
k 

• . , . - -  

o . 

, -  . - 



AN ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION OF Annette Jolin for the 

Doctor of Philosophy in Urban Studies presented May 31, 

1985. 

Title: Growing Old and Going Straight: Examining the Role 
of Age in Criminal Career Termination. 

APPROVED BY MEMBERS OF THE DISSERTATION COMMITTEE: 

~. 

% 

\ 

I. 

Don C. Gibbons, Chairman 

Lee J o Hag~rt~ ". IK -/~ 

{# 

Charles A. Tracy ~ - 

Why do men appear to desist from ordinary street crime 

by approximately age forty? Criminologists, who first noted 

the existence of a relationship between increasing age and 

decreasing crime as far back as 1833, have done little to 

investigate the reason for such desistance° Concepts such 

as "maturational reform," "maturing," and "burnout" have 
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been used in reference to the phenomenon, but the concepts 

themselves have remained rather hollow, at best vaguely 

suggesting developmental unfolding or capitulating. 

This study was designed to investigate mid-life 

desistance from crime as a function of general mid-life 

change. Adult developmental theory postulates that major 

occupational or lifestyle changes occur during mid-life, 

more so than during other developmental periods in 

adulthood. Such changes are said to occur in conjunction 

with specific transitional processes experienced by the 

middle-aged male. The abandonment of a criminal career at 

mid-life is viewed as a significant occupational and 

lifestyle change. It is examined in relation to the 

postulated transitional processes affecting aspects of the 

life areas of work and social relationships , as well as 

health and psychological well-being. 

Structured interviews were conducted with a small group 

of former career criminals and a small group of currently- 

imprisoned middle-aged career offenders. Career offenders 

were compared with middle-aged, general population men, and 

former career-offenders were compared with imprisoned career 

offenders. Limitations of the research design and the 

sampling methods are also discussed. 

The findings suggest that middle-aged career offenders, 

regardless of whether they have terminated their criminal 





careers or are still imprisoned, in large part resemble 

general population men in terms of mid-life concerns. A 

comparative analysis of ex-offender and inmate responses 

suggests that while the men resemble each other closely in 

the area of mid-life concerns~ successful change away from a 

criminal career at mid'life means that mid-life 

developmental tasks must be accompanied by relatively well- 

developed social relationships and the ability to gain 

control of drug and alcohol problems. 
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CHAPTER I 

MATURATION FROM CRIME 

Many of us are aware that in our soclety, criminal 

offenses, at least predatory offenses, are committed 

disproportionately by young people, more specifically by 

young men. Less than fifteen percent of the general public 

will ever be arrested for the c0mmission of a serious 

offense, and more than half of those arrested once will 

never be arrested again. Only about five percent of the 

population as a whole will show the beginnings of serious 

involvement in predatory crime. 

Serious lawbreaking tends to have its beginnings 

relatively early in life; in fact, the earlier it begins and 

the more serious it is at that point, the greater the chance 

of adult criminal behavior (Petersilia, 1980). Once begun, 

criminal activity tends to be maintained primarily for 

economic reasons, including drug- and/or alcohol-related 

ones. With advancing age, however' criminal offenses 

decline in frequency until such time that a clear "career 

termination" (Petersilia, 1980) can often be observed on the 

part of many lawbreakers. 
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Research efforts on offender careers have focused 

predominantly on the identification of variables which are 

predictive Qf_criminal career onset or of differing degrees 

of involvement in persistent crime. Criminologists, 

psychologists, and ~scientists from several other disciplines 

have attempted to identify social-structural, personality, 

cultural and/or genetic characteristics that account for or 

predict criminality, while studies such as the Rand 

investigations of offenders have tried to differentiate "low 

rate" and "high rate" career criminals. By contrast, 

questions that ask why increasing age is accompanied by a 

decline in criminality and what accounts for the termination 

of criminal careers, have received very little attention 

until quite recently. Joan Petersilia (1980) has asserted: 

Career termination is another area in which further 
research is needed. Little is known about the 
distinguishing characteristics of active criminals 
who shift completely into lawful pursuits. For 
occasional offenders this transition may represent 
a significant event; but for active offenders it 
may represent a significant departure in attitude, 
behavior, and social contacts (p. 373). 

This transition from involvement in lawbreaking to 

desistance from criminality has variously been referred to 

as "maturational reform" (Matza, 1964), "burn-out" (von 

Hirsch, 1981), or simply maturing or aging. For example, 

David Matza (1964) used the term "matur~tional reform" in 

reference to the fact that only a small fraction of 
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delinquent youths become adult criminals. Similarly, Andrew 

yon Hirsch (1981) asserted that we currently have a 

certain~numb~r of~ople i~rison Who would 
deserve~tO be there because they had an extensive 
record of violence, but who would no longer be 
dangerous. They may, for example, have 'burnt out' 
due to aging or maturing (p. 88). 

Kenneth Polk et al. (1981: 303) examined maturational 

reform for the cohort of the Marion County Youth Study. 

More accurately, Polk et al. limited the discussion to 

"desistance" or "reform" and deliberately sidestepped the 

complex and problematical issue of "maturation." 

It is argued that maturational reform (Matza, 1964) 

leads to or causes desistance; thus, by focusing on the 

behavioral phenomenon of desistance from crime, Polk et al. 

did not address how desistance came about. To invoke the 

concept of maturation--the emergence of personal , and 

behavioral characteristics through growth processes 

(Webster, 1973)--evidence must be provided to show that 

desistance from crime is associated with changes in internal 

growth patterns. Thus it must be shown, first, that the 

person has stopped committing crime and second, that before 

he stopped committing crime, he "matured." While the Polk 

et al. research did not address the issue of maturation 

Desistance refers to the discontinuation of criminal 
behavior by a given offender. 
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and instead focused primarily on the extinction of offense 

behavior that accompanies age, an attempt was made 

nevertheless to explain desistance in terms of such 

adolescent background factors as family support, school 

success, and peer involvement. ~ The findings indicated that 

none of these variables contributes muCh to the 
explanation of reform. The consequence is that we 
are forced to range in wider and different 
directions in order to identify factors which seem 
to contribute to an understanding of the phenomenon 
of 'maturational reform.' (1981: 320-21) 

Samuel Bazemore (1982) re-examined the Marion County 

Youth Study data to assess the possible effect of social 

labeling on desistance. He, too, avoided specifying the 

nature of maturational reform itself. Bazemore found, 

contrary to his expectations, that those juveniles who had 

accepted and internalized delinquent labels were no less 

likely to reform than were those juveniles who had not 

internalized delinquent labels. 

In still another study, Neal Shover (1983) examined 

property offenders in the later stageS of their careers in 

an attempt to identify the contingencies surrounding the 

maturational or burnout process. Shover's findings linked 

desistance from property crime to a change in contingencies 

(for example tiredness, identity shift, ties to other 

persons, etc.) surrounding the commission of offenses by the 

aging criminal. 





Meisenhelder (1977) looked at "exiting from crime" as a 

natural career stage (321). He had obtained information 

from inmates presumed to be in the later stages of their 

criminal careers; and based on this information, he 

suggested that succesSful exiting was linked to the 

offenders' ability to establish a bond to the conventional 

world (331) and to the increasing threat that doing more 

time represented to these men. 

The central thrust of these observations on 

maturational reform and kindred concepts is that, in the 

work of Polk et al. as well as in the writings of those who 

" "maturation," and the like, these speak of "burnout, 

concepts are invoked to account for desistance from 

lawbreaking, but the ingredients or indicators of 

maturation or burnout remain largely unspecified. 

Put still another way, the evidence for maturation tends to 

be largely the samedata on desistance that the concept is 

intendedto explain. 

The central goal of the current study is to provide 

som~ suS~£a~c~ ~ ~ the~ngtipn pf maturational reform by 

identifying some of £he dimensions of the phenomenon, 

assuming for the moment that it can be shown to exist. It 

proposes to pursue the dimensions of maturation somewhat 

further than they havebeen studied to date. However, 

before turning to a more detailed explication of the study 
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at hand, Some further attention to the age-crime 

relationship is in order. 

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN AGE AND CRIME 

Age and Crime: Empirical Evidence 

The most consistent and extensive records on crime in 

America are published annually by the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation (FBI). Police agencies across the country 

report crime occurrence figures, arrest data, and other 

statistics to the FBI, which, in turn, assembles these data 

in the form of an annual report, Crime in the U.S.: Uniform 

Crime Reports. 

According to these official statistics, the age-related 

pattern of crime participation appears to be rather 

consistent over time. In 1970, youths between the ages of 

15 and 19 were responsible for 26 percent of all arrests, 

and in 1980 this age group accounted for 27 percent of all 

arrests. In general, participation in conventional crime 

rises with age, peaks in adolescence or young adulthood, and 

declines with increasing age, but some variation in this 

pattern occurs when different offenses are examined. 

The use of the word "crime" in this study refers to 
"garden variety" or predatory crime only. Generally 
speaking, this means the exclusion of white collar crime, 
organized crime, etc. 
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David Greenberg (1983), for example, delineated three 

broad offense categories withinwhich to examine age 

relationships. For burglary , theft, vandalism, etc., the 

official ~ records reflected peak involvement during ages 15 

to 19, followed by rapid decline with age; for homicides, 

rapes, assaults, etc., involvement was greatest during ages 

17 to 21, followed by a less rapid decline; for fraud, 

embezzlement and sex- and alcohol-related offenses, 

involvement was greatest during ages 21 to 22, followed by a 

slow decline. 

The way in which age-crime data are collected may 

further influence findings. Greenberg (1983) pointed out 

that a comparison of cross-sectional and cohort data 

shows that those offenses for which a cross- 
sectional analysis suggests a peak in mid- 
adolescence followed by a very rapid decline (e.g., 
burglary) do indeed have an age effect, but that it 
is not as pronounced as a cross-sectional analysis 
implies. 

Miller et al. (1982) in a longitudinal study of violent 

offenders' arrest records, also pointed to the variability 

in the age-crime relationship. However, these patterns do 

not fundamentally contradict those that are shown by FBI 

index arrest figures. 

Additional statistical evidence came from a study by 

Robins (1966) who examined the relationship between 

antisocial adult behavior and deviant behavior in childhood. 
Y 





Robins reported that the median age at which her subjects 

gave up or markedly decreasedtheir anti-social behavior was 

35. Also, the Polk et al. (1981) study followed a cohort of 

Marion County youths from 1958 to 1979. The authors 

concluded that 

the persistence of the basic pattern of extinction 
when status offenders are removed suggests that 
there is probably a real and substantial break in 
offense behavior beyond age 18. (1981: 311) 

Regrettably, Polk et al. followed their cohort only to 

age 28 and thus provided only limited insight into adult 

offense behavior. Earlier, the Glueck's (1937: 105) had 

attempted to identify the relative contribution of various 

factors leading to the termination of criminal careers and 

concluded that aging was "the only one [factor] which 

emerges as significant in the reformation process." 

Age and Crime: Anecdotal Evidence 

Clues as to the processes underlying the statistical 

evidence on maturation can be found in such case history 

accounts as ex-prisoner Malcolm Braly's False Starts (1976). 

Bra!y's first encounter with the California Department of 

Corrections took place at age 18. He took stock of his life 

twenty years later and reported: 
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.... in the last twenty years I had been free ten 
months between Preston and the Nevada prison, free 
eighteen months between my first and second jolts, 

~ and free eleven moh£hs be£ween the Second and 
• third. A month better than two and a half years 

(331). ~- - 

He referred to this time, which ended with his final 

discharge from the Department of Correcti0ns shortly after 

his fortieth birthday, as his grossly extended adolescence. 

He wrote False Starts almost ten years later and concluded: 

". . . the Pattern is clearly broken" (374). 

In his discussion of career termination Gibbons (1977) 

pointed out that John Irwin's book The Felon (1970) provided 

one of the best analyses of desistance from criminality 

following an extensive criminal career (251). Irwin's 

information was based upon interviews with fifteen offenders 

who had remained out of prison for many years, along with 

his own insights gleaned as an ex-felon. 

Reports of declining criminality with age have also 

come from correctional workers. Braly quoted his San 

Quentin psychologist as saying 

You areolder. This seems to work for some. You 
see how theGods churn away your life .... And 
the imm0rtal~ child begins to yield to the mortal 
adult (1976: 221). 

A long-time West Coast professional criminal, Harry 

King, described the process of discontinuing a life in 

crime: 
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I really don't know why I went straight. I just 
decided that after I got out. It wasn't fear of. 
the law, it isn't fear of the penitentiary, 'cause 
I've sat down and thought it out very seriously, 
but I just had enough of it, that's all. The 
last time I Was in the penitentiary I guess I was 
making a change then and didn't realize it (1972: 
158) . 

Taken together, the statistical, case history and 

autobiographical information indicates that past a given age 

in the lives of persons who have been involved in 

officially-recognized criminal activity, reduction or 

discontinuation of criminality often occurs. The exact 

point in time or age at which desistance takes place appears 

to vary somewhat from individual to individual, as well as 

differing for groups of persons who have committed similar 

offenses (Greenberg, 1983). However, criminological 

explanations for this phenomenon have been sparse. Indeed, 

Matza (1964), in an early attempt to deal with the 

phenomenon, noted that while criminological theories fail to 

account for maturational reform psychological and biological 

theories do not do much better. 

EXPLAINING THE CRIMINALITY: CRIMINOLOGICAL EXPLANATIONS 

Criminologists have had a great deal to say about 

factors and processes which may impel individuals into 

initial acts of lawbreaking and deviance. For example, 

Sutherland's theory of differential association has much to 
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offer when one wishes to examine why one person commits a 

crime and another does not. According to Sutherland, the 

first individual has been exposed to an excess of 

definitions favoring violations of the law, while the latter 

has encountered an excess 0fi~efinitions not favorable to 

crime. But once crime has been learned, do the same 

mechanisms remain in effect? If so, how can one explain 

cases such as Malcolm Braly, who spent most of his adult 

life in prison but who ultimately ceased his criminal acts? 

Where did he encounter definitions unfavorable to crime, and 

why did it take 16 years of incarceration to tip the balance 

in favor of lawful behavior? 

Another currently popular formulation regarding 

deviance and criminality is the social labeling perspective. 

The central thrust of this perspective is that when real or 

putative rulebreakers and lawbreakers are singled out by 

social audiences and tagged with negative social labels, 

many of them are driven, as a result, further into deviant 

careers--what Lemert has termed "secondary deviation" (1972: 

219). 

Perhaps such processes do occur fairly frequently, but 

desistance or withdrawal from criminaiity also occurs. 

Labeling theory and labeling theorists have had relatively 

little to say about discontinuance of deviance on the part 

of identified deviants or lawbreakers. On this point, 
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Bazem0re (1982) has supplied empirical evidence of the 

labeling perspective's limited power. Although labeling 

arguments would predict that those juveniles who accept and 

inteKnalize delinqueht labels are less likely than those who 

reject them to reform, his data did not support this 

contention. 

In summary, criminologists who have focused on crime 

patterns and criminal careers have concentrated their 

attention upon etiology, that is, explanations for why some 

individuals become engaged in lawbreaking and acquire 

criminal status while others do not. Much less attention 

has been given to those who, once having embarked upon 

misconduct, "reform" or desist from lawbreaking. Further, 

the available evidence indicates that involvement in and 

desistance from criminality show an age patterning, with 

high involvement in lawbreaking by young persons often being 

followed by disengagement from criminality at later points 

in the life course. Although these relationships are 

somewhat varied, with certain kinds of lawbreakers desisting 

from criminalityiat an earlier or~later point in life than 

i~ true~0f other groups of offenders, desistance from crime 

apparently:takes place on the part of most offenders as they 

approach middle age. 

How is desistance to be explained? Is there some kind 

of underlying phenomenon that can be identified as 
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"maturational reform" which explains termination of criminal 

involvement? And, if so, what are the dimensions of this 

phenomenon? 

Perhaps maturational reform on the part of criminal 

offenders is largely a reflection of age-related changes in 

general that characterize human behavior. Perhaps there is 

a common life course experienced by most adults in our 

society which manifests itself in the form of desistance 

from criminality on the part of lawbreakers, and in the form 

of scaled-down ambitions, growing conservatism, and the like 

on the part of nonoffenders. Put another way, it might be 

argued that social maturation is a general process 

underlying both desistance from criminality and somewhat 

parallel life changes among nonoffenders. 

Until quite recently, students of human behavior have 

virtually ignored the possibility that adulthood is made up 

of a series of stages in life that involve changes and 

reorganization both within the person and between persons 

and their environment. Childhood, adolescence, and old age 

have typically been defined as majo r age categories, while 

"adulthood" has been v~ewed as an Undifferentiated period to 

• be passed through by the adult who has emerged from 

adolescence and who will ultimately pass into old age. 

However, the argument advanced here is that "adulthood" 

commonly consists of a series of life changes and 



0 

0 

0 



14 

adjustments. Further, these changes that occur to adults 

generally may have much to do with maturational experiences 

on the part of lawbreakers. 

The discussion of adult development in this study w~ll 

be restricted to adulthood changes ~in men because i) male 

offenders are responsible for thevast majority of criminal 

offenses, and 2) the adult life course of men and women 

appears to proceed along different lines (Tamir, 1982; 

Levinson et al., 1978). 

A THEORETICAL APPROACH TO MATURATIONAL REFORM 

This study is based upon the premise that a substantial 

number of men whose lives are characterized by career-like 

criminal involvement discontinue it around age 40. In a 

study primarily designed to examine career criminals, Layan 

and Greenfeld found the vast majority of inmates who were 

incarcerated either during or after their fortieth year to 

have been incarcerated for the first time in their lives. 

Furthermore, these authors' data indicated that ,among those 

with a prior incarceration, their criminal career had 

Career-like refers to movement within an occupational 
systemand with respect to criminals draws an analogy 
between the lives of deviants and nondeviants (Best, 
1982). 
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spanned only about two years" (1983: 5). By implication, 

then, a great number of those persons who had been heavily 

involved in predatory crime throughout their early adulthood 

did not re-enter prison past their fortieth birthday. 

Findings'~s-u~h ~is~ th~se~ise two basic questions: i) 

What are the factors that account for the apparent 

termination of a criminal career around age 40? 2) What 

are these "ex-career criminals" doing now that they have 

seemingly discontinued activities that previously must have 

occupied much of their time add attention? 

Answers to both these questions will be sought in this 

study. The major focus, however, will rest with efforts to 

determine the ingredients of "maturational reform," a label 

given to the apparent mid-life discontinuation of criminal 

careers. Therefore, the primary task is to determine what 

factors accompany this apparent major change in the middle- 

aged criminal's life. 

With the exception of linking age to desistance from 

crime, criminological research has virtually ignored the 

middle-aged criminal. Anecdotal evidence supplied primarily 

by ex-offenders such as Braly (1976), King (1972), and Irwin 

(1970) has shed more light on the ingredients of 

maturational reform than has research evidence. The only 

study to date that specifically addressed factors associated 

with the mid-life discontinuation of criminal careers was 
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that of Shover (1983), who has linked the desistance from 

property crime to a change in contingencies surrounding the 

commission of offenses. 

An examination of these admittedly sparse items in the 

literature on maturational reform and its associated factors 

suggested that some of thesame social-psychological 

processes that accompany mid-life change in the noncriminal 

adult male also occurred in the middle-aged career criminal. 

For example, Levinson et al. (1978), one of the foremost 

theoreticians in the area of adulthood development and mid- 

life change, postulated that a reappraisal of one's life 

becomes one of the primary concerns during mid-life. 

Malcolm Braly's (1976) autobiographical accounts of his 

criminal career appears to describe a pattern similar to the 

one Levinson et al. (1978) describe as mid-life reappraisal. 

Braly ultimately concluded that the last twenty years of his 

life constituted a grossly extended adolescence (331). 

Braly's account paralleled another central idea in 

Levinson's theory, namely the middle-aged man's unique 

confrontation with mortality--with time running out. Braly 

recalled, "I had always had my real life to look forward to. 

Now it seems it might well be behind me" (1976: 362) ~. Neal 

Shover (1983) conducted an empirical examination of 

maturation or burnout in property offenders. His findings 

paralleled Levinson's findings obtained from nonoffenders. 
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Both authors implicated man's changing relationship to 

himself and to his surroundings as central elements in the 

process of maturation. 

In view of the following considerations it appears 

appropriate to conduct the search for elements associated 

with maturational reform within the theoretical framework of 

adulthood development: 

o 

Criminological theory does not address mid-life 

desistance from crime; 

Social psychological theory does identify elements 

associated with mid-life changes in nonoffenders; 

evidence exists linking mid-life experiences of 

nonoffenders to those of offenders. 

This study seeks to identify elements associated 

with mid-life desistance from crime; 

While a number of authors (Erikson, 1963; Brim & 

Wheeler, 1966; Neugarten, 1968; Sheehy, 1974; Gould, 1978) 

have addressed adulthood developmental issues, Levinson et 

al. (1978) have to date presented one O f the most 

comprehensive theoretical appro&cheso It is for this reason 

that their theory is utilized in this study. 

Another author, Lois Tamir, has quite recently conducted 

an empirical study of men in their forties. Tamir's work 

represented in many ways a test of the concrete implications 
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of Levinson's theoretical conceptualizations about the mid- 

life changes that have been implicated by Levinson et al. 

The inclusion of the Tamir study is therefore viewed as 

desirable for purposes of this study. A more thorough 

review of Levinson's as well as Tamir's work will be 

presented in the pages that follow. 

Levinson's Mid-Life Transition Theory 

Daniel Levinson was one of the pioneers in examining 

the psychological development of men in early adulthood and 

mid-life. Levinson et al. (1974) have made it their main 

theoretical goal to formulate a social-psychological 

conceptualization of the life course and its accompanying 

developmental periods. Rather than focusing on 

developmental variations within individuals or within groups 

of individuals, the authors were primarily concerned with 

"relatively universal, genotypic, age-linked adult 

developmental periods within which variations occur" 

(Levinson, et al., 1974: 244; emphasis in the original). 

In their totality, these periods neither represent a' 

mere unfolding of internal forces, nor are they stages in a 

progressive career sequence. Instead, Levinson et al. set 

forth a conceptualization of adult male developmental 

periods that encompasses wide variations of biological, 

psychologicaL, cultural, social-structural, and social- 

psychological occurrences (244-245). The developmental 
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periods, according to Levinson et al., are times of relative 

stability in a man's life. He is busy establishing a life 

structure that provides a viable link between himself and 

the wider adult world. 

The life structure concept encompasses both external 

and internal aspects of an individual. External life 

structure elements are, among others, life style, roles, 

memberships and interests--in short, "the particular way in 

which [the individual] is plugged ihto society" (247). 

Internal aspects of a life structure are reflected in the 

meanings the individual gives to the external elements, as 

well as in inner identities, core values, etc. External as 

well as internal qualities are said to shape the 

individual's engagement in the world, which , in turn, 

influences the qualities themselves (247). 

The termination of one developmental period and the 

onset of the next one are linked by a transitional period. 

For some individuals, this transition may involve 

considerable turmoil, while for others it may involve a more 

quiet reassessment. In either event, the transition 

is marked by important changes in the life 
structure and internal commitments, and presages 
the next stage in development (245). 

While the authors concern themselves with the adult life 

span as a whole, they give special attention to the mid-life 
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transition. This trahsition begins and ends, they say, 

several years on either side of age forty (244). 

One of the firsttasks to be confronted during the mid- 

life transition~entail s reappraising the past. "De- 

illusi°nment" emerges as a major factor during this time. 

The authors a~gue that much of a man's early adulthood is 

based on illusions about both the world and the self in the 

world. A reappraisal of long-held assumptions and beliefs 

shows many not to be true and in need of change. This 

reduction of illusions is called "de-illusionment." This 

process has diverse outcomes; some men feel a great loss, 

others feel great freedom (1978: 192-193). 

Gradually, the focus of the mid-life transition shifts 

from evaluating the past to anticipating the future. During 

this time, many men make far-reaching changes in the 

external and internal aspects of the life structure. 

External changes include 

divorce, remarriage, major shifts in occupation and 
life style, marked decline in the level of 
functioning, notable progress in creativity of in 
upward social mobility (194). 

Aspects of the internal life structure that may change 

during this time are social outlook, personal values, one's 

feelings of responsibility toward society and one's feelings 

of responsibility toward oneself. While not all men make 

visible external changes, it is argued that attitudes toward 
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the environment do change profoundly. 

According to Levinson et al., all transition periods-- 

infancy, pubescence, and mid-life transition--involve the 

developmental process of "individuation." Individuation 

refers to "changes in a person~'s relationship to himself and 

tO the external world" (195). With eachdevelopmental 

period, a person establishes clearer boundaries between 

himself and the world. Through individuation a person 

becomes increasingly more independent and self-generating, 

thereby gaining the confidence and understanding that permit 

a strong attachment to the world. Individuation, these 

authors argue, occurs as a man confronts and reintegrates 

polarities in his life. Four such polarities must be 

confronted and reintegrated as part of the mid-life 

transitional task. 

The Young/Old polarity at mid-life demands that a man 

come to terms with feeling young and old at the same time. 

Levinson et al. argue that Young/Old forces are present 

within the individual throughout the life cycle, yet, at 

each transition point they must be brought into a new 

balance. As one life structure or period of relative 

stability comes to an end and a new period is in the making, 

old thoughts and feelings such as "being in a rut,", 

1, 11 "rotting, and "coming to the brink of death (211-212) are 

confronted with young thoughts and feelings of "being 
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reborn," "making a fresh start," "discovering fresh 

possibilities in the self and new vistas in the world" 

(212). 

During mid-life, some youthful qualities must be given 

up while others must be retained. Old qualities such as 

maturity, self-awareness and judgment can only be of value 

if they are infused with young qualities such as "energy, 

wonderment, capacity for foolishness and fancy" (212). 

Attaining an age-appropriate balance, which is the 

developmental task at this point in life, is by no means 

easy. Examples of failing in this task can be found in the 

man of 40-50 who frantically pursues all those youthful 

activities he feels he missed as an adolescent, or in others 

who take on exaggerated versions of being old and begin to 

stagnate, "fighting a futile battle against emptiness and 

decline" (212). 

According to Levinson et al., one of the most disturbing 

aspects of the Young/Old confrontation during the mid-life 

transition comes from a man's growing recognition of his own 

mortality and his strong wishes for immortality. Death is 

no longer an abstract event. Declining physical and 

psychological powers, more frequent illness and the death of 

others, more accidents, heart attacks, alcoholism, job 

failures, and troubles with teenage children all serve as 

powerful reminders of increased vulnerability and ultimate 
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mortality. 

The wish for immortality, the authors contend, is the 

primary motivator for the thorough reappraisal of life at 

age forty. "Beyond the concern for personal survival, there 

is the concern with meaning ,, (216). °In this search for 

meaning, the middle-aged man discovers that his claim to 

immortality is intimately connected with the flow of 

generations. Hence concerns for enduring values form the 

framework within which he evaluates past actions and 

contemplates future commitments. The authors introduce the 

concept of "legacy" in this context. 

A man's legacy is what he passes on to future 
generations: material possessions creative 
products, enterprises, influence on others 
(218). 

While the work of Levinson et al. indicates that men vary 

greatly in what they consider to be a legacy, it is 

ultimately their assessment of this legacy that determines 

for them the value of their life and their claim on 

immortality (218). 

During the mid-life transition, a man must also 

confront and reintegrate the Destruction/Creation polarity. 

Some of the analytical work that must be done to accomplish 

this developmental task resembles that of the Young/Old 

developmental task. The authors argue that in connection 

with a man's growing awareness of his own mortality, he 
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becomes increasingly aware of the destructive forces, both 

around him and within him. However, the confrontation with 

mortality simultaneously inspires his desire for 

immortality, which in turn spurs his efforts at creativity 

(222-228). 

A third polarity, the Masculine/Feminine polarity poses 

developmental challenges that are quite different from those 

of the two discussed so far. Levinson et al. explain that 

their usage of the words feminine and masculine goes beyond 

purely biological differences, encompassing social and 

psychological ones as well (228-229). 

The authors offer the following line of reasoning for 

the existence of this developmental task. Growing up male 

means being taught gender,appropriate behavior and feelings. 

Along with the development of a male identity, a boy also 

learns about femininity from his relationships with 

important females in his early life. 

In the event that a boy actually behaves in a feminine 

way as a result of what he has learned, his environment 

generally responds quickly with efforts to suppress such 

behavior. Learned feminine feelings, on the other hand, 

unless they are openly expressed, are not subject to censure 

from the environment. 

Therefore, a boy who is taught how to behave and feel 

like a boy also carries around with him feminine feelings 
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and suppressed feminine behaviors. During adolescence and 

early adulthood his life structure dictates an almost 

exclusive concern with the attainment of manhood. 

A young man struggling to sustain his manliness is 
frightened by feelings and interests that seem 
womanly. One result of this anxiety is that much 
of the self can not be--iived 6ut or even 
experienced in early adulthood (230). 

The authors maintain that partial integration of the 

masculine and feminine takes place in the late teens and 

early twenties; however, a qualitatively new integration of 

the two does not emerge until the mid-life transition. 

The developmental task is to come to terms in new 
ways with the basic meanings of masculinity and 
femininity (236). 

The concrete expressions of this change, of course, 

vary with the individual. However, several broad shifts can 

be identified. Levinson et alo list a number of commonly- 

accepted masculine and feminine characteristics and state 

that a successful completion of the mid-life transition task 

results in finding a balance between these tendencies in 

oneself. 

Thus, if unadulterated masculinity dictates concerns 

with bodily prowess, toughness and stamina, the newly- 

integrated Masculine/Feminine model dictates that frailty, 

weakness and vulnerability--traditional female 
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characteristics--find a place in a man's self as well. 

Levinson et al. identify the unifying theme of masculine 

qualities to be doing, making, and having. In mid-life this 

theme is expanded to include feeling, creating, and being 

(233-234). 

The fourth and last polarity to be resolved during the 

mid-life transition involves Attachment/Separateness. 

Levinson et al. use the term "attachment" to refer to all 

the forces that connect a man to his environment. "To be 

attached is to be engaged, involved, needy, plugged in, 

seeking, rooted" (239). A man is attached when he tries 

to adapt, participate in, or master the world. 

Separateness, on the other hand, refers to a man's 

primary involvement with "his inner world--a world of 

imagination, fantasy, play" (239). While separateness 

promotes individual growth and creative activity, it can be 

harmful if carried to the extreme. Schizophrenia, for 

example, is considered to be an extreme form of 

separateness. 

Similarly, if a man becomes too attached, he 

jeopardizes inner growth and creative effort. The authors 

maintain that men must deal with the Attachment-Separateness 

issue at all times in their lives. During early adulthood, 

however, the "balance tilts strongly in the direction of 

attachment" (241). Men in their 20's and 30's are fully 
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absorbed in their responsibilities toward occupational and 

familymatters. During the mid-life transition, some of 

~hi~ attacLhment has to be !oosened because the transitional 

tasks °f dezillusionment and reappraisal demand that a man 

become more involved with himself, that he turn inward. 

Only then can he explore such questions as "What do I really 

want?" "How do I feel about my life? ~'' "How shall I live in 

the future?" (241). 

When this balance is found, a man will discover that he 

is lessdependentupon external stimulation and that he 

places less value on possessions, rewards, and social 

approval. 

He lives more in the present and gains more 
satisfaction from the process of living--fr0m being 
rather than doing and having (242). 

A dream, according to these authors, constitutes a 

man's "personal myth, an imagined drama in which he is the 

central character" (246). The dream's strong 

inspirational qualities can easily contribute to the £yranny 

of the dream. Thus, a man may feel compelled to live 

according to the illusory beliefs dictated by his dream. 

"Redu~ing~th~s tyranny~ is a major task of the mid-life 

transition" (248). a man who has successfully 

accomplished this task will find it no longer essential to 

succeed, nor will he find it catastrophic to fail. Instead 
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he will be able to enjoy the intrinsic values of his work 

and its meaning to himself (249), In other words, "he is 

more free £o be himself and to work according to his own 

wishes and talents" (251). 

Levinson et al. assert that being a mentor with young 

adults is one of the most important relationships a man can 

have at this time of his life (253). Mentoring is said 

to require a degree of successful mid-life individuation. 

It is through the task of mentoring that a man can satisfy 

his longing to be a part of the continuum of human life, 

while at the same time providing a great service to society 

at large (254). 

Marital difficulties may have been present throughout a 

man's early adulthood but, according to Levinson et al. r he 

is likely to give them serious consideration only in his 

late 30's. Only then may he question his own role in 

contributing to these difficulties and his illusions about 

marriage. The outcome of this questioning can be divorce, 

an improved relationship, or lingering dissatisfaction. 

The theoretical claims presented in the preceding pages 

are based upon research conducted by Levinson and his 

associates. Forty men ranging in ages from 35-45 

participated in the s£udy. All were American-born, and all 

lived in the eastern part of the United States. They varied 

in social class background, with 15 percent coming frompoor 
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urban or rural areas, 42 percent from working-class, 32 

percent from comfortable middle class, and 10 percent from 

upper class backgrounds. Twelve percent of the participants 

were black, 70 percent had completed college, and six 

percent had not completed high school. All had been married 

at least once, and roughly 80 percent had children. Each 

participant belonged to one of the following four 

occupational groups: university biologists, industrial 

hourly workers, executives, and novelists. 

The participant selection procedure varied for each of 

the occupational groups and did not constitute a 

representative or randomized process. Executives and 

workers came from twoolarge companies. The biologists were 

from two Eastern universities. The novelists had each 

published at least two novels and had all indicated that 

their central identity was derived from being a novelist. 

Although the primary source of information was obtained from 

biographical interviews with each of the participants, other 

sources such as wives, home, and office visits were included 

as well. Levinson noted that "A biographical interview 

combines aspects of a research interview, a clinical 

interview and a conversation between friends" (15). The 

primary task of the interview was to construct a 

biographical account of a man's life. 

According to their preference, participants were 
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interviewed either in their own home, at their work place, 

or at the researchers' office. Taped interviews generally 

lasted one hour and were conducted at weekly intervals over 

the course of 2 to 3 months. Roughly 300 pages of 

transcript were generated forl each participant. In most 

cases a one-time ~ollowup interview was conducted two years 

after the initial contact. The authors do not describe how 

the information from these interviews was analyzed. They 

do, however, offer portions of the biographical materials to 

illustrate and support their theoretical contentions. 

Other authors (Tamir, 1982; Vaillant, 1977; Inkeles and 

Smith, 1974; Neugarten, 1968; Erikson, 1963) also have 

asserted that adulthood is not merely a period in life that 

involves a number of life situations to be passed through by 

the unalteringly mature adult. Instead, they have suggested 

that identifiable changes occur during adulthood. 

Some authors (Brim and Wheeler, 1966; Dannefer, 1984) 

have suggested a sociological approach to the study of 

adulthood change rather than the social-psychological one 

offered by Levinson et al. Brim and Wheeler (1966), for 

example, talk about changes that take place in the life 

course in general and in mid-life in particular as a 

function of socialization into an appropriate adult role: 

learning certain attitudes during the formative 
middle years may lay the necessary basis for 
satisfactory socialization into the old-age role (23). 
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Essential to the satisfactory performance of a role are 

three ingredients: knowledge of what is expected and what 

should be pursued; motivation to behave appropriately and to 

pursue designated values, and ability to carry out the 

behavior and to hold appropriate values (25-26). In the 

course of socialization, the content of these three elements 

changes; and these authors maintain that as the person gets 

older, there is a change, among others, from idealism to 

realism. 

In addition to providing a different model for 

adulthood change from that of Levinson et al., these authors 

discuss how an individual is formed and changed by the 

processes of socialization and the impact of over- and 

under-socialized persons upon the very social system that is 

the basis for socialization in the first place. 

Neugarten et al. (1964) support this view with their 

argument that culturally-induced age norms, which exist in 

the minds of most people, operate as a system of social 

control. Dannefer (1984), in an article entitled "Adult 

Development and Social Theory," cautioned that social- 

psychological theories of adult development may be 

"obfuscating the extent to which life-course patterns are 

shaped by social forces" (Iii). He furthermore suggested 

that assumptions about the developmental unfolding of age- 

related changes produced self-fulfilling prophecy findings. 

i 
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In contrast, sociological studies of age effects 

consider how institutional forces dictate what "normative" 

aging is and how age-related changes in individual 

characteristics are in fact influenced by institutional 

forces (112). While this study does not purport to 

settle theoretical issues pertaining to the relative impact 

of physiological and social-cultural forces on adult 

behavior, it does consider social context in the form of 

incarceration as a major factor in the aging process of the 

men being studied. 

By far the best documented change occurring in 

adulthood is the transition to mid-life. This mid-life 

transitional period has also been hypothesized to be related 

to behavioral changes among officially identified criminals 

(Robins, 1966; Hare, 1978; Braly, 1976; Petersilia, 1980; 

Bittner & Messinger, 1980). Accordingly, this life period 

warrants closer examination. 

A recent work by Lois Tamir, Men in Their Forties 

(1982), provided not only an extensive literature review of 

men and middle age, but also included findings from her own 

exploratory study examining the "quality of life experience, 

work, family and social relationships in the lives of 

middle-aged men" (117). A detailed analysis of Tamir's 

study is presented below. 
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Tamir: Men in Their Forties 

Tamir argued that the development through the life span 

entails a process of continual change and reorganization. 

This process takes place within the individual, between 

individuals, and between individuals and their social 

environment (Tamir, 1982). 

From a review of the literature on adult development, 

Tamir was led to conclude that middle age and its associated 

changes and reorganization occupies a distinctive place in 

adult development. ".. . The transition to middle age 

constitutes a unique period of time in the adult life of the 

male" (emphasis in the original, 20). Tamir found, however, 

that no firm conclusions could be drawn because existing 

research evidence is sparse, ambiguous, and does not 

specifically focus on the middle age male. Thus, she 

proposed to conduct an empirical study guided by the 

hypothesis that, for males, middle age is a major 

transitional period that is "reflected in the quality of 

life experience, with repercussions in theworlds of work, 

family, and social relationships" (21). 

Tamir analyzed Secondary dataobtained from an 

instrument that was originally used and designed for the 

1976 Study of Modern Living carried out for the Research 

Center at the University of Michigan Institute for Social 

Research. This instrument was designed to assess the 
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quality of life and its social indicators within the nation. 

The survey instrument was constructed so as to tap many 

dimensions of the quality of life. 

A representative sample of adults aged 21 and older was 

selected through a multistage probability area sampling 

design. The respondents were asked to give information 

about i) their feelings and sources of well being; 2) their 

social roles such as marriage, parenthood and work; 3) their 

social supports; 4) their values; 5) their help-seeking 

behavior; 6) their various symptoms and selected demographic 

information (23), 

For purposes of her own study, Tamir selected men 

between the ages of 40-49 as the major population for study 

and limited the focus to married men who were fathers. She 

offered the following argument for this choice: i) men and 

women do not show the same adult developmental patterns, 

and 2) men who are both married and fathers proceed through 

a more conventional life cycle than do other males. Tamir's 

total sample (N = 551) included currently-married fathers 

ranging in age from 25 to 69. Educational level was used as 

a proxy for social class, with the total sample divided into 

a college-educated group (N = 211) and a noncollege-educated 

It was not clear whether "being a father" meant that a 
child or children were presently living with the father. 
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group (N=338) (see 26-27). 

Tamir selected those items from the original "Modern 

Living" survey that seemed most relevant to mid-life 

transition. Based on face Validity, items were grouped 

together and subjected to factor analysis. Items with 

loadings of .60 and above on a single factor were included 

in a given index. Each resulting variable, e.g., time 

orientation, zest, etc. then constituted a dependent 

variable. Each dependent variable was subsequently examined 

in its relation to the sole independent variable: age 

(grouped into five-year intervals). Whenever interval means 

were the same or nearly the same, age intervals were 

collapsed. Tamir used four statistical methods in the 

analysis of her data: 

ANOVA: each dependent variable was subjected to a one- 

way ANOVA with age as independent variable. 

Time Series Plot: the independent variable, age, was 

treated as a form of time series data, with each 

year between ages 25 and 69 constituting one case. 

Contingency Tables were used in the analysis of 

nominal-level data. 

The two groups did not equal 551 because educational 
status could not be determined in two cases. 
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Chi-square analyses were employed to determine whether 

significant differences in responses existed among 

age groups. 

Correlation Matrices: In an effort to detect possible 

interactions among variables, Tamir constructed 

correlation matrices. Obtained correlations of 

.30 and above were further subjected to 

comparisons between age groups, and their 

statistical significance was tested (29-35). 

Tamir's main focus was on the general quality-of-life 

experience of men in their forties. Five dimensions of the 

quality-of-life experience were identified: Internal 

Psychological State, Psychological and Physical Symptoms, 

Sources of Life Satisfaction, Time Orientation, value 

Orientation. The dimensions Internal Psychological State, 

Psychological and Physical Symptoms, and Source of Life 

Satisfaction were designated indicators for Well-Being 

(37-38). 

No statistically-significant results were found for 

Happiness and Life Satisfaction. The data showed that both 

college and noncollege men between the ages of 40 and 49 

were neither more nor less happy or satisfied than males of 

other ages. Tamir interpreted these results as possibly 

reflecting social desirability response tendencies, a male 
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reluctance to indicate vulnerability, or a basic continuity 

of temperament throughout the life span. 

The Zest, or absence of depression variable, showed 

college-educated men in their 40's to have significantly 

less Zest than both noncollege-educated men in their 40's 

and men of ~othe'r ~ge groups; ~ Noncollege men ±n; their 40's 

showed significantly lower self-esteem than all other men in 

the sample. Basedupon results obtained from the measures 

Zest and Self-Esteem Tamir suggested that men in their late 

40's experience a period of "inner examination . . . that 

takes differing forms, dependent upon social background" 

(45). Hence, lower Zest in college educated men may be the 

result of self-examination based upon a comparison with 

others (42-46). 

Under the "Symptoms" heading, Tamir discussed findings 

from four composite measures: Psychological Immobilization, 

Drinking Problems, Psychological Anxieties, and Physical Ill 

Health. College-educated men aged 45-49 displayed 

significantly more symptoms of psychological immobilization 

than other men. A!so, college-educa£ed men in their late 

40's indicated significantly more problem s related to the 

consumption of alcohol than did other men. However, the 

data on Psychological Anxiety showed no significant 

differences between age groups or educational levels. 

Finally, Tamir interpreted the significant findings on 
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the Physical Ill Health measure as indicative of decreasing 

physical health on the age continuum rather than as a 

characteristic of the 40's. Responses to a question about 

drug and medication use showed college-educated men in their 

40's to use more drugs and medicines in an effort to combat 

worries, nervousness or tension. 

Sources of Life Satisfaction information was obtained 

by asking directly how much satisfaction someone derived 

from leisure activities, housework, job, marriage, and 

parenthood. Satisfaction derived from leisure activities or 

work around the house did not discriminate among age or 

educational groups. ~owever, satisfaction derived from work 

was significantly grea~er for noncollege men aged 45-49 

than for all other age groups. Satisfaction derived from 

marriage for men in their early 40's was significantly less 

than for men in other age groups. Yet, starting in their 

middle 40's, men seemed to derive significantly more 

satisfaction from their marriage than men of other age 

groups. This pattern was the same for college-educated 

respondents, but the findings were not statistically 

significant. Satisfaction derived from parenthood was 

significantly less for all men in their early 40's. 

The Time Orientation variable yielded statistically- 

significant results for non-college men in their 40's. 

These men significantly decreased their expectations for 





39 

greater happiness in the future and increased their 

expectations that things would remain much the same. The 

same significance pattern emerged for college-educated men; 

however, it manifested itself only in the latter half of the 

40's. For both educational groups, Tamir found men in their 

40's to view past, present, and future as much the same 

(58-61). 

The Value Orientation variable yielded significant 

responses. College-educated men in their late 40's 

overwhelmingly attributed the highest value (from a choice 

of nine) to self-respect. Noncollege-educated men showed 

the same pattern to a lesser degree. Tamir offered the 

following: 

• . . the self is chosen as the judge of one's own 
behaviors, attitudes, and accomplishments. Perhaps 
this is linked to the process of turning inward at 
middle age . . . (63). 

A desire for warm relationships emerged as the second most 

important value for these men. 

A good portion of Tamir's survey was devoted to an 

examination of the meaning of work in the life of middle- 

aged men. Six measures were used for this purpose: Job 

Satisfaction, Work Commitment, Perceived Job Clout, 

Perceived Job Relations, and Motives at Work. 

Job Satisfaction was found to increase dramatically for 

men in their 40's regardless of educational background (72). 
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Tamir°s explanation of this finding is that men in their 

40's may voice satisfaction for a variety of reasons. Some 

may !~deed be satisfied for they have reached their goals, 

while other may have learned to accept their limitations and 

therefore have reconciled themselves to not having realized 

their dreams. 

Men in their early 40Ds were significantly more likely 

to consider switching jobs than were other men, a pattern 

particularly evident among noncollege-educated men. Tamir 

suggested that noncollege men are traditionally employed in 

job with little job flexibility. 

to the realization that " . . . 

break--now or never" (75). 

Thus, at 40 a man may come 

this is his last chance for a 

The findings from the work-related measures led Tamir 

to conclude: 

Overall, it is likely that by middle age, whether 
successful or not or well educated or not, men 
psychologically disengage themselves from the work 
arena or at least begin to question the value of 
work in their lives (93). 

Social relationships was another life arena in which 

Tamir examined men in their 40's compared with men in all 

other age groups. In general, she found few differences 

attributable to age. For example, the findings indicated 

that the number of neighbors a man interacted with was 

unrelated to his age. Similarly, relationships between men 

c 
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and their relatives and friends did not change during their 

40's. Overall Tamir concluded: 

Middle aged men reveal no unique characteristics in 
measures of the frequency of their exchanges with 
others an d!~£~he qual~ty of these social encounters 
(109). 

While the analysis of social relatedness in and of 

itself failed to differentiate middle-aged men from others, 

an analysis of an interaction effect of social rela£edness 

and psychological well'being yielded quite different 

results, particularly for the noncollege-educated men. 

Without social relatedness these men exhibited low 

self-esteem, while conversely, close social connectedness 

was associated with high self-esteem. Those who were most 

lacking in Zest visited least with neighbors, and those who 

frequently discussed their problems withrelatives and 

friends were the most anxious (ii0-iii). 

Tamir argued the fact that social relatedness is so 

closely related to the lower class self-esteem implies that 

these men based their self-estimation upon comparisons with 

others. Therefore, they were especially likely to question 

their own worth when they were unable to sustain general 

social relationships (112). 

Results from the social relatedness index revealed a 

general picture of noncollege-educated males in their 40's 

exhibiting increased sensitivity to feelings of social 
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connectedness. Thus, Tamir reported that 

Men of this group appear more willing to reach out 
to their closer relationships for support when 
there is a-~eed~-ye~ ~hey suffer more from poor 
self-esteem ~the more isolated they feel from 
others (113)o 

The college group showed similar interaction patterns for 

social relationships and psychological well being; however, 

this group relied more heavily on satisfactions derived from 

marriage than upon general social relationships. 

We can draw the following picture of the middle-aged 

American male who has not gone to college from Tamir's 

findings: In spite of being more satisfied with work than 

at any other time in his life, he shows low self-esteem, low 

expectations for greater happiness in the future, and is 

likely to consider switching jobs. At least in his early 

40's he derives little satisfaction from marriage and 

children, and any satisfaction he does derive from work does 

not seem to increase his sense of well being. He places 

greatest value on security and warm relationships with 

others, and his self-esteem is closely CO~nec-ted to his 

social relationships. Whether or not he seeks out social 

contacts depends on how depressed he feels; and if he has 

problems, he is more likely than ever before to seek help 

from relatives and friends. 

A somewhat different picture emerged for the college- 
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educated American male in his 40's. Like his less educated 

counterpart, the college-educated male is more satisfied 

with his job, has more job clout, and evaluates his work 

performance more positively than those of similar education 

but of different ages. Still, he foresees no increased 

happiness in the future, is more likely to consider 

switching jobs, and finds that the satisfaction he derives 

from work is less related to his sense of well-being than 

ever before. Power is now an important motivating force in 

his work. In his early 40's, his satisfaction from marriage 

is lower than ever before; in his later 40's, the reverse is 

true. Satisfaction from parenthood is at an all-time low 

for men in their early 40's. In spite of the fact that they 

place greatest value on self-respect and a desire for warm 

relationships, they report being troubled by drinking and 

other drug problems and are likely to feel more immobilized 

than at any other time in their lives. 

In Tamir's words, 

Middle-aged men feel, act, and react in a manner 
different from men at other ages, be they older or 
younger. No doubt, there are basic continuities in 
life experience from youth to old age, but men in 
their 40's are men in transition, shedding the 
final vestiges of young adulthood and coming to 
accept a stage in life with responsibilities to 
significant others, to society, but ultimately to 
themselves (177). 

What then is the outcome of this transition? Tamir states: 
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At worst, a sense of resignation . . . when hopes 
of bre@kth~0ugh Success clearly come to a halt with 
the recognition by the middle-aged man that future 
grOwt~ - D~Iy ~o~me from within. At best, a sense 
of wisdom begins to thrive at this time of life, a 
wisdDm ~hat comes wi£h perfection of skills, 
confrontati0n of life's contradictions, the passing 
on Qf well-learned knowledge of upcoming 
generations, and fulfillment of the human need to 
affiliate with others (117). 

Because the above-mentioned studies document the 

occurrence of a mid-life transition for men in general, one 

can hypothesize that officially-identified criminals share 

some of the same experiences during this life period. 

Available evidence is extremely sparse and does little more 

than point out behavioral changes, such as desistance from 

criminal behavior. 

Thus, Robins (1966) asserted that while decreases in 

anti-social behavior can be identified in every age group, 

they most often occur between ages 30 and 40. Malcolm Braly 

(1976) stated in anticipation of his discharge from the 

California Correctional Department; "Discharge is eighteen 

months away. And during that eighteen months I would turn 

forty." Bittner and Messinger (1980) offered findings in 

support of Braly's statements when they reported that 

violent criminal careers tend to be extinguished at age 35 

to 40. 

The current study will examine which, if any, variables 

can be identified and described that account for the age- 

crime desistance relationship. It asks whether there are 
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characteristics associated with the social process of aging ~ 

in generalthat might assist in an understanding of this 

empirical relationship. Social psychologists (Erikson, 

1968; Levinson, 1974; Gould, 1978; Tamir, 1982) have noted 

the occurrence of behavior, attitudinal and status changes 

in adult persons, but very few criminologists (Irwin, 1974; 

Meisenhelder, 1977; Polk et al., 1981; Bazemore, ° 1982; and 

Shover, 1983) have searched for parallel developments among 

offenders. 

Basically, this dissertation will explore the following 

questions: Do significant behavioral, status or attitudinal 

changes occur among middle-aged career offenders? Are there 

age-specific change patterns that lead to the termination of 

criminal careers? 
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CHAPTER II 

AN EXAMINATION OF AGE-RELATED CHANGES IN CRIMINAL BEHAVIOR: 
METHOD 

PROCEDURE 

Two groups of men were interviewed for this study, one 

consisting of 19 ex-offenders and the other of 30 Oregon 

State Peniten£iary (OSP) inmates. 

Ex-Offender Participants 

Identifying and locating ex-offender participants 

presented one of the major problems in carrying out this 

research. Ex-offenders had to meet the following 

characteristics for selection into the study: (i) must be 

male; (2) must be at least 35 years old; (3) must have 

demonstrated serious, career-like involvement in crime; 

(4) must have been free of any misdemeanor or felony arrests 

(excluding minor traffic offenses) for at least five years; 

and (5) must have been free of any supervision from the 

corrections division for at least five years. 

All procedures used in the selection and interview 
processes were approved by the Human Subjects Research 
Review Committee at Portland State University. 
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The criterion of five arrest-free years meant that 

potential participants had to be free citizens whose last 

involvement with any part of the corrections system must 

have been a t least If±ye i Years prior to the interview. 

In order to identify potential ex-offender 

participants, referrals were solicited from persons who were 

thought to be likely to know of suitable candidates. Such 

persons included people involved in offender counseling, 

parole and probation officers, and finally, ex-offender 

participants who had already been interviewed. 

Additionally, a flyer asking for research participants (see 

Appendix A) was widely distributed in Portland's Skid Road 

community° 

Generally, anyon e who met the selection criteria and 

who was willing to submit to a personal interview was 

included in the study. This procedure constitutes what 

Kerlinger (1973) refers to as "accidental" sampling and 

Biernacki and Waldorf (1981) as "snowball sampling." There 

are obvious problems with it. 0ne significant problem is 

that ex-offenders who can be located and who agree to be 

interviewed may differ from ex-offenders who cannot be 

located or who do not agree to be interviewed. 

Consequently, information obtained from this group may 

differ from what might have been obtained if all, or at least 

a random selection, of ex-offenders had been included. Any 
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findings derived from this "accidental" sample must 

therefore be regarded with due caution and in full awareness 

of the possible bias. However, other sources of bias, such 

as researcher selection preference (Backstrom & Hursh, 

1963; Babble, 1973), were controlled forrin that each ex- 

offender who was located, who indicated a willingness to 

participate in the study, and who met the study selection 

criteria was included. 

All initial contacts with potential participants were 

made by the referral source. Only after the person had 

given his permission to be contacted was his identity 

disclosed to the researcher. 

Of 31 individuals who were referrer as potential 

participants, 20 were ultimately interviewed. Most of those 

not selected were excluded because they failed to meet the 

selection criteria. Three could not be reached, even after 

six attempts were made to get in touch with them. 

One of the 20 ex-offender participants had to be 

excluded from the study whe n it became known that he had 

been arrested and convicted of a misdemeanor offense four 

years prior to the interview and thus did not meet the five 

year arrest-free minimum criterion. Computer record checks 

of the 19 remaining ex-offenders verified their self- 

reported absence of arrests. 

One participant, a rather well-known local ex-felon, 
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reported at the time of the interview that a computerized 

search of his criminal record would fail to document any 

criminal involvement because his Chicago-based family had 

paid money to have his records removed. Indeed, the search 

for recorded evidence of his criminal involvement failed to 

produce any. 

The decision to include this participant was based on 

the following considerations: (i) his extensive and 

detailed knowledge of correctional facilities and practices; 

(2) the widespread knowledge of his past criminal 

involvement by local criminal justice officials; (3) his 

unhesitating willingness to participate in this study; and 

(4) a score on the Social Desirability Index that gave 

little indication of pretense. 

According to the ex-offenders' preferences, ten of the 

interviews took place at the participants' residences, eight 

at the researcher's office, and two at the participants' 

places of business. All interviews were conducted by the 

researcher personally. They ranged in time from two to four 

hours, and the men were offered $15 for their time. While 

some accepted the offered monetary compensation, most 

demurred and indicated that they welcomed the opportunity to 

Each interview included six questions on a Social 
Desirability Index. Low scores indicated that the 
participant was not motivated to present a socially- 

desirable profile. 
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let someone know that a "successful" termination of a life 

of crime is possible. All of the ex'offenders indicated a 

..... desire to see t he-comple~e~d S-tudy Or at least a summary of 

it. 

At the outset of each interview, the interviewer 
. ~ L  _ _ 

~[exPlained the PurPose 0f the study , the voluntary nature of 

participation in it, and the measures taken to insure 

confidentiality of the participants' information. 

Each person was asked to read an Informed Consent 

letter (see Appendix B). The participant's signature was 

required at the bottom of the letter before the interview was 
\ 

conducted. 

The interviewer read the questions aloud, and the 

interviewee selected his responses from several alternatives 

on a 5" x 3" response category card. On occasion, a 

Participant embellished or qualified his response, and this 

additional information was noted on the interview schedule. 

The men varied considerably in how much additional 

information they supplied. It is this fact that primarily 

accounts for the variation in length of_the interviews. 

After all questions had~been answered, the ex-offenders 

One participant did not know how to read. In hiscase, 
the questions as well as the response categories and the 
the consent letter were read aloud by the interviewer. 
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were asked to respond to portions of the questionnaire a 

second time. This time, however, they were instructed that 

responses should reflect, as closely as possible, how each 

might have answered these questions during their last 

incarceration. 

Inmate. Participants 

Even though this study focused on men who had 

discontinued their criminal careers, a decision was made to 

include inmates for two reasons: (i) to allow comparisons 

between men who, at similar stages in their adult lives ~nd 

with similar criminal career patterns, have terminated their 

careers versus those who have not done so; (2) to ascertain 

whether the midlife transitional tasks identified by 

Levinson et al. (1978) are accomplished similarly by middle- 

aged ex-offenders and by inmates. 

Permission to cqnduct interviews with inmates at the 
Oregon State Penitentiary was obtained from the Oregon 
Department of Human Resources-Corrections Division. A 
written application was submitted, Jtogether with the 
research proposal, to the Corrections Division Research 
Committee for review. That Committee made the 
determination that the study was within the statutory 
research guidelines of the Corrections Division, and thus 
the study was approved in accordance with ORS 179.040. 
Once this permission had been granted, the researcher was 
assigned to a liaison person in each of the relevant 
internal divisions within the Corrections Division. 
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Oregon State Penitentiary inmate participants were 

selected on the basis of the following criteria: (i) must 

be male; (2) must be at least 35 years old; and (3) must 

have demonstrated serious, career-like involvement in crime. 

"Career-like" was d~fined as a Criminal History Risk 

score of 3 or less (see Appendix C). The Criminal History 

Risk score is a standard measure utilized by the Oregon 

State Board of Parole to determine inmate eligibility for 

parole. Total scores can range from 0, indicative of the 

poorest possible prognosis for a successful parole, to a 

score of ii, which signifies the best risk. 

The total risk score for an individual inmate is 

calculated from the combined scores on six factors° These 

factors are: prior felony and misdemeanor convictions; 

prior incarcerations; verified number of conviction-free 

years in the community; age at the time when the crime 

leading to the current incarceration was committed; parole, 

probation, or court custody violations in conjunction with 

the present incarceration; and finally the presence or 

absence of an admitted or documented heroin or opiate 

derivative abuse problem. 

There are, of course, numerous ways in which six 

assessment categories can yield an individual's cumulative 

risk score of three or less. Four of the six factors assess 

criminal involvement directly. A low risk score is 
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therefore a reasonably good indicator of substantial 

criminal involvement. For example, to get a Criminal 

History Risk score of three, an inmate• with no custody 

vi°lati°ns_and~pd[ugL~problems must have had four or more 

prior misdemean0rlor felony convictions, fewer than three 

years of conviction-free time preceding the current 

incarceration, and must have been between 21 and 26 years 

old at the time hecommitted the crime leading to the 

present incarceration. 

Inmates meeting the criteria for participation in the 

study were selected from the most current roster of OSP 

residents. The roster is updated monthly by the Corrections 

Division and contains inmate names, birthdates, and Criminal 

History Risk scores, among o then information. The entire 

list of OSP inmates was screened. Inmates fitting the 

selection ~riteria numbered 105 and were placed in a pool of 

potential participants. • A letter was sent to each of these 

persons briefly explaining the nature of the study and 

asking for their voluntary participation (see Appendix D). 

Inmates were asked to indicate their willingness to 

participate in the study by signing and returning the letter 

to the researcher's OSP liaison. 

Thirty-one inmates returned signed copies of the 

letter. Each subsequently received notice of the scheduled 

interview. One inmate died just prior to the interview; 
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another arrived for the interview but then declined to 

participate, while yet another who had not returned a signed 

copy of his letter contacted the interviewer in person and 

asked to be scheduled for an interview. In the end, 30 

inmates completed the interview. 

Table I compares some of the characteristics of 

potential and actual inmate participants. A comparison of 

inmates who volunteered for the interview with those who 

chose not to participate indicated that inmates who 

participated were slightly older and that they had somewhat 

lower Criminal History Risk scores, indicating a relatively 

more serious involvement in crime. Also, more of the 

participating inmates were serving current sentences for 

crimes against persons. 

All interviews took place in a small, enclosed 

interview room inside the OSP. Consent procedures and 

verbal instructions were identical for the ex-offender and 

for the inmate participants. 

In general, the same questions were asked of the 

inmates that had been asked of the ex-offenders, except that 

questions such as one about the participants' type of 

residence were excluded from the inmate interviews. 

Similarly, inmates were not asked to repeat portions of the 

questionnaire to elicit information about previous 

incarcerations. 
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TABLE I 

CHARACTERISTICS OF ACTUAL AND POTENTIAL INMATE PARTICIPANTS 

Characteristics 

Potential 
Participants 

N = 105 

Actual 
Participants 

N = 29* 

Age ~ = 43.6 R = 44.6 

Criminal History Risk 

Present Offense: 

Crime Against 
Person 

Property Crime 

Custody Violation 

Driving Violation 

Score n % Score n % 

3 31 29 3 6 20 
2 44 41 2 ii 27 
1 25 23 1 i0 34 
0 5 4 0 2 6 

70 (67%) 21 (72%) 

27 (26%) 8 (28%) 

2 (2%) - - 

6 (6%) - _ 

For one person, specific information was not available. 

Again, the additional information supplied by 

respondents was noted on the interview schedule, and this 

additional information accounted for much of the variation 

in the lengths of interviews. Inmate illiteracy was treated 

in the same way as ex-offender illiteracy. 

A letter of appreciation (see Appendix E) was sent to 
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each inmate participant. Inmates received no monetary 

compensatio n for their participation. Most of them 

indicated a desire to see the Completed study or a summary 

of it. 

INSTRUMENT 

The instrument used for this study consisted of four 

parts, only one of which was developed specifically for this 

study. 

Social Back@round Questions 

Part A included standard background questions. Its 

purpose was to compare respondents on such variables as age, 

race, marital status, education, income, religious 

affiliation, residence, and membership in organizations (see 

Appendix F). 

Criminal History Questions 

Part B asked questions about the participants' criminal 

backgrounds. These had been selected from the Rand 

Corporation's "Second Inmate SurveyS' published in Varieties 

of Criminal Behavior (Chaiken and Chaiken, 1982). 

Participants were asked about their criminal involvement as 

juveniles, as well as about their incarceration and drug use 

histories. Three questions asked them to predict the 

likelihood of their continued involvement in crime. One 
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additional predictive question was specifically constructed 

for the present study. Furthermore,+ three questions were 

added to obtain information abouth the participation of 

accomplices in the commission of crimes (see Appendix G) 

Life Satisfaction Questions 
+ 

Questions in this section were drawn from an instrument 

used by Lois Tamir in her study of men in mid,life. The 

questionnaire and her findings were published in her book, 

Men in Their Forties (1982). Survey questions covered a 

wide range of topics ". . . including social roles, mental 

health, and coping strategies" (22). The questions had 

been developed by Douvan et al. (1976) to tap a variety of 

dimensions of the quality of lifeo Questions, both open- 

and close-ended, were designed to evaluate 

the individual's feelings and sources of well 
being; the social roles of marriage, parenthood, 
and work; social supports; motivation; values; 
symptoms; formal help seeking and demographic 
information (23). 

The survey constituted a mu~ti-criterion approach to 

assessing mental health, an individual's sources of 

strength, and coping°mechanisms. In her findings, Tamir 

(1982) reported that men in their forties differed from 

older or younger men on several dimensions. Only those 

questions that were found to differentiate middle-aged men 

from others were incorporated in Part C of the instrument 
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(see Appendix H). 

Social Psychological Development Questions 

Part D was developed specifically for this study. The 

items were based upon Levinson's (1978) conceptualizations 

of adult developmental tasks involved in the male mid-life 

transition. Levinson (1978) postulates major mid-life tasks 

that revolve around a man's changing position viz-~-viz four 

fundamental polarities. 

Several items were constructed for each of the 

dimensions in Levinson's formulation. Part D of the 

instrument was pretested on a convenience sample of 27 men. 

Following a factor analysis of the pretest data, all 26 

items were retained for Part D of the instrument. It should 

be noted, however, that the Attachment/Separateness and 

Male/Female dimensions are not entirely independent. 

Several open-ended questions reflecting Levinson's 

developmental concerns of middle age comprised the remainder 

of Part D (see Appendix I). 

Social Desirability Questions 

A six-question Standard Social Desirability Index was 

included to give some indication of whether the 

participating men wished above all to appear socially 

acceptable (see Appendix J). 

The SocialDesirability Index consisted of six 
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questions, yielding scores ranging from zero to six. A 

scoreoof zero indicated that none of the questions was 

a~swered in such a way as to suggest that the respondent 

Wis~ed t° present a socially-desirable image. A score of 

six, on the other hand, could be interpreted to mean that 

the respondent wished tq~present a socially-desirable image. 

Hence, a high score could cast doubt on the validity of all 

responses by a given Participant . 

Because scores ranging from zero to four were found in 

roughly similar proportions in both the ex-offender and the 

inmate groups, responses were not questioned for 

participants in that range. Scores above four were obtained 

only from inmate participants. 

Following is an analysis of inmate response patterns 

both with and without the four high scorers. A decSsion was 

made not to exclude these persons from the study. Table II 

compares both groups on several variables and shows 

virtually no differences in the responses. 

EX-OFFENDER AND INMATE SOCIAL BACKGROUND CHARACTERISTICS 

Differences between ex-offender and inmate social 

backgroundcharacteristics may point to concrete 

Tamir (1982) notes that men with less formal education 
tend to give more socially-desirable responses. Note in 
Table III that the inmates as a group have less formal 
education than the ex-offenders. 
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TABLE II 

RESPONSE COMPARISON OF ALL INMATES VERSUS INMATES WITHOUT 
THE HIGH SCORERS ON THE SOCIAL DESIRABILITY SCALE** 

Characteristics 

Inmates Without 
All the High SD 

Inmates Scorers 
N= 30 N = 26 

Social Background: 

Age 
Marital status: 

Married 
Divorced 

Education HS or less 
Income $10,000 or less 

Criminal History: 

Age at first arrest 
Total # of arrests 

# of times in prison 
# of felony convictions 

Life Satisfaction: 

Zest 

Self-esteem 
Alcohol Problems 
Anxiety 

Adult Development: 

Young-old 
Male-female 
Attachment-separateness 
Destruction-creation 

= 45 ~ = 45 

8 (27%) 
19 (63%) 
19 (63%) 
12 (45%) 

X = 15 
X = 13 

= 4 
X = 3 

X = 22 

: 14 
X = 7 
X = i0 

X = 14 
~ = 18 
~= i0 
X = 12 

7 (26%) 
19 (73%) 
Z5 (58%) 
i0 (43%) 

x = 15 
= 13 

= 4 
m 

x = 3 

= 21 
= 14 
= 7 

x = ii 

~ = 14 
= 18 
= i0 

x = 12 

Numbers are rounded to the nearest whole. 
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manifestations of possible social psychological factors 

associated with desistance from crime. On the other hand, 

adult developmental arguments used to explain mid-life 

changes in career criminals may well be strengthened if the 

two groups of men show few differences on social background 

characteristics. For these reasons, a brief discussion 

highlighting the differences and similarities in ex-offender 

and inmate social background characteristics will be 

presented in the following pages. 

Table III depicts ex-offender and inmate social 

background characteristics. It can be seen that the ex- 

offenders differed most notably on Marital Status, 

Education, Income, Type of Employment, and Group Membership. 

Approximately one-third Of the ex-offenders were 

divorced at the time of the interview; nearly twice as many 

of the inmates were divorced. Levinson et al. (1978) and 

Tamir (1982) both suggest that close personal relationships 

become important aspects of the middle aged man's life. 

Shover (1983) went further in noting that for his group of 

ex-offenders, the establishment of "a mutually-satisfying 

relationship with a woman" became an "important factor in 

the transformation of their career line" (213). 

On the other hand, it was not certain how much weight 

should be given to the fact that so many of the inmates were 

divorced. Most inmates indicated that marriages generally 
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TABLE I I I .  

SOCIAL BACKGROUhrD OLH~ACTERISTICS OF 
'ID(--OFFI~IDERS AND IIqMATES 

Ex-offenders 11~uates 
Variables N = 19" N = 30* 

Age ~ = 46.6 ~ = 45.4 
range 35-59 range 35-61 

Race: 

White 14 (78%) 21 (70%) 
NonwJ%ite 4 (22%) 9 (30%) 

M~Irita ] Status: 

M~rried i0 (53%) 9 (30%) 
Divorced 7 (37%) 19 (63%) 

Children: 

None 4 (21%) 7 (24%) 
One or more 15 (79%) 23 (76%) 

Education: 
Less than HS 3 (16%) 8 (27%) 
HS only 5 (26%) Ii (39%) 
Some college 9 (47%) 8 (26%) 
Vocational training 2 (11%) 3 (10%) 

R,,pl oyment: 
Blue collar 6 (32%) 17 (56%) 
White collar 12 (63%) ii (37%) 
Never employed 1 (5%) 2 (7%) 

Income: 
Less than $i0,000 6 (32%) 12 (45%) 
$i0,000- $20,000 4 (21%) 9 (33%) 
Over $25,000 9 (47%) 6 (22%) 

Religion: 

Not at all religious 3 (16%) 5 (17%) 
SomeWhat (fairly) religious i0 (58%) 20 (67%) 
Vel~ religious 6 (36%) 5 (17%) 

Group M~mbership 
(Professional and/or Social ) 
Yes 12 (63%) i0 (33%) 
No 7 (37%) 17 (56%) 
Unknown - - 3 (10%) 

The N's for each group of respondents may not always add up to 
19 or 30 respectively, either because respondents failed to answer 
a given question, or because subcategories of variables were ~nitted 
from presentation in this table. 
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don't withstand incarceration (Cordilia, 1983: 31). Because 

most of the inmates interviewed for this study were serving 

relatively long sentences, the status-of being divorced may 

have been incidental to their incarceration rather than a 

preferred state. 

Nearly half of the ex-offenders reported having at 

least some college education. The same was true for only 

one-third of the incarcerated men. In evaluating this 

difference, it should be noted that the ex-offenders, who 

are approximately the same age as the inmates, had at a 

minimum spent the last five years as free citizens. This 

same factor, namely having had more available time in which 

to develop skills, may be related to the differences in 

white collar vs. blue collar employment reported by the two 

groups. Consistent with education and employment 

information was the fact that the ex-offenders reported 

somewhat higher income levels than did the inmates. 

Two-thirds of the ex-offenders reported belonging to 

some sort of social or professional Organization. of the ~ 

inmates, only one-third acknowledged membership in such 

organizations, either on the outside or within the OSP. 

This appears to lend some support to Irwin (1974) who linked 

termination from criminal careers to seVeral factors, among 

Income figures for inmates were reported for the time 
prior to their present incarceration. 
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them "extravocational, extradomestic activities" (p. 203) 

such as sports and hobbies. Shover (1983); on the other 

hand, found little support for Irwin, s extravocational 

factor. 

The ratio of white to nonwhite men was nearly identical 

in both groups, as was the percentage of men who were 

fathers. Likewise, religious beliefs did not vary markedly 

between the two groups. 

In summary, then, a comparison between career offenders 

and ex-offenders of approximately the same age showed the 

ex-offenders to be more likely to be married, to have had at 

least some college education, to be engaged in white collar 

work, to have more money, and to belong to professional 

organizations and/or social clubs. The men who had 

seemingly not terminated their criminal careers at roughly 

the'same point in their lives were likely to be divorced, to 

have had no more than a twelfth-grade education, to have had 

incomes of $10,000/year or less from employment in blue 

collar jobs, and to belong to no professional or social 

organization. 

Criminal Histories 

Men in both groups were asked "What were the main 

reasons that you first got involved in crime?" Inmates 

named "High Living" more often than any other reason as 

contributing to their becoming involved in crime. One 
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inmate put it quite bluntly: "Never wanted anything but 

money" (O 35). The ex-offenders, on the other hand, cited 

"Way of Life" more than any other single reason. As one ex- 

offender described it: "Never thought about myself as a bad 

guy. I wanted to be normal. I don't want holes in my 

clothes or to feel hungry* ~ (E006)i,i!i "suPport for Family 

and Self" and "Excitement"i were offered among the top four 

reasons by both groups of participants, as shown in Table 

IV. 

One might very tentatively speculate from these 

resp0nses that the men who are now ex-offenders were more 

likely to have found themselves growing up in an environment 

of crime and becoming participants in that life style than 

the men who have not yet discontinued their criminal 

~aetivities~ The latter appear to have entered a criminal 

career for such reasons as "High Living" and "Excitement." 

In other words, men who are now ex-offenders may have done 

little more than adapt their behavior to their environment, 

while the men who are currently incarcerated may have 

entered the criminal environment to meet needs they were not 

able to meet using noncriminal ~ans. ~ 

p, 

(O 15) refers to the fifteenth offender interviewed for 
this study. (E0 06) refers to the sixth ex-offender 
interviewed. 
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TABLE IV 

REASONS FOR INVOLVEMENT IN CRIME, 
EX-OFFENDERS VS. INMATES 

66 

Ex-offenders Inmates 
Reasons* N = 19 N = 30 

Way of Life 8 (42%) 7 (23%) 

Support for Self and Family 7 (37%) 12 (40%) 

High Living 6 (32%) 14 (42%) 

Excitement 6 (32%) ii (37%) 

Reputation 5 (26%) 7 (23%) 

Friends 4 (21%) 8 (27%) 

Money for Drugs 3 (16%) 6 (20%) 

Temper - - 3 (i0%) 

Other** 7 (32%) 7 (23%) 

Participants were asked to respond with "yes" or "no" to 
as many of the reasons as applied to them. 

Reasons given under this category were, for example: 
"oldest in family, had to support others"; "just trying 
to survive"; "too much free time"; "getting money to pay 
for friendships." 

Juvenile Offense Backgrounds 

Fifteen of the 19 ex-offenders (80%) and 24 of the 30 

inmates (80%) had criminal histories as juveniles. Well 

over half the men who are no longer involved in crime at 

middle age had spent time in local juvenile facilities. On 
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the average, this amounted to 6.8 times. Less than half 

the inmates reported having been held in local juvenile 

facilities; their average number of detentions was 3.8. 

The majority of ex-offenders had never been sent to 

statewide or federal juvenile institutions, yet well over 

the majority of inmates had spent time there. Men in both 

groups who had been detained in statewide or federal 

juvenile institutions had been detained at roughly equal 

rates. 

On the average, little difference emerged between the 

ex-offenders and the inmates as far as involvement in 

juvenile property crimes, crimes against persons, or drug 

use was concerned (see Table V). 

The picture of juvenile criminal histories that emerged 

from this information depicts men in the ex-offender group 

and men in the inmate group as equally likely to have 

accumulated juvenile records based upon quantitatively and 

qualitatively similar criminal behavior and, as a 

consequence, similar detention rates in juvenile facilities. 

At this point, the picture changes. The men who today are 

ex-offenders were more likely to have been sent to local 

juvenile facilities than to statewide or federal juvenile 

Two men reported more than 25 such detentions; the next 
most frequent detention rate was 6 times. 
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TABLE V 

CRIMINAL HISTORIES AS JUVI~ILES, 
EX~ERS VS. I~4ATES 

Criminal History 
Ex-offenders Inmates 

N = 19+ N = 30+ 

• ¢ 

Juvenile Detent/on. 

Local: 

Yes 
No 

Statewide or Federal: 

Yes 
No 

Number Involved in 
Juvenile Property Crime* 

12 (63%) 13 (46%) 
7 (37%} 15 (54%) 

= 6.8 R = 3.8 

8 (44%) 19 (68%) 
i0 (56%) 9 (32%) 

= 2 .1  ~ = 1 .5  

R = 9 (44%) R = 13 (42%) 

Number Involved in 
Juvenile Crime Against 
Persons** ~ = 5 (27%) ~ = 7 (22%) 

Number Involved with 
Juvenile Drug Use*** R= 3 (10%) R = 5 (18%) 

÷ 

The N's for each group of respondents may not always 
add up to 19 or 30, respectively, either because 

-~.~70-r~d~nts filled t o - - ~ a  given quest/on, or 
• because subcategories of variables were omitted from 

presentation in this table. 

Includes burglary, car theft, theft, and forgery. 
~ t  Card theft was omitted because opportunities for 
this cohort as juveniles to commit this crime w~_re very 
limited. 

Q* 

Includes r ~ ,  assault with a w~apon, threat with a 
weapon, and rape. 

Includes marijuana, uppers, downers, heroin, and 
cocaine. 
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institutions. 

The reverse was the case•for those men who are 

currently incarcerated. In other words, more of the inmates 

than ex,offenders in this study experienced detention in 

facilities for serious juvenile offenders. This suggests 

th@t more of the inmates might resemble what Irwin (1974) 

called "state-raised youth,'! whose world view is almost 

entire iy determined by "their world--the prison world" (29). 

Involvement with the Criminal Justice System 

The ex-offender criminal career spanned an average of 

20.5 years, the shortest being ii years and the longest 37 

years. Inmates, on the average, had criminal careers 

lasting 28 years, with the shortest being 12 and the longest 

49 years. 

As Table VI Shows, the average age at first arrest was 

the same for men in both groups. An average of two years 

went by between age at first arrest and age at first 

Conviction for the ex-offender group, while for the inmates 

an average of one year elapsed between first arrest and 

first conviction. 

The ex-offenders and the inmates didnot differ on 

frequency of arrest in the Course of their careers. On the 

average, men in either group had been arrested between ii 

and 15 times. Ex-offenders averaged more felony convictions• 

(x = 5 vs. x = 3), fewer terms in the penitentiary (x = 3 
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TABLE VI 

INVOLVEMENT WITH THE CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM, 
EX-OFFENDERS VS. INMATES 

Involvement 

Ex-offenders 

N = 19 

Inmates 

N = 30 

Age at first arrest 

Age at first conviction 

Percent with juvenile 
histories 

Avg Number of arrests 

Avg Number of jail 
terms served 

Avg Number of felony 
convictions 

Avg Number of prison 
terms served 

Avg Number of times 
on probation 

Avg Number of times 
on parole 

Avg Number of parole 
revocations 

Percent committed to 
drug treatment 

Years of involvement 
in crime 

= 15 yrs 
range: 6-30 

= 17 yrs 
range: 9-35 

15 (80%) 

= 13 

= 4 

= 5 

~=3 

x = 1.5 

1.5 

~=1.5 

5 (26%) 

= 20.5 
range: 11-37 

= 15 yrs 
range: 6-28 

= 16 yrs 
range: 9-28 

24 (80%) 

= 13 

~= 1.5 

= 3 

X = 4 

X = 1.5 

= 2.5 

= 3 

6 (21%) 

= 28 
range: 12-49 
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vs. ~ = 4), but more terms in jail (x = 4 vs. ~ = 1.5). 

Ex-offenders and inmates had been on probation with 

about equal frequency. The inmates had been on parole 

somewhat more often than the ex-offenders (x = 2.5 vs. x = 

1.5i) and were twice as likely to have had their parole or 

probation revoked. 

There was virtually no difference in commitments to 

drug treatment programs between the two groups. 

While the ex-offenders and the inmates differed little 

in each of the categories showing involvement with the 

criminal justice system, a slightly different picture 

nevertheless emerges for the two groups. The men who today 

seemingly have discontinued their criminal involvement 

appear to have been treated somewhat differently by the 

system than the men who are today incarcerated. 

When the ex-offenders were first arrested, an average 

difference of 2.4 years elapsed from first arrest to first 

conviction; for inmates this difference was i.i years. For 

8 (40%) of the ex-offenders, the first arrest led to 

conviction; this occurred for 23 (76%) of the inmates. 

As noted above, upon adjudication the ex-offenders were 

sent to local rather than state or federal juvenile 

institutions; the reverse was the case for inmates. While 

ex-offenders and inmates averaged the same number of arrests 

in their adult lives, ex-offenders were sent more often to 
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jail and less often to prison, even though they showed a 

higher average felony conviction rate. Once paroled, 

ex-offenders had their parole revoked at a lower rate than 

did inmates. While this slightly different entanglement 

pattern with the criminal justice system may not warrant 

disparate treatment charges, it does appear that once the 

men entered the criminal justice system, today's ex- 

offenders as a group received less harsh treatment than did 

today's inmates. 

Use of Accomplices in the Commission of Crimes 

Ex-offenders and inmates were equally likely to have 

been without an accomplice when they committed the crime 

that led to their firstconviction, as shown in Table VII. 

The majority of both groups, however, had been with others, 

rather than having committed the crime alone. Roughly the 

same is true for the commission of juvenile offenses. As 

adults, however, the inmates were less often accompanied by 

others when they committed crimes. 

Perceived Success in Crime 

The men in both groups were asked: "Overall, in the 

past, how successful do you think you were in committing 

crime?" By far the majority of men in both groups saw 

themselves as either very unsuccessful, or at least somewhat 

unsuccessful. Notwithstanding the frequency and length of 



0 

0 

0 



TABLE VII 

CRIME WITH/WITHOUT ACCOMPLICES, 
EX-OFFENDERS VS. INMATES 

73 

With With/Without Without 

FIRST CONVICTION 

Ex-offenders 
N = 19 

Inmates 
N = 30 

, 

JUVENILE CRIME 

Ex-offenders 

Inmates 

ADULT CRIME 

Ex-offenders 

Inmates 

8 (42%) 

14 (47%) 

4 (23%) 

6 (27%) 

9 (52%) 

i0 (45%) 

11 (55%) 

16 (53%) 

4 (23%) 

6 (27%) 

6 (30%) 7 (40%) 6 (30%) 

3 (10%) 15 (50%) 12 (40%) 

Not all ex-offenders and inmates reported juvenile 
criminal involvement. 

incarcerations men in both groups had experienced, four of 

the ex-offenders and four of the inmates rated their careers 

in crime as having been successful. 

Several authors (Shover, 1983; Tamir, 1982; and 

Levinson et al., 1978) have linked the need to take stock of 
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one's life to middle age. In fact, Shover lists the 

recognition that "their criminality had been an unproductive 

enterprise" (210) as one of the contingencies associated 

with criminal career termination. The information from this 

study showed roughly equal recognition of a lack of success 

at crime for those men who had discontinued their criminal 

careers as well as for those for whom career termination had 

yet to beachieved. 

Going Straight: Inmates and Ex-offenders Lookin@ Back 

The ex-offenders were asked to think back to their last 

incarceration and then to answer two questions: "What did 

you think the chances were tha£ you would TRY to make it 

going straight?" and "What did youthink the chances were 

that you would ACTUALLY make it going straight?" The 

inmates wereasked these same questions with reference to 

the present° Table VIII presents a summary of their responses. 

It can be seen that the men who are now ex-offenders were 

generally somewhat less certain in their prediction of an 

impending straight life than were today's inmates. The 

inmates' responses clearly did not reflect a sense that they 

have given up hope--that they have resigned themselves to a 

continued unsuccessful existence. 

One could argue that, taken together, the social 

background differences between the ex-offenders and the 
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TABLE VIII 

RETROSPECTIVE IMPRESSIONS OF GOING STRAIGHT, 
EX-OFFENDERS VS. INMATES 

Chances 

Ex-offenders Inmates 

N = 19 N = 3O 

What did (do) you think the 
chances were (are) that you 
would TRY~to make it going 
straight? 

Completely certain 
High chance 
Good chance 
Some chance 
Low chance 
No chance 

What did (do) you think the 
chances were (are) that you 
would ACTUALLY make it going 
straight? 

Completely certain 
High chance 
Good chance 
Some chance 
Low chance 
No chance ~ 

9 (56%) 16 (53%) 
1 (6%) 3 (10%) 
- - 6 (20%) 
2 (13%) 1 (3%) 
1 (6%) 2 (7%) 
3 (19%) 2 (7%) 

6 (35%) 12 (40%) 
2 (12%) 7 (23%) 
3 (18%) 6 (20%) 
2 (12%) - - 
1 (6%) 2 (10%) 
3 (18%) 1 (3%) 

inmates indicate that the ex-offenders are more tied into 

the conventional social order than are their inmate 

counterparts. Shover (1983) cites an unpublished study by 

Meisenhelder (1977) that indicated that a "meaningful bond 

to the conventional social order" (209) was one of the 
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motivating forces linked to temporary criminal career 

termination. O n the other hand, one could argue that being 

married, having more years of formal education, better 

employment, more money, and belonging to more clubs or 

organizations could simply be a function of having spent 

less time in the penitentiary and/or of not being 

incarcerated at the time of the interview. 

Likewise, the criminal histories of the ex-offenders 

and the inmates are by and large more noteworthy for their 

similarities than for their differences. Men in the two 

groups had nearly the same degrees of juvenile involvement 

in crime. Journeys through the system appear to have been 

somewhat less harsh for men in the ex-offender group. The 

two groups' subjective assessments of success in crime as 

well as predictions of disengagement from crime werequite 

similar. 

Having taken up the nature of the two "samples," let us 

now examine some life areas in somewhat greater detail 

utilizing the information obtained from the Life 

Satisfaction portion of the questionnaire. An analysis of 

the Life Satisfaction data will be presented in the 

following pages. 
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CHAPTER-III 

WORK, SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS, AND SOCIAL WELL-BEING 
IN THE LIFE OF CAREER OFFENDERS 

In this chapter, desistance from crime at middle age is 

examined within the social-psychological framework of adult 

development. Several authors (Erikson, 1963; Neugarten, 

1968; Levinson et al., 1978; Tamir, 1982) have argued that 

men at middle age experience a common developmental 

transition. This transition is accompanied by more major 

life changes than the adult male experiences at any other 

time in his life. These changes may be external, such as 

career or marital relationship changes, or they may be 

internal, such as the changing of one's values and attitudes 

about the world. 

While Levinson et al. have developed a relatively 

comprehensive theoretical explication of adult development, 

their work was not based upon a representative national 

sample of men spanning a broad age range. Lois Tamir 

remedied this situation with her detailed analysi s of age- 

related changes in the life spheres of men. She employed a 

more adequate sample than the Levinson researchers, and she 

studied men of varying ages. Taken together, the work of 

Levinson and Tamir provide a good deal of information on 
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the developmental changes of men in the general American 

population. 

The research reported herei n had to do with two 

particular groups of American males: (i) older ex-offenders 

who have apparently terminated a career in crime and have 

entered the "straight life," and (2) older prison inmates, 

at least some of whom appear to be moving away from 

criminality. The main question posed in this study 

centers on the the extent to which these "deviant" males 

have not only switched from one mode of economic support 

(crime) to another (various law-abiding occupations), but 

have also been involved in changes in friendships, daily 

routines, and social behavior. In short, this research 

investigates the degree to which desistance from crime can 

be accounted for within the developmental transition 

framework that has been applied by Levinson and others to 

males within the general population. 

THE DATA 

How should one go about studying "maturational reform" 

on the part of ex-offenders within an adult developmental 

framework? Ideally, research ought to focus on a large, 

representative sample of males, following them for an 

extended time from early adulthood into old age. A cohort 

design involving a large sample of males would allow the 
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researcher to separate those who followed law-abiding 

pathways through life from that smaller number who committed 

an occasional crime, and to that even smaller sample of 

males who became "career criminals.', 

Further, such a design would allow the researcher to 

partial the study sample into general population males, who 

exhibit differing age transitional experiences, as well as 

allowing for the identification and study of those career 

criminals who have matured out of crime separate from those 

who have continued to be involved in lawbreaking beyond 

middle age. 

Finally, a research design of this kind would allow the 

researcher to probe in depth the adult developmental 

similarities and differences between "straight" and 

"crooked" American males. 

A research design of this complexity was obviously 

beyond the scope of the exploratory investigation described 

in this report. The primary study data came from a small 

sample of ex-offenders and a similarly small group of older 

prisoners. These men were quizzed about events and 

experiences at earlier points in their lives; thus, their 

reports were retrospective, provided during an interview in 

the relatively recent past. Accordingly, it cannot be 

argued that the data on either ex-offenders or on inmates 

provide a full account of their developmental changes. 
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However, Tamir's work on men in the general population 

can be utilized as a benchmark against which to examine both 
. . . .  = 

the ex-offenders and the prisoners. Put another way, if the 

middle-aged ex-offenders ultimately resemble Tamir's middle- 

...... 9Hed general population, less weight will have to be given 

to the complaint than a single set of interviews with ex- 

offenders and inmates cannot determine much, if anything, 

about the ingredients of maturational reform (desistance 

from crime). Instead, it can be argued that findings of 

this sort suggest that offenders and men in the general 

population go through similar adult developmental 

experiences. On the other hand, if the offenders, ex- 

offenders, or inmates ultimately differ from the males in 

Tamir's research, a different set of conclusions about 

criminal maturation would appear to be in order. 

WORK RELATIONSHIPS 

Tamir (1982) reported that among her sample, 

at some point between the early and late 40's, job 
satisfaction dramatically increases and remains at 
a high level thereafter (72). 

However, while most men in their 40's indicated that they 

intended to stay with their present jobs, Tamir also found 

that job satisfaction was only reached after the men had 

considered a job change. Stated another way, the mid-40's 



l 

÷ 



81 

was a period during which many men, particularly noncollege 

men, gave serious consideration to changing jobs. Tamir 

argued that by the mid-40's, the less-educated men find 

themselves locked into their jobs with little chance for 

change and that '[the early 40's is where the man becomes 

aware that this is his last chance for a break--now or 

never" (p. 75). If he decides to stay with his job, he will 

most likely become reconciled to what he has in the way of 

employment. 

Work-related issues for the men in the present study 

must be examined in two spheres: straight jobs and criminal 

occupations. In the case of the offenders, the focus of 

this study is upon a mid-life job change for people who have 

been identified as career criminals. 

As has been shown, several authors (Tamir, Gould, 

Levinson et al.)have argued that during middle ag e men 

become increasingly aware that they may never reach goals to 

which they have been aspiring, such as becoming a 

millionaire, or becomeing famous, or even more modest goals. 

But what can be said about those who have worked at 

lawbreaking endeavors? Do they give up the quest for the 

"big score?" Do they take a close look at where they are 

today and where they might reasonably be able to go in the 

future, with the result that they withdraw from criminality? 

The ex-offenders and inmates who were interviewed in 
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this study were asked to respond to several questions about 

their views of the world of work. One asked the men to 

judg e how successfu ~ they had been in crime. Almost 80% of 
o 

the ex-offenders and 70% of the inmates indicated that they 

had come to the realization that their crzminal careers had 

been largely unsuccessful. As one ex-offender put it: "I 

was never successful as a thief; I decided I was going to do 

what society wanted me to do" (EO 02). 

The ex-offenders were asked to think back to their last 

incarceration and try to remember how likely they thought it 

was at that tAme that they would change to a noncriminal 

life. The majority of ex-offenders recalled that they 

thought that the chances were quite high that they would at 

least try to go straight. Many of the ex-offenders recalled 

that they were less certain that they would succeed in 

staying "clean," but the majority still thought the chances 

were at least good (see Table VIII in Chapter II). 

The majority of ex-offenders was employed in white 

collar or professional jobs. As Question B in Table IX 

shows, almost 80% repDr-ted~getting at least some 

satisfaction from work. The ex-offenders, mean levels of 

Two ex-offenders each had come to conclude that they had 
been very or somewhat successful. Four inmates thought 
that they had been very successful in crime, and five 
judged their criminal involvement as having been somewhat 

.......... Successful. 



i I 

I 

r ~ 

. i  

i ¸ i ~ 

1 1  I l . . . .  

• o 

i 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ m m ~ R ~  ~ _ _  ~ " • ~ . . . . . . .  ~ - -  " ~ ~ w  ~ 1 ~ m  r . . . . . . .  

I 

L 



83 

TABLE IX 

ASPECTS OF WORK 

Questions* Tamir 
Ex-offenders Inmates Ex-offenders 

N = i9"* N = 30** Retrospective 

a) Is your type of 
• work: 

Blue collar? n/a 

White collar? n/a 

Mean ~vels of Job Satisfaction: + 

b) Hew much satisfaction 
have you received 
fromwork at a job? ~ = 3.6 

c) 

d) 

Taking all aspects 
of your job into 
consideration, how 
satisfied are you? 

7 (35%) 17 (56%)*** n/a 

12 (60%) ii (37%)*** n/a 

Regardless of how 
much you like your 
job, is there any 
other work you'd 
rather do? 

= 4 . 3  ~ = 4 . 2 * * *  ~ = 4 . 0 + +  

= 3.3 ~ = 3.7 x = 3.6++ x = 3.8++ 

Yes: n/a ii (61%) i0 (36%)++ 4 (21%) 
No: n/a 7 (39%) 18 (64%) 15 (79%) 

Some of the questions are paraphrased. The exact wording can be found in the 
appendix. 

The N's for each group may not add up to 19 and 30 respectively because some 
*** respondents failed to answer a given question. 

The inmates were asked about jobs they held prior to their incarceration (i.e., 
"straight" jobs). 

~an scores are based on Likert responses from 1 to 5, No Satisfaction to Great 
Satisfaction. ' 

++ 

Here the inmates responded to work they did in prison. 
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reported job satisfaction were quite similar to those of 

Tamir's general population of men. However, almost twice as 

many ex-offenders as general population men gave an 

affirmative response to the question: "Regardless of how 

much you like your present job, is there any other work 

you'd rather be doing?" (see Question D in Table IX). 

The findings indicate that both groups of men are 

reasonably well-satisfied with their work, but the ex- 
0 

offenders more often said that they would rather do 

something else. Probably this is a consequence of these 

mens' extensive involvement in crime, which curtailed work 

options and opportunities in straight life. 

In response to being asked about the job they held 

prior to their present imprisonment, the majority of inmates 

indicated having been employed in blue collar jobs. The 

majority of inmates indicated having been largely satisfied 

with those jobs. Their mean level satisfaction scores were 

very_similar to those of Tamir's general population men and 
+ 

the ex-offenders in this study. Regarding their current 

work inside the penitentiary, less than half of the men said 

that they would rather be doing other work (see Question D 

in Table IX). 

Does the expressed willingness of the ex-offenders to 

consider other work indicate that they might be willing to 

revert back to crime? Two questions asked the ex-offenders 
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to estimate the Chances thatthey would continue to go 

straight. Seventeen (,90%) thought that the chances would at 

least be~good~; in fact, 15 of the 19 ex-offenders were 

completely gertain that they would continue with their 

straight lives. 

Recall Tamir's (1982) contention that men disengag e 

themselves from work during middle age, so that this aspect 

of life becomes less salient to them (93). Perhaps the 

shift from crime to law-abiding behavior is easier for older 

ex-offenders than it would have been at earlier times in 

their lives ~ And, because the shift from a lawbreaking to a 

straight life involves so much more than just a change in 

one's means of income generation, ex-offenders are loath to 

lose highly valued life style aspects such as "warm 

relations with others." Thus, these become compelling 

factors in keeping~ex_offender s on the straight and narrow. 

The fact that all of the ex-offenders have been free 

from any type of supervision by the criminal justice system 

for at least five years provides additional support for this 

argument. That is, their avoidance of crime cannot be 

attributed to surveillance and other control measures. 

SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS 

Marriag e 

The majority of Tamir's (1982) middle-aged men reported 
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being satisfied with their marriages (98-99). 

Interestingly, the mean scores on marital satisfaction were 

slightly higher for the ex-offenders and the inmates (see 

Question A on Table X). Th e majority of men in TamirWs 

study reported that both partners derived about equal 

satisfaction from marriage, although roughly one-fourth of 

those in the age categories 35-39 and 55-59 reported getting 

more out of marriage than their wives (Tamir, 1982: i00). 

Similarly, roughly one-fourth of the ex-offenders 

reported enjoying more benefits from the marriage than did 

their wives. While the majority of inmates (57%) reported 

that both spouses derived about equal benefits from the 

marriage, this percentage was considerably smaller than that 

of either the Tamir group or the ex-offender group. 

None of the ex-offenders, but eight (29%) of the 

inmates, felt that their wives got more out of the marriage 

than they did (see Table X, Question B). A 47-year-old 

inmate said this: "I am too good a husband. I feel men are 

not the kings. Marriage is a partnership'! (O 29). 

Tamir's general population men, the ex-offenders, and 

the inmates agreed that at times they had had problems 

gettingalong with their spouses, even when otherwise the 

marriage was a happy one (see_Table X, Question A). Along 

with admitting to past marital problems, the majority of 

Tamir's men acknowledged that they weren't as good husbands 





8? 

TABLE X 

SOCIAL RELATIONSHIPS: F~RRIAGE, PARI~VI~OOD, AND FRIENDSHIP 

Questions Ex-offenders Inmates Ex-offenders 
Tamir N = 19" N = 30* Ret{ospective 

M/LRRI AGE* * 

a) How much satisfaction 
have you gotten from 
marriage2 

None/Little 
Some/Great 

b) All in all, who would 
you say gets more out 
of being married, you 
or your wife, or both 
about equal? 

+ 

Faual 

Wife 
Self 

c) Many men feel that 
they are not as good 
husbands as they 
would like to be. 
Have you ever felt 
this way? 

Yes 

No 

d} Taking all things 
together, would you 
describe your 
marriage as: 

Very happy/ 
above avg 

Avg/not too 
happy 

5 (26%) 4 (14%) 
14 (74%) 24 (86%) 

= 3.8*** x = 3.9 x = 4.1 

college: i4 (79%) 16 (57%) 
82.9% 

noncollege: 
89.2% 

58.5%+ 
college: 

61.4 % 
noncol !ege: 

55.5% 

- - 8 (29%) 
4 (22%) 4 (14%) 

13 (76%) 16 (62%) 

4 (24%) i0 (38%) 

i0 (67%) ii (40%) 

5 (33%) 17 (60%) 

n too small 

n too small 

n/a 

n too small 
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e) Even . . . when 
married couples 
are happy, there 
are times %41en 
they have problems 
getting along. Has 
this ever happened 
to you? 

Yes 

No 

f) How much 
• satisfaction have 
you gotten from 
being a father? 

None/Little 
Some/Great 

g) Many men feel that 
they are not as good 
fathers as they 
would like to be. 
Have you ever felt 
this way? 

NO 

FRIENDSHIP 

h) No one cares 
w~athappens 
to me. 

Very True 
Not True 

i) I often wish that 
people would 
listen tome 
more. 

TABLE X (CONTINUED) 

63% 
col lege: 

70.2% 
noncollege: 

57.3% 

i i  (79%) 

3 (21%) 

= 3.7*** 

2 (13%) 
13 (87%) 

x=4.3 

58%*** 
college: 

66% 
noncollege: 

48% 

z2 (8o%) 

3 (20%) 

n/a 2 (n%) 
17 (89%) 

22 (79%) 

6 (21%) 

5 (22%) 
z6 (79%) 

i--4.2 

14 (64%) 

8 (36%) 

7 (24%) 
23 (76%) 

n too smal i 

n too small 

n too smal] 

zo (53%) 
9 (47%) 

Very True n/a 9 (47%) 17 (57%) i0 (53%) 
Not True i0 (53%) 13 (43%) 9 (47%) 
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j) I often wish that 
people liked me 
more than they do. 

Very True 
Not True 

n/a 

TABLE X (CX~TINUED) 

7 (37%) 
12 (63%) 

7 (24%) 
22 (76%) 

9 (47%) 
i0 (53%) 

k) These days, I really 
don't knowwho I can 
count on for help.. 

Very True 
Not True 

n/a 6 (32%) 
13 (68%) 

13 (43%) 
17 (575) 

13 (60%) 
6 (32%) 

i) Do you feel that you 
have as many friends 
as you wDuld want, or 
would you want more? 

Want more 
Have enough 

42% 
58% 

14 (74%) 
5 (26%) 

ii (37%) 
19 (53%) 

3 (18%) 
16 (82%) 

m) How many friends and 
relatives do you have 
to discuss problems 
with or to ask for 
advice? [Paraphrased] 

None/Few 
Several/Many 

n/a 13 (68%) 
6 (32%) 

25 (83%) 
5 (17%) 

15 (88%) 
2 (12%) 

n) How oftendo you 
talk with them 
about problems or 
ask them for advice? 

Never/Rare n/a 7 (37%) 14 (47%)++ 7 (44%) 
Sometimes 9 (47%) 9 (39%) 5 (31%) 
Often/Very Often 3 (16%) 7 (24%) 5 (25%) 

+ 

÷+ 

The N's for each group of respondents may not always add to 19 or 30 
respectively, either because respondents failed to answer a given question, or 
because subcategories of variables %~-re omitted from presentation in this table. 

The inmates were asked to respond to these questions referring to the ti~e they 
were last married. 

Results are nonsignificant for middle-aged men in Tamir's study. 

Other values for wife or husband deriving greater Satisfaction from marriage are 
not provided by Tamir. 

Eighty-three percent (15) of the inmates between the ages of 40-50 gave this 
response. 
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as they would like to be. This same sentiment was expressed 
\ 

by the ex-offenders and to a slightly lesser degree by the 

middle-aged inmates in this study (see Table X, Question C)o 

The ex-offenders, by and large, resembled Tamir's 

general population men in their responses to marriage 

questions. The observed differences between ex-offender and 

inmate responses may be explained by incarceration. Being 

currently in prison probably places serious strains on many 

marriages. Cordilia (1983) notes, for example, that "many 

wives and girlfriends abandon inmates once they go to 

prison" (31). The fact that fewer inmates than ex- 

offenders attributed their marital problems to their own 

inadequacies may possibly be related to their rather passive 

roles in the relationships while they are imprisoned. 

On the whole, the findings of the current study suggest 

that the ex-offenders resemble Tamir's general population 

men for whom marriage "becomes an increasingly crucial 

component of life in middle age" (i05). 

Fatherhood 

The majority of Tamir's general population men reported 

deriving satisfaction from fatherhood, although somewhat 

surprisingly, the ex-offenders and the inmates showed 

somewhat higher mean scores on this question (see Table X, 

Question F). While the majority of Tamir's men admitted 

that they had not been as good parents as they would like to 



0 

0 

0 



91 

have been, relatively more ex-offenders (80%) said that they 

felt the same way (see Table X, Question G). Somewhat fewer 

(64%) of the inmates questioned their competency as parents. 

Among T~amir's sample, perceptions of adequacy as a parent 

were not related to perceptions of adequacy as a husband 

( 1 0 1 ) . .  

The findings of this study suggest that ex-offenders 

and inmates, taken together, admit to somewhat greater 

inadequacies as husbands and fathers ,than do general 

population men. Again, incarceration may be the key factor 

in these self-perceptions inasmuch as these men have been 

cut off from opportunities to develop and exercise skills at 

husbanding and parenting. 

Friends 

TamirWs middle-aged men did not appear to differ 

significantly from men of other age groups when their 

responses to individual friendship questions were examined. 

A different picture emerged when Tamir analyzed the 

interaction patterns of these same responses° For example, 

noncollege middle-aged men appeared to derive much of their 

self-esteem from social contacts and from feeling socially 

connected (Tamir, 1982: 112). 

Among the men in this study, this relationship was most 

clearly expressed by the ex-offenders looking back at their 

last incarceration. As a group, these men had the lowest 
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average self-esteem score (see Table XI), and they also 

indicated feeling less, rather than more, social 

connectedness (see Table X, Questions h through k). For 

example, "I often wish people liked me more than they do" 

was to be judged as eitherlvery true, pretty true, not very 

true e or not true at all. ~The majority of ex-offenders 

answered these questions in the direction of greater, rather 

than lesser,-social connectedness. 

• "Do you feel you have as In response to the question, 

many friends as you Want, or would you like to have more 

friends?" more ex-offenders than inmates stated their desire 

for friends (see Table X, Question i).' Again, Tamir~s men 

in their 40's did not differ from men of other ages (109). 

~ On~y~hal~f as many inmates as ex-offenders expressed a 

desire for more friends. The majority of ex-offenders 

indicated having few friends or relatives withwhom they 

discussed problems; and if they did discuss their concerns, 

it was more likely to happen rarely than often. Fully 25 of 

the 30 inmates stated having few or no close friends or 

relatives, and almost half reported never or rarely 

-~-~dfs-cussing problems ~with friends or relatives (see Table X, 

Questions M and N). When the responses of only those 

The:middle-aged men in Tamir's study di~ not differ 
= s i g n i - f i c a n t t y . , f r 6 m : m e n  o f  o t h e r  a g e  g r o u p s  o n - t h e  s o c i a l  

connectedness items. 
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TABLE XI 

SELF-~ 

AVERAGE ~-ES~-INDEX ~RE 
(Aggregate responses to a, b, c below) 

Ex-offenders 
Tamir Ex-offenders Inmates Retrospective 

R = 13.7 ~ = 14.0 ~ = 13.8 x = 11.5 

College: 13.9 
noncollege: 13.4 ~ 

Self-esteem scores for Tamir's men are only significant for noncollege men 
between the ages of 45-49. The mean index score for this sub-group is 12.6. 

Ex-of fenders* Inmates* Ex-offenders 
Questions N = 19 N = 30 Retrospective 

a) I feel that I am a 
person of worth at 
least as much as 
others. 

Never/Rarely 1 (5%) 2 (6%) 6 (32%) 
Sc~e/Often 18 (95%) 28 (94%) 13 (68%) 

b) I am able to do 
things as ~iI as 
most other people. 

Never/Rarely - - 3 (10%) 3 (16%) 
Some/Often 19 (100%) 27 (90%) 16 (84%) 

c) On thewhole, I 
feel good about 
myself. 

Never/Rarely 2 (11%) 1 (3%) 8 (42%) 
Some/Often 17 (89%) 29 (97%) ii (58%) 

Observed responses did not differ notably for men aged 35-59(61) and men aged 40- 
50. 
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inmates 40- to 50-years old were examined, 83% said they 

never had personal conversations with friends. 

Of the ex-offenders who recalled their last 

incarceration ~, even fewer expressed having wanted friends 

~ha•~ did toda~•'s inmates. They also had fewer close friends 

r andi~rep°rtedfeel±ng~ considerably less socially connected 

than did either today's inmates or they themselves today. 

Overall, the ex-offenders, more than the inmates, 

sought out friends, talked with them about their concerns, 

and indicated feeling socially connected. It does not 

appear surprising that the inmates and the ex-offenders 

during their last incarceration, showed less positive 

attitudes toward friends and •friendships. 

• ~ k Several ex-offenders and inmates commented on the 

notion of friendship in prison. One ex-offender said: "You 

don't have friends in prison; you have people you rap with" 

(EO 16). Another stated: "Friends in the pen is 

gamesmanship; you never know who your friends are" (EO 01). 

Summarizing the findings for marriage, fatherhood, and 

friendships, it was found that the ex~offenders resembled 

general population men in their attitudes toward marriage, 

which, according to Tamir takes on increased importance for 

the middle-aged man. The ex-offenders tended to rate 

themselves lower on parenting skills than did middle-aged 

general• population men. Feelings of inadequacy were 
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expressed equally often about being a good parent and being 

a good husband. The ex-offenders, more often than the 

inmates, said that they wanted friends and that they looked for 

and found more close friends. They also rated themselves 

more socially connected than did the inmates. 

External aspects of Iffe such as jobs, marriage, 

parenthood, or friendships affect psychological well-being 

during middle age, as well as at other stages in life. What 

are the sources of psychological well-being and how, if at 

all, are they related to the termination of criminal careers 

at mid-life? These questions will be addressed in the 

following pages. 

PSYCHOLOGICAL WELL-BEING AT MID-LIFE 

Self-Esteem 

Tamir (1982) reported that among lower class men, those 

between the ages of 45 and 49 displayed the lowest self 

esteem- (43). Th~r~l~atively small number of participants 

in this study did not allow for stratification by education 

and age groups of 5-year intervals. Thus, the findings were 

compared with those from Tamir's men based upon a wider age 

span than 45 to 49. 

Three items from Rosenberg's (1965) Self-Esteem Scale 
formed the measure used in the Tamir study. 
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It was found that Tamir's reported average self-esteem ' 

scores for men aged 35 to 59 were virtually identical to 

scores obtained for the ex-offenders and inmates of this 

study (see Table XI). Not only did career criminals, both 

ex-offenders and inmates, show the same level of self-esteem 

as noncriminal men, the men who were still incarcerated at 

middle age reported feeling equally good about themselves as 

did the men who had seemingly discontinued their criminal 

activities at middle age andwho were generally quite well 

integrated into straight society. In other words, middle- 

aged career criminals resembled middle-aged general 

population men quite closely regardless of whether or not 

they were still incarcerated. 

Quite a different picture emerged, however, when ex- 

offenders were asked these same questions about the time 

during their last incarceration. The men reported having 

felt considerably less good about themselves then as 

compared with today, or as compared with the feelings 

expressed by the currently-incarcerated men. Table XI, for 

example, shows responses to one of the questions that made 

up the self-esteem measure: "On the whole I feel good about 

myself." Eighty-nine percent of today's ex-offenders and 

97% of current inmates responded with "sometimes" or "often" 

rather than with "rarely" or "never." Quite a few (42%) ex- 

offenders remembered "rarely" or "never" feeling good about 
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themselves during their last incarceration. In fact, the 

average self-esteem score (for the questions taken together) 

fo r thi s grou p of~ men was 11,-5 lower than any self-esteem 

score reported by any of Tamir's age groups (46). It 

appeared that these men remembered themselves as feeling 

significantly more worthless than any of the comparison 

groups. 

Zest 

This index is based upon the Zung Depression Scale 

(1965). The items are phrased positively and thus, at least 

on the surface, give an indication of "zest." 

As for Tamir's general population men, the only 

significant difference on this measure was found for the 

subgroup of college-educated men between the ages of 45 and 

49 (44)° The average zest score for this subgroup was 

22.9 (see Table XII)o The ex-offenders and inmates between 

the ages of 40 and 50 had average zest scores (22.0 and 

21.4) almost identical to Tamir's college-educated men in 

their late 40's. As noted earlier, the participants in this 

study could not be stratified by education and 5-year age 

intervals because the resultant N's would have become too 

The average zest score for 40-49 year old men was 24.5. 
Scores on this measure could range from a high of 30 to a 
low of 6. 
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ZEST OR ABSE~K~E Ot'  DEPRESSION 

AVERAGE ZEST It~0EX SCORE: This is a co~x~site measure made up of items a through f 
below. 

• E X - O F F t ~ D E I ~  
TAMIR ~ - ' O F F I ' ~ I D ~ . £  Ib,~uXT'E.S RHTI{OSP[:,'(.~'IVE 

x = 24.4 x -21.9 x = 21.9 x = 17.1 

Ex-offenders I~,ates* Ex-offenders* 
Questions N = 19,* N = 30** Retros[~ctive 

a) My mind is as clear 
as it has always 
been. 

Little/Son~ Time 7 (37%) 5 (17%) 7 (37%) 
Part/Most Tine 12 (63%) 24 (83%) 12 (63%) 

b) I find it easy to 
do the things I 
used to do. 

Little/Some Tine i0 (53%) 15 (52%) ii (58%) 
Part/Most Time 9 (48%) 14 (48%) 8 (42%) 

c) My life is 
interesting. 

Little/Some Time 5 (26%) i0 (34%) 7 (37%) 
Part/Most Time 14 (74%)*** 20 (66%) 12 (63%) 

d) I feel that I am 
useful and needed. 

Little/Some Time 5 (26%) i0 (34%) i0 (53%) 
Part/Most Time 14 (74%) 20 (66%) 9 (47%) 

e) My life is pretty 
full. 

Little/Some Time 5 (26%) 12 (40%) 13 (68%) 
Part/Most Tin~ 14 (74%) 18 (60%) 6 (32%) 

f) I feel hopeful about 
the future. 

Little/Some Tine 4 (21%) 5 (17%) 13 (68%) 
Part/Most Time 15 (79%) 25 (83%) 6 (32%) 

WW 
The questions referred to present or past status as inmate. 

The N's for each group of respondents may not always add up to 19 or 30 
respectively because some respondents failed ~to give an answer to some 
questions. 

Only  5 o r  42% o f  th(:  40-50 y e a r - o l d  e x - - o f f e n d e r s  sa i d  lhat th, q~ ]Jw~,u v~rc, 
or,.'~ l y  Jnl , , r , ,s l - i l l ,  i. 
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small. 

Thus, Lwhile not perfectly matched with Tamir's group, 

ex-offenders and inmates, by Virtue of the average zest 

scores obtained, appiared to d~ffer from the general 

population men, older or younger, More of the ex-offenders 

and inmates appeared to be more depresse d than men of all 

other ages, save college-educated men between 45 and 49. 

A glance at the individual questions that made up the 

zest measure (Questions a through f on Table XII) showed 

virtually no differences in responses between ex-offenders 
WW 

and inmates. The only exception was that inmates were 

somewhat more inclined than ex-offenders to declare that 

their mind was as clear as it £ad always been. 

While the ex-offenders' and the inmates' zest scores 
k 

showed them to be significantly more depress-ed than general 

population men of all other ages, this was true to an even 

greater degree for the ex-offenders when they were asked to 

W** 

Roughly half of the ex-offenders (9 men) and one-third of 
the inmates (8 men) had some college. Only 5 of the 29 
ex-offenders were in the age category 45-49. 

Individual item results for Tamir's men were not 
available. 

When only the responses of ex-offenders and the inmates 
between the ages of 40-50 were examined, one notable 
difference emerged from a comparison of all ex- 
offenders and those aged 40-50. The men in this 
subgroup were considerably less likely to judge their 
lives as being interesting. 
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think back to their last incarceration. The average 

retrospective zest scores were substantially lower than 

th°se~ obtained from the •same men today and from the 

currently incarcerated men. The individual items that 

contributed most to this°diffe~ence~indicated a relative 

absence of feeling useful-and needed, an empty life and 

decreased hopefulness about the future (see Questions d, e, 

and f on Table XII). 

Psychological Immobilization 

While the men in Tamir's study varied on the measure of 

psychological immobilization, only college-educated men in 

their late 40's differed significantly from other age groups 

in this respect, with an average score of 8.0 (with the 

highest possible score being 20 and the lowest 5) (Tamir, 

1982: 48). Table XIII shows that among the men in this 

study, the inmates reported being the least immobilized 

psychologically (~ = 8.5), While the ex-offenders' responses 

yielded an average score of 9.4. 

• Both the ex-offenders and the inmates reported greater 

psychological immobilization than did general population men 

of the same ages. In fact, none of Tamir's age groups had 

as high an average score as did the ex-offenders and 

inmates. In other words, the ex-offenders and the inmates 

resembled each other more closely than either group 

resembled the general population men of the same ages. 
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T~LE ){Ill  

PS~N.EGICAL I ~ l ~ I L I  ZATICt~ 

AVm~;E iN~X SCORE: 
- through- e. - - 

T A M I R  E X - O Y ~ 2 ~ S  

- 7.0 ; = 9.4 
college: 8 

IKEbCOI lege: 6.9 

This m~are iS made up of the combined scores for questions a 

EX-OFFE~ERS 
.I~ATES RETROSPECTIVE 

~ 8 .s  ~ - 10.3 

Ex-offanders* In~ates* Ex-offenders 
Questions N = 19 N = 30 Retrospective 

a) Do you find it 
difficult to get 
up in u~ m=ing? 

Never/Not Much 16 (84%) 24 (80%) 14 (74%) 
OfteJVAll Time 3 (16%) 6 (29%} 5 (26%} 

b} Are you ever 

nightmares? 

Never/Not Much 16 (84%) 27 (90%) 14 (74%) 
Often/All Time 3 (16%) 3 (i0%) 5 (26%) 

c) Do you . . . lose 
w e i g h t ~ . . .  

is bothering you? 

Never/NotMuch 15 (79%) 25 (81%) 16 (84%) 
O f ten /A l l  Time 4 (211) 5 (16%) 3 (16%) 

d) Are you bothered by 
your ham~ sweating 
so that they feel 
damp and clammy? 

Never/Not Much 19 (i00%) 27 (90%) 14 (74%) 
Often/All Tim8 - - 3 (I0%) 5 (26%) 

e) }lave there ever  
times when yo~ 
couldn't take care 
of th ings because 
you couldn't get 
going? 

Never/Not Much 16 (84%) 23 (77%) 14 (74%) 
Of ten /A l l  Time 3 (16%) 7 (23%) 5 (26%) 

There ~ r e  v / r t u a l l y  no d i f f e rences  i n  the  responses o f  men ages 35-59(61) and 
those 40-50. 
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The greatest degree of psychological immobilization was 

reported by the ex-offenders looking back upon their last 

incarceration. Their average score of 10.3 placed them well 

above the average score of 7.0 reported by Tamir's men of 

the same ages. 

A review of the five questions that made up the 

psychological immobilization index (see Questions a through 

e on Table XIII) showed this difference to be due to greater 

psychological immobilization across all items rather than 

to any one particularly differentiating response. 

prinking Problems 

Tamir's results ~howed college-educated men between 45 

and 49 to admit to more drinking problems than men of all 

other ages. 

The inmates in this study admitted to greater troubles 

with alcohol than did the ex-offenders, either at the time 

of the interview or when they recalled their last 

incarceration. 

As can be seen from Table XlV, the majority of the 

middle-aged men interviewed for this study indicated little 

or no difficulties with alcohol. The least difficulties 

were reported by today's ex-offenders. This was true even 

though two of the ex-offenders interviewed had alcohol- 

related difficulties that determined to a large extent their 

residency in Portland's Skid Road district. 





TABLE XIV 

~ AND DRUG USE 

AI,'~GE DKEX SCORE: This maasure is coraposed of the combine(] I responses to 
questions a through c below. ° 

TAMIR~ • : 

X - 4 . 2  
col lege: 4.5 

r~nool lege: 4.0 

X " 4.9 

E X ~  
INMATES ' RETR~PECT IVE 

X "~ 6.7 x = 5.5 
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Ex-offenders Inmates Ex-offenders 
Questions N = 19"* N - 30 Retrospective 

a) Do you ever drink 
more than you should? 

Never/Not Oftsn 17 (89%) 19 (63%) 14 (78%) 
0ften/Always 2 (11%)"** ii (37%)+ 4 (22E) 

b) ~ you feel worried 
• . . doyouever 
drink . . . to help 
you handle things? 

Never/Not Often 
Often/Always 

17 (94%) 
i (6%) 

c) Have there ever J~.n 
problems between you 
and anyone in  your 
fami ly  because you 
drank? 

Never/Not Often 
Often/Always 

15 (79%) 
4 (21%) 

(:I) ~ you feel worried 
• . . do you tske 
medicines or drugs to 
help you handle things? 

Never/Not Often 
Often/Always 

16 (84%) 
3 (16%) 

AVERA~ SCORES 

TN4IR E X ~  

x = 1.4 x " 1.3 
college: 1.5 

r~ncol lege: 1.3 

21 (70%) 
9 (30%) 

22 (73%) 
8 (27%) 

19 (63%) 
ii (37%) 

D~ATES 

x - 2.6 

12 (75%) 
4 (25%) 

n/a 

n/a 

14 (74%) 
5 (26%) 

P~-'rRosI~CTIVE 

x = 2 . 0  

Qe 

+ 

Tamir reported significant findings on the alcohol measure only for college men 
ages 45-49. 

The N for the (x-offender group does not always add up to 19 because not all 
respondents answered all questions. 

Ex-offenders ~ 40-50= 4 (33%). 

Inmates between 40-50: 3 (17%). 
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Drug Use 

Tamir's analysis of the responses to a single question 

about the use of drugs or medicines to help handle tension 

again Showed college-educated men to differ significantly 

f~om~men~i~ a~l other age groups, as well as from noncollege 
U 

men. Middle-aged, college'educated, general population men 

wer e significantly more likely than others to use drugs or 

medicines to help them deal With tension or nervousness. 

Question d on Table XIV shows that the ex=offenders' 

average score resembled that of 40-49 year old men in 

Tamir's sample, indicating roughly equal reliance on drugs 

or medicines to handle nervousness and tension. This means 

that today's ex-offenders used more drugs than genera] 

population men of all age groups, except for 40-49 year old 

college-educated men. The average drug use score for 

inmates was considerably higher than that for any of the 

other groups. 

Summary 

In matters of~psychologicai well'being, a notable 

~Pgtt ern of diff!eren~es~-~emerged only for the ex-offenders 

when they were asked to~re~all how they felt during their 

last incarceration. Compared withgeneral population men, 

inmates, and themselves today, the ex-offenders reported 

having been more depressed,-having had lower self-esteem and 

having experienced greater psychological immobilization. In 
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their responses, the inmates tended to resemble today's ex- 

offenders rather than, as one might have expected, the ex- 

offenders during their last incarceration. 

Perhaps it is the passage 0f time that allows one to 

acknowledge lacking psyc~i~logica! Well_being ' or perhaps it 

is an actual lack of awareness on the part of middle-aged 

inmates that is instrumental in keeping them incarcerated at 

that particular stage in life, while those men who indicated 

having "suffered" during their last incarceration, as 

indicated by this group's greater average depression score, 

are free today. 

This argument implies that the awareness of one's lack 

of psychological well-being supplies at least some of the 

motivation that may be instrumental in affecting the change 

away from crime and its associated life style. One of the 

ex-offenders recalled: "This time [meaning the last 

incarceration] I could put it all together. I had reached 

rock bottom, was better motivated to get away" (EO i0). 

It appears, then, that how depressed men are, howbadly 

they feel about themselves, and to what degree psychological 

factors impede their functioning does not depend on whether 

they are "former" or "current" career offenders, in other 

words, on whether they are free or incarcerated. 

While general population men tended to be less 

depressed and less psychologically immobilized than men in 
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either of the offender groups, there was virtually no 

difference in self-esteem between middle-aged, general 

population men, ex-offenders, and inmates. This finding 

tha£ in mid-life, men who have lived a "normal" life and 

those who have consistently been punished for living on the 

outside or on the periphery of "normal" existence see 

themselves as equally worthy people calls for a closer look 

at self-protective mechanisms and their role in the 

effectiveness of punishment for rehabilitative ends. 

Value Orientation 
/ 

Tamir (1982: 68) found that a change in value 

orientation occurred for general population men at middle 

age. The men were asked to choose from a list of nine 

values, such as self-fulfillment, accomplishment, security, 

etc., the two that were most importantto them; 

subsequently, they were to determine the most important of 

the two. General population men in their 40's chose self- 

respect as the most important value in their lives (see 

Table XV). Ex-offenders 0 f the same age elected warm 

relationships and security equally often as their most 

important value. ~Re~i[~!ng their last ~ incarceration, 

today's ex'offenders remembered that respect from others 

was what they had valued most. Inmates in their 40's most 

often selected accomplishment as the value of primary 

importance. 
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TABLE XV 

ORIENTATION 

Group 
Most Important 

Value 
second Most 

Important Value 

Tamir: 

ages: 40-49 
ages: 35-59 

31% SR 20% AC 
28% SR 23% AC 

Ex-Offenders: 

ages: 40-50 

ages: 35-59 

3 (25%) WR* 3 (25%) WR 
3 (25%) SC 
5 (26%) AC 5 (26%) WR 

Inmates: 

ages: 40-50 
ages: 35-61 

4 (22%) AC 5 (28%) AC 
3 (17%) SC i0 (33%) AC 
3 (17%) AC 

Ex-Offenders 
Retrospective: 

ages: 40-50 3 (25%) RO 4 (33%) BE 
ages: 35-59 2 (21%) SC 4 (21%) BE 

-The numbers and 'percentages reflect-how, many respondents 
had chosen a given value as first or second most 
important. 

List of Values Available-for Choice 

AC - Accomplishment 
BE - Belonging 
EX - Excitement 
FE - Fun & Enjoyment 
RO - Respect from Others 

SC - Security 
SF - Self-Fulfillment 
SR - Self-Respect 
WR - Warm Relationships 

with Others 
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In the Choice of second most important value, current 

inmates resembled Tamir's middle-aged men inasmuch as both 

sets of men listed accomplishment. Today's ex-offenders, on 

the other hand, selected warm relationships as the second 

most important value to them. Recalling their last 

incarceration, the ex-offenders recalled that a sense of 

belonging was an important value. 

As noted earlier, the data were analyzed for men aged 

40-50, as well as for the entire sample of men aged 35-61. 

As shown above, this separate analysis left the resultant 

distribution virtually unchanged on most variables. This 

was not the case in the choice of most important value. 

Table XV documents that general population men, ex-offenders 

(today as well as during their last incarceration), and 

inmates aged 40-50 chose different most important values 

than they did when the age ranges were expanded to 35- 

59(61). 

Forty- to fifty-year-old inmates, as well as the ex- 

offenders looking back, chose security as being of greatest 

value. For today's ex-offenders between 40-50, 

accomplishment ranked highest. Neither security nor 

accomplishment surfaced as a most important value for 

The men in the ex-offender group ranged in age from 35- 
59; the men in the inmate group ranged inages from 35- 
61; this difference is represented in the component 
listing 35-59(61). 
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Tamir's men of that age group. They chose self-respect 

instead. 

As a group, the ex-offenders placed greatest importance 

on warmrelationsand accomplishment. The inmates were 

virtually unanimous in casting their votes for 

accomplishment as their first and second most important 

values. 

It is perhaps noteworthy that the values excitement, 

fun and enjoyment, and self-fulfillment were not ~anked 

first or second by any of the groups. Except for the value 

placed on self-respect, the ex-offenders and the inmates did 

not differ greatly from their general population 

counterparts. In fact, even this difference was noteworthy 

only in comparing general population men and inmates. For 

several of the ex-0ffenders, self-respect was of importance, 

only fewer of these men chose self-respect than 

accomplishment. 

CONCLUSIONS 

To summarize the findings from the Life Satisfaction 

portion of this study, it can be said that as far as work, 

marriage, parenthood, and friendships are concerned, the 

middle-aged ex-offenders in this study largely resemble 

general population men at mid-life. While the satisfaction 

gained from work increases in mid-life, this is also a time, 
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more than any other, when men often contemplate changing 

jobs. For the ex-offenders, this contemplation appeared 

unlikely to-involve changing back to crime. 

Marriage appeared to be~of equal importance to general 

population men and ex-offenders, Which means that in mid- 

!ife,L manriage becomes increasingly important. The ex- 

offenders tended to judge their adequacy as husbands and 

fathers lower than did Tamir's men. As far as friends and 

friendships were concerned, the ex-offenders showed greater 

inclinations toward social connectedness than did the 

inmates. 

On the whole, most of the differences that emerged 

between middle-aged "straight" men and middle-aged past- or 

present-career criminals appeared attributable to the fact 

that the men in the latter groups have spent many years in 

an environment where learning and practicing how to be a 

good father and husband was not possible and where 

friendships had such different meaning that they can't 

legitimately be compare d with friendships experienced by 

general population men. 

On measures of psychological well-being, the general 

population men at mid-lifeshowed Somewhat greater zest, or 

absense of depression, and reported feeling less 
i 

psychologicaI!y immobilized than did either today's ex- 

offenders or inmates. In spite of this lessened sense of 
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psychological well-being, the middle-aged ex-offenders and 

inmates did not appear to differ from the general population 

men in self-esteem. Unfortunately, it is not possible to 

determine from the information obtained for this study 

whether comparatively lesser degrees of psychological well- 

being precede or follow a life in crime. However, if one 

views the use of alcohol and drugs as methods of coping with 

psychological discomfort, then the data from this study 

provide some support for the notion that alcohol and drug 

use are associated with psychological discomfort inasmuch as 

they appear associated with incarceration for the men in 

this study. 

Work, marriage, and friendship differences between 

today's ex-offenders and inmates appear attributable to the 

state of incarceration at the time of the interview. There 

is the possibility that these differences are temporary and 

may, in fact, disappear once the inmates are free and can 

participate more fully in life. As far as the measures of 

psychological well-being are concerned, the ex-offenders and 

the inmates did not differ. 

So far, the search for the ingredients of maturational 

reform has not revealed many factors in the areas of work, 

relationships, or psychological well-being that clearly 

distinguish the middle-aged ex-offender from the middle-aged 

inmate. Attention will now be turned to the examination of 
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those transitional tasks which Levinson et al. (1978) say 

must be mastered by the middle-aged male. 
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CHAPTERIV 

THE MID-LIFE TRANSITION IN THE LIFE OF THE EX-OFFENDER 

This chapter continues the examination of the 

dimensions of "maturational reform" in the iives of career 

or long-term criminals. The major share of the discussion 

has to do with the extent to which Levinson's (1978) 

portrayal of a mid-life transition in the lives of men 

applies to former lawbreakers. 

Levinson's theory, it will be recalled, contends that 

the mid-life transition forms the bridge between early and 

middle adulthood. As during any of the other transitional 

periods, a man "must come to terms with the past and prepare 

for the future" (191). This requires that a man 

accomplish three tasks: i) review the preceding life 

period, in this case early adulthood, and reappraise what he 

has done with it; 2) begin to change the negative aspects of 

the early adulthood period and try out ways of dealing with 

them differently; 3) confront and reintegrate four basic 

polarities: Young/Old, Destruction/Creation, 

Attachment/Separateness and Masculinity/Femininity. 

In the pages which follow, Levinson's argument will be 

further elaborated. Additionally, the data from the current 

study will be examined in order to evaluate the degree to 
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which the Levinson argument applies to older ex-offenders 

and prisoners. 

REAPPRAISING LIFE BEFORE MIDDLE AGE 

In his reappraisal of the past, a man seeks to answer 

the question, "What have I done with my life?" The 

reappraisal involves all aspects of life: social 

relationships, work, values, talents, and desires. A 59- 

year-old ex-offender put it this way: "I was going through 

a period of questioning that was not there before or after" 

(EO 04). 

One's reappraisal commonly reveals that many of the 

long-held beliefs and assumptions about oneself and the 

world are based on illusions. While Levinson et al. do not 

specify exactly how a man comes to decide that certain 

aspects of the self and the world are illusory and others 

are not, the goal of the "de-illusionment" process is not to 

get rid of illusions altogether. Instead, reappraisal leads 

to the recognition that certain aspects of one's life may be 

illusory and therefore must be reassessed in a more 

realistic fashion. 

A 59-year-old ex-offender offered a remark about 

friends that revealed aspects of the de-illusionment 

process. In response to the question, "Since middle age, 

have friends become more important to you?" he answered: 
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"Not sure, [they] were always important. During the 

transition [they were] not so important [and I] questioned 

the value of friendship. After the change, I became more 

flexible, had fewer Unreasonable expectations of people" (EO 

O4). 

A 51-year-old inmate, in response to a question about 

his physical health, said, "I always believed that I 

couldn't get sick" (0 07). It was not until he had a heart 

attack in his late 40's that he reassessed his physical 

vulnerability. 

The process of de-illusionment was described by a 41- 

year-old inmate who talked about his changing relationship 

with women: "Well, I am not jumping around from woman to 

woman. I am not the stud of the year. I am satisfied with 

my old lady. I am through chasing" (0 25). 

A reappraisal of one's dream or life goal frequently 

resul£s in tie recognition that the dream may have been 

illusory and must therefore be given a new, less powerful 

place within the life structure or must ~perhaps be abandoned 

altbgether. ~A 4~'ye~-0[d~-inma£e reflec£ed 0n his dream of 

being a famous baseball player: " . . . my goals have 

- changed--being a baseball player is really not so important 

any more" (0 05). 

............ ..... Remembering his last incarceration, one of the ex- 

offenders said: "Yes, I changed then. I decided I never wa~ 
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successful as a thief [he had committed primarily armed 

robbeir~esJ~. I was a failure, and I was going to do what 

society wanted me to do •'' (EO 02). 

• • ~ In~fa~i~ i few of the men'in this study who indicated 

• having had a dream actually lived out that dream. Three men 

who-saidL-it~was their dream to be a "good thief" (EO 04), a 

"very successful criminal" (0 24), or a "big-time drug 

dealer" (O 28) had entered the life arena where they might 

have achieved their dreams. By middle age, however, each 

one of these men had to admit to himself that his efforts 

had fallen short of the desired goal. Two were current 

Oregon State Penitentiary inmates; the third had abandoned 

his dream of being a good thief and entered the straight 

life. 

PLANNING A NEW LIFE STRUCTURE DURING THE 
MID-LIFE TRANSITION 

As men proceed through the mid-life transition, their 

attention gradually moves from a reappraisal of the past to 

pTanning~ for the~futhre - According to Levinson et al. 

(1978), 

some men make significant changes in the external 
aspects of the life structure during the Mid-life 
Transition. The more drastic changes involve 
divorce, remarriage ..... or shifts in occupation and 
life style. [Other men] tend to stay put . o . 
remaining in the Same marriage and family, the same 
surroundings;~occupation and even Work place (193-194). 
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In line with this argument, the change from a life of 

crime to a straight life can be taken as evidence of at 

least one significant change in the external aspects of the 

life structure. 

In addition to this clearly visible change, some of the 

ex'offenders also reported less noticeable changes. For 

example, one described his changed attitude toward marriage 

in these words: " . . . [I] was 37 when I got married. The 

first three to four years were not too good. I didn't feel 

the way I feel now. Every day we get closer" (EO 02). A 

46-year-old ex-offender put it this way: " . . . even my 

wife says in the past five years I have become more 

stabilized. I am home more with my wife~ We do more things 

together. I appreciate my wife more. I want to make her 

happy and let other people know I care" (EO ii). 

In addition to more or less noticeable external life 

structure changes, the mid-life transition also entails 

significant changes in the internal aspects of a 
man's life structure .... He may change 
appreciably in social outlook, in personal values, 
in what he wants to give the world, in what he 
wants to be f0r himself (Levinson et al., 1978: 
194, emphasis in the original). 

One of the ex-offenders said: "I began to look at 

[the] future in terms of what I could contribute rather than 

what I could take" (EO 04). A 43-year-old inmate 

experienced a shift in values which he described as follows: 
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..... more security-oriented, I am not influenced by what 

someone else has got, am more independent, single minded" (O 

06) •. 

~n~:!ooking •at his future, a 47'year-old inmate has a 

better idea of how he wants to go about life: " . . . [I 

am] more deterlnined to accomplish what I set out to do. I 

set goals more now" (0 12). A 41-year-old inmate described 

yet another shift in values: " . . . I just want peace and 

quiet now.! am done hassling with the authorities" (O 25). 

Several of these internal changes were experienced by a 

47-year-01d ex-offender who said: " . . . attitude has 

changed, probably for the best. I don't need the insane 

kind of excitement.= I go about things a little slower. I 

don't do I00 miles per hour. I am extremely patient now. 

Going out and partying doesn't mean a whole lot to me any 

more. You learn to try to understand others even if they 

are against you. It [mid-life] feels like you go through 

the second half of a football game. You change your 

strategies" (EO 20). 

"Individuation" is the underlying process that links 

thle ~t:ermlinatio~ of One life per~od~ namely early adulthood, 

tO initiating another--middle adulthood. According to 

"individuation" is the process by Levinson et al. (1978), 

which!a man gives up aspect s of himself and his life arena 

while at the same time adopting new wayS 0f being (195-197). 
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The mid-life transition entails the application of the 

individuation process to four specific tasks. Levinson et 

al. (1978) i-ndicate that ............... 

each ~ask requires a man to confront and 
reintegrate a polarity; that is, a pair of 
tendencies or states that are usually experienced 
as polar opposites, as if a person must be one or 
the other and cannot be both. As he becomes more 
individuated in middle adulthood, a man partially 
overcomes the divisions and integrates the 
polarities (196-197). 

The men who participated in this study were asked 

several questions pertaining to each Of the polarities 

postulated by Levinson et al. Their responses will be 

discussed in the following pages. 

THE YOUNG/OLD POLARITY AT MID-LIFE 

A major developmental task of the Mid-life 
Transitlon is to confront the Young and the Old 
within oneself and seek new ways of being Young/Old 
(Levinson, 1978: 210-213). 

While these authors argue thatyoung/old thoughts and 

feelings must be reintegrated at other transition periods in 

life (for example, during adolescence), middle adulthood is 

a time when young and 01d forces confront each Other with 

equal force. In early adulthood, for example, the young is 

normally stronger, and in late adulthood the old takes on 

predominance. 



l _ 



120 

In the Mid-lifeTransition, the Young/Old polarity 
is experienced with special force . . . a man is 
assail~d 5y n~ f~ars of ~e 'ioss of youth.' He 
feels that the Young'-vari0usly represented as the 
child, the adolescent and the youthful adult in 
h~imself-~is~dyins.~The imagery of o!d age and 
death hangs over him like a pall. 

These authors assert that there are a number of changes 

that commonly occur around age 40 which intensify this sense 

of aging. In the most general sense, the changes force men 

to face their own mortality. This concern was expressed in 

the words of a 45-year-old ex-offender as follows: " . . . 

[I] had reached a point [of realizing] that I would not live 

forever, had a heavy number on my head for about a year-- 

just fear of death" (EO 18). Somewhat less emphatically, a 

43-year-old inmate observed: " . . . you learn to think of 

what things will be when you get old. I don't look at it to 

last forever" (O 04). 

Declining physical and psychological powers account for 

a number of these often only grudgingly-acknowledged changes 

with age. A man may find that he cannot run as fast, drink 

as much, or remember as well as in his younger years. He 

may find that more people around him have heart attacks, 

that deaths are more frequent, that alcoholism and • 

depression are increasing--in general, that there is more 

suffering of all kinds. 

One 56-year-old inmate described his decline in 

physical and psychological powers in these words: "I . . . 
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couldn't jump around like I used to--like skiing--can't do 

things as good; thinking is not as strong either" (O 23). 

The growing recognition of one's own mortality in mid- 

life collides with and intensifies a man's wish for 

immortality. Levinson et al. (1978) argue that this wish 

for immortality leads to a~greater concern with meaning and, 

as such, plays an important part in the reappraisal of life 

at 40. 

He often feels his life until now has been wasted. 
Even ~f, in co01er moments, he finds some redeeming 
qu~alit~es, he is still likely to feel that his life 
has not enough accrued value. He has not fulfilled 
himself Sufficiently and has not contributed 
enough to the world .... In his remaining years 
he wants to do more, to be more, to give his life 
meaning that will live after his death (216). 

A statement made by a 47-year-old ex-offender reflects 

this assertion by Levinson et al. " . . . don't have much 

time left when you ruined your life as I did. You think 

about a lot of things that you didn't do when you were 

younger" (EO 03). 

Tamir (1982) provides empirical Support for several 

aspects of the Young/Old mid-life polarity. She reported 

tha£ men in their 40's differed from younger men in that 

they reported declining health (50) and increased 

depression, as well as increased use of alcohol and drugs. 

Furthermore, her study contained support for Levinson's 

contention that during the mid-life transition, a shift away 
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from transitory toward more lasting values occurs as men 

become increasingly Concerned with immortality. She 
_J 

reported ffndihgs tha% indicatedrthat relationships with 

spouses and chi!dren took on Hreater importance in the late 

40's. ~dditionally, self-respect became the most important 

value to the middle-aged male, whereas security and 

accomplishment were most highly valued by'men younger and 

older, respectively. 

By and large, the ex-offenders resembled Tamir's 

general population men in aspects of the Young/Old 

developmentaltasks discussed above. Thus, they chose more 

lasting, rather than transitory, values (see Table XV in 

Chapter III), indicating a decline in psychological we!l- 

being and physical prowess (shown in Table XVI), and 

reported concern about alcohol and drug use. On measures of 

psychological well-being and alcohol and drug use, the 

middle-aged ex-offenders differed more from men of other age 

groups than did middle-aged general population men (see 

Tables XI - XIV). 

The middle-aged inmates resembled the ex-offenders on 

measures of physicaland psychological well-being. Their 

choices of important values/ on the other hand, were more 

like those made by younger general population men. The 

middle-aged inmates also differed from the middle-aged ex- 

offenders and general population men in that they reported 
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TABLE XVl 

HEALTH 

Questions 
Ex-offenders 

N = 19 
Inmates 
N = 30 

Ex-offenders 
Retrospective 

a) Do you feei you are 
bothered by all sorts 
of pains and ailments 
in different parts of 
your body? 

Yes 
No 

3 (16%) 
16 (84%) 

3 (i0%) 
27 (90%) 19 (100%) 

b) For the most part, do 
you feel healthy enough 
to carry out the things 
you would like to do? 

Yes 
No 

18 i95%) 
I (5%) 

29 (97%) 
i (3%) 

18 (95%) 
I (5%) 

c) Do you have any partic- 
ular health problems? 

Yes i0 (53%) ii (33%) 4 (21%) 
No 9 (47%) 19 (63%) 15 (79%) 
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greater problems with alcohol and drug use in spite of the 

fact that they were in prison. This greater use of drugs 

and alcohol appeared not to be related to poorer physical 

health. In fact, as Table XVI shows, fewer of the inmates 

than ex-offenders reported having any particular health 

problems. 

The greater use of drugs and alcohol in the absence of 

the relative lack of psychological and physical well-being 

suggests two possible explanations: i) the currently 

incarcerated men simply use more drugs and alcohol, and this 

is a behavioral habit which is unrelated to underlying 

psychological and physical discomfort; or 2) the inmates 

deny or are not aware of the state of their psychological 

and physical well-being, and the use of alcohol and drugs 

serves to maintain the state of denial. 

The ex-offenders and inmates were also asked to respond 

to items that dealt directly with aspects of the Young/Old 

polarity as it has been set forth by Levinson et al. It was 

anticipated that middle-aged ex-offenders and inmates would 

indicate concern with getting older and with such related 

matters as estimating how much time they have left to do the 

things they want to do. 

As shown in Table XVII, more inmates than ex-offenders 

showed concern about their disappearing youth, about not 

having enough time left in this world to do the things they 
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TABLE XVII 

THE YOUNG/OLD POLARITY AT MID-LIFE 

Questions 
Ex-offenders* Inmates* 

N= 19 N = 30 
Ex-offenders 
Retrospective 

a) I often think about 
my disappearing 
youth. 

Agree 5 (26%) 18 (60%) i0 (53%) 
Uncertain 2 (ii%) - - 1 (5%) 
Disagree 12 (63%) 12 (40%) 8 (~2%) 

c) I worry about not 
having enough years 
left in my life to 
do what I want to do. 

Agree 5 (26%) 13 (43%) 5 (26%) 
Uncertain 4 (21%) 1 (3%) 1 (5%) 
Disagree i0 (53%) 16 (54%) 13 (58%) 

d) I w~nder whether my 
life wlil De more 
~rthwhile in my 
remaining years. 

Agree 10 (53%) 24 (80%) 14 (74%) 
Uncertain 5 (26%) 2 (7%) 1 (5%) 
Disagree 4 (21%) 4 (13%) 4 (21%) 

e) I often wonder whether 
I am too old to make 
a fresh start. 

Agree 6 (32%) 6 (20%) 4 (21%) 
uncertain I (5%) .... i (5%) 
Disagree 12 (64%) 24 (80%) 14 (74%) 

Observed differences between men 35-59 (61) and man 40-50 were negligible. 
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want to do, and about the worthwhileness of their future. 

Only in response to the item "I often wonder whether I am 

too old to make a fresh start" did the number of inmates 

expressing agreement with this pessimistic assessment lag 

behind the number of ex-offenders. Both groups of men 

disagreed with this statement. Overall, the inmate 

responses to questions concerning the Young/Old polarity 

suggested that these men, at the time of the interview, 

experienced more conflicts about aging than did the ex- 

offenders. 

A 43-year-old inmate had this to say about getting 

older: " . . . half my life is over with. I've got to 

settle down, quit that bullshit, if I want to do any of the 

things I want in life" (0 22). 

While the ex-offenders as a group showed less conflict 

about getting older, they did recall how they felt during 

their last incarceration. From their recollections, it can 

be seen that their responses to the Young/Old questions were 

much like those of the currently incarcerated inmates. 

Being middle-aged and in prison may intensify feelings 

of "getting older" and of "time running out" because each 

day of incarceration only serves to compound the perceived 

problem. However, it may also be the case that the ex- 

offenders confronted Young/Old related developmental tasks 

at a younger age than did the inmates. At the time of the 
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interview,./the mean ages for the two groups were roughly the 

same. Given that the ex-offenders' recollections of their 

last incarceration yielded responses that more often 

resembled the responses of the prisoners, one might conclude 

that the ex-offenders confronted the developmental taks of 

the Young/Old polarity at an earlier age than did the inmates. 

The results tend to give some support to this line of 

argument (see Table XVII), but the support is not consistent 
J 

across all the Young/Old items. One of the ex-offenders 

remembered how he felt about getting older during his last 

incarceration: " . . . because I was getting older, it was 

more difficult--[I] saw lots of old men there, but [I] 

didn't want to be an old man in the pen" (EO 15). 

Tn~ DESTRUCTION/CREATION POLARITY AT MID-LIFE 

According to Levinson et al. (1978), 

In the Mid-life Transition, as a man reviews his 
life and c.onsiders how to give it greater meaning, 
he must come to terms in a new way with destruction 
and creation as fundamental aspects of life. His 
growing recognition of his own mortality makes him 
more aware of destruction as a universal process. 
Knowing that his own death is not far off, he is 
eager to affirm life for himself and for the 
g~elnera~ions to come. He wants to be more creative. 

The developmental /tas~ facing the middle-aged male is 

to understand more deeply the destructiveness in his own 

life and in society at large (Levinson et al., 1978: 223- 
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228). Men must seek and find a balance between power and 

love and must learn to exercise power with wisdom and 

compassion. °The mid-life transition process requires that 

men acknowledge unintentional as well as intentional 

destructiveness on their part; that they come to understand 

the tragic sense of life based on the recognition that their 

own failures have not merely been imposed on them but are 

largely the result of unfortunate flaws in themselves; and 

that they accept the burdens as well as the pleasures of 

responsibility. 

The learning that is required in the course of the 

mid-life transition is likely to occur during intense 

periods of sufferingo One of the inmates reflected on the 

event that caused him to look more closely at his own 

destructiveness: "When I realized that I was even somewhat 

responsible for ending a person's life, even before I was 

arrested (I was free for some five months), during that time 

I couldn't commit a crime even though I was in bad financial 

shape. I couldn't do it. I just didn't want too With 

prior crimes I didn't care, i~I had no thoughts of victims. 

Somewhere along the line you find you have a conscience. It 

was aiso the first time I had been involved in a crime where 

I was right with the victim" (O 01). 

Unfortunately, Levinson et al. do not provide • 

quantitative empirical evidence in support of their 
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theoretical conceptualizations. They do provide examples to 

illustrate their points, and these can be compared with 

examples obtained from the men in the Current study. 

However, Tamir's data do supply some limited empirical 

evidence for some of Levinson's arguments. For example, 

Levinson et al. argue that learning about one's own and 

others' destructiveness during the mid-life transition 

period is likely to involve intense suffering. Tamir's 

survey included several measures of psychological well-being 

which revealed that middle-class men, particularly those in 

their late forties, differed from other men in that they 

experience greater psychological discomfort. The ex- 

offenders as well as the inmates indicated lacking 

psychological well-being to the same or greater degree as 

Tamir's general population men. Thus, there is some 

empirical indication of greater suffering during mid-life. 

This psychological discomfort may be related to Levinson's 

idea of learning about one's own destructiveness. 

Several questions were designed to tap the 

Destruction/Creation dimension. Theywere based on the 

above-described aspects of the developmental tasks specific 

to this polarity. On the whole, more inmates than ex- 

offenders acknowledged their own as well as others' 

destructiveness (see Table XVIII). 
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TABLE.XVIII 

THE DESI~UCI'ION/CBEATION POLARITY AT MID-LIFE 

Questions 
Ex-offend~s* Inmates* Ex-offenders** 

N -- {9 - N = 30 Retrospective 

a) I have failed in my 
responsibi]ities 
towar d many of those 
who are closest to me. 

Agree 
Uncertain 
Disagree 

.b) I have failed and 
destroyed many of 
my own possibilities. 

Agree 
Uncertain 
Disagree 

c) I rarely think about 
the harm I have done 
to others. 

Agree 
Uncertain 
Disagree 

d) I realize more and more 
that the failures and 
misfortunes I experience 
are not the fault of 
others but are mostly 
the result of unfor- 

tunate flaws in myself. 

Agree 
Uncertain 
Disagree 

e) Others around me, even 
my loved Ones, have at 
times hurt me badly. 

8 (42%) 21 (70%) 14 (74%) 

- - 1 (3%) 1 (5%) 
ii (58%) 8 (27%) 4 (16%) 

9 (47%) 23 (77%) 13 (68%) 
2 (11%) - - 
8 (42%) 7 (23%) 6 (32%) 

8 (42%) 21 (70%) 9 (48%) 

ii (58~) 9 (39%) !0 (58%) 

14 (74%) 23 (77%) 7 (39%) 
2 (11%) 1 ( 3%) 1 ( 5%) 
3 (16%) 6 (20%) i0 (55%) 

Agree Ii (58%) 
Uncertain 2 (11%) 
Disagree 6 (31%) 

18 (60%) 12 (67%) 

12 (40%) 6 (34%) 

W* 
Observed differences between men 35-59(61) and men 40-50 were negligible. 

The N for this group does not always add up to 19 because one respondent failed 
to answ~ r all questions. 
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For example, while 70% of the inmates said that they 

had failed in their responsibilities toward others who were 

close to them, only 42% of the ex-offenders concurred A 

related difference between ex-offenders and inmates emerged 

in response to the question about having destroyed many of 

their own possibilities in that the majority (77%) of the 

inmates and less than half (47%) of the ex-0ffenders agreed. 

An explanation that comes readily to mind is that today's 

ex-offenders may feel that they have made good. While their 

views of themselves during their last incarceration 

resembled those of currently incarcerated inmates, they 

clearly have changed since that time. 

Another difference between the ex-offenders and the 

inmates emerged from their responses to the question: "I 

rarely think about the harm I have done to others." While 

the majority of ex-offenders, then and now, indicated that 

they did think about the harm they had caused others, only 

23% of the inmates responded affirmatively. While generally 

taking resp0nsibility for destructiveness toward others and 

t~emselves, the middle-aged inmates did not seem to 

contemplate the effect of their acknowledged destructiveness 

on others. 

Some of the inmates had trouble with this question 
because it was phrased negatively but required an "agree" 
response. Thus, to answer the question correctly, either 
the question or the response had to be transposed. 
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In Levinson's terms, the majority of ex-offenders as 

well as inmates appeared to have become aware of the tragic 

sense of life inasmuch as they attributed their own failures 

to flaws in themselves and not in others. Agreement 

between the ex-offenders and inmates was found as well in 

that the majority of men in either group reported having 

been hurt badly by a loved one. 

° With the exception of contemplating harm done to others 

and having failed in one's responsibilities toward others, 

the ex-offenders and the inmates tended to resemble each 

other in their general support for the argument that the 

mid-life transition involves greater acknowledgement of 

one's own and others' destructive forces. 

In response to a question about mid-life change, one of 

the ex-offenders reflected upon this change: " . . . I 

don't know if there is any one thing. It's more maturity, 

caring more about people and things. I used to think a lot 

about the things I liked, stealing, etc., but now I also 

think of the consequences and what effect it will have on 

me" (EO 08)° 

The ex-offenders did not remember feeling quite the same 
way during their last incarceration, as shown in Table 
XVIII. 
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THE FEMININE/MASCULINE POLARITY AT MID-LIFE 

In their usage of the terms feminine and masculine, 

Levinson et al. (1978) go beyond the "purely biological to 

the social and psychologicaldifferences between•male and 

female" (228). At mid-life, an important developmental 

task revolves around the establishment of a more balanced 

co-existence between feminine and masculine values in man. 

Earlier times in a man's life course are characterized by 

his efforts to make it in a man's world, which means 

to live inaccord with the images, motives and 
values that are most central to his sense of 
masculinity, and he tends to neglect or repress the 
feminine aspects of his self (Levinson et al., 
1978: 230). 

Levinson et al. further assert that 

most men get to the late thirties with roughly the 
• same balance of masculine and feminine they had in 
theearly twenties (236). 

It is not until mid-life that a major qualitative 

reintegration of the two roles is required. When in mid- 

life the feminine and masculine aspects become less rigidly 

divided within a man, he may be able to augment openly 

masculine concerns of doing, making, and having with aspects 

of the opposite pole such as being concerned with feelings, 

being sensitive, dependent and soft (233-234). 

One ex-offender recalled how he had changed during his 
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last incarceration, declaring that: " . . . [I] had a 

change between going in and coming out--less driven by 

excitement. [Before,] I always had to be doing something. 

I couldn't BE; I had to DO" (EO 12). 

The mid-life developmental task requires that a man 

"come to terms in newways with the basic meanings of 

masculinity and femininity" (Levinson et al., 1978; 230). 

Several personal qualities are part of this 

Feminine/Masculine polarity. These qualities were used to 

develop the questions included in this study (see Table 

XIX). If Levinson et al. are correct, responses to these 

questions should reflect the struggle inherent in the 

process of integrating opposing feminine/masculine 

characteristics. In concrete terms, the masculine/feminine 

responses of the men in this study might be expected to be 

about evenly distributed between the categories of "agree" 

and "disagree." 

With the exception of one question that asked about 

working with women or having a woman boss, the majority of 

ex,offenders gave responses that affirmed masculine rather 

It is quite likely that the responses to this question 
~were influenced by the fact that the personal interviews 
were conducted by a'woman who clearly was in charge of 
the situation and who had expressly asked for the men's 
cooperation. In this case, the situational factors of 
the interview may sufficiently Confound the responses 

........ tothe question to render them of questionable accuracy. 
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TABLE XIX 

THE FE~41NINE/~ULINE POLARITY IN MID-LIFE 

Questions 
Ex-offenders * Inmates* 

N = 19 N = 30 
Ex-offenders 
Retrospective 

a) I can undertake long, 
grueling work and 
endure severe bodily 
stress without quitting. 

Agree 11 (58%) 14 (47%) 17 (89%) 
Uncertain 2 (11%) 7 (23%) 1 (5%) 
Disagree 6 (32%) 9 (30%) 1 (5%) 

b) A man's first responsi- 
bility is to provide for 
his family' s financial 
and physical well-being. 

Agree 
Uncertain 
Disagree 

16 (84%) 28 (93%) 
1 ( 5%7 - - 
2 (11%7 2 (7%) 

I0 (53%) 
4 (21%) 
5 (27%) 

c) I can do nearly anything 
as long as I put my mind 
to it. 

Agree 
Uncertain 
Disagree 

17 (89%) 26 (87%) 14 (74%) 
- - 2 (7%) 2 (11%7 
2 (11%) 2 (7%) 3 (16%) 

d).If I am part of a group, 
we usually get things 
done. 

Agree 15 (79%7 19 (63%) 12 (63%) 
Uncertain 1 (5%) 6 (20%) 2 (11%) 
Disagree 3 (16%) 5 (17%) 5 (27%) 

e) Others usually do what I 
want them to do. 

Agree 12 (63%) 14 (47%) 12 (63%) 
Uncertain 3 (16%) 2 (7%) 1 (5%) 
Disagree 4 (21%7 14 (47%) 6 (32%) 

(cohnq h~R~.D) 
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TABLE XIX (CONTINUED) 

f) If I wan t to do my 
work well, I can't 
let my feelings 
interfere. 

A g r e e  . : 

Uncertain 
Disagree 

g) I don' t mind %Drking 
with women, but I 
wouldn't want to 
have a woman boss. 

Agree 
Un~rt.~n 
Disagree 

12 (63%) 20 (67%) i0 (53%) 
2 (11%) 1 (3%) 6 (32%) 
5 (27%) 9 (30%) 3 (16%) 

2 (11%) 6 (20%) 
2 (11%) - - 

15 (78%) 24 (80%) 

9 (47%) 
2 (11%) 
8 (42%) 

Observed diffe/e2K~s between men 35-59 (61) and men 40-50 were negligible. 
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masculine values. One of the results of this newly- 

developed balance between feminine and masculine values is 

that being a mentor becomes easier and more rewarding. The 

heretofore rigid "division between work (thinking, 

performing, achieving) andpersonal relationships (loving, 

caring, fostering development)" is relaxed for the middle- 

aged man who now 

can be more critical and task-oriented in personal 
relationships, or compassionate and judicious in 
the exercise of authority. As his needs for power 
and success are modulated, he can give of himself 
with less competitive rivalry, envy and fear of 
being surpassed. As his sense of his own 
development is strengthened, he can better 
understand and support the development of other 
adults (237-238). 

Most of the ex-offenders and inmates endorsed mentoring 

as an important function in their lives (see Table XX). But 

retrospectively, fewer of the ex-offenders agreed that being 

a mentor was important to them. 

THE ATTACHMENT/SEPARATENESS POLARITY AT MID-LIFE 

Levinson et al. (1978) use the term attachment to mean 

everything that connects the person and his environment. 

Thus, 

to be attached is to be engaged, involved, needy, 
Plugged in, seeking, rooted .... I am attached 
when I am trying to adapt to, participate in, or 
master the external world (239). 
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than feminine role characteristics. The majority of ex- 

offenders affirmed i)their ability to undertake long 

grueling work; 2) their responsibility in supporting their 

families; 3) their ability to overcome obsticles with will 

power; 4) their leadership capabilities as well as their 

concessions that feelings would interfere with quality work 

performance. 

On the whole, neither ex-offenders nor inmates, nor the 

ex-offenders during their last incarceration differed 

notably in their responses to feminine/masculine questions. 

Members of all three groups showed a somewhat greater 

inclination to affirm masculine rather than feminine values 

in themselves, as shown in Table XIX. 

Levinson et al. (1978) discuss the concept of mentoring 

in conjunction with the mid-life integration of feminine and 

Note that relatively fewer inmates (47%) than ex- 
offenders (63%) agreedwith the statement "Others usually 
do what I want them to do." Perhaps feelings of personal 
power are somewhat reduced during incarceration, for 
obvious reasons. 

Recalling how the felt during their last incarceration, 
considerably more of the ex-offenders than currently 
incarcerated inmates stated that they could endure long 
grueling work. BUt duringrtheir last incarceration, 
these men were at least five years younger than those 
currently in prisdn. ~ Hence, decreased abilities to 
endure physically grueling work may be a function of the 
documented (Tamir, 1982: 48) decline in phYSical health 
at mid-life, rather than a particularly strong 
endorsement of masculine values. 
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TABLE XX 

THE IMPORTANCE OF BECOMING A MENTOR AT MiD-LIFE 

Ex-offenders* Inn~tes* 
N = 19 N= 30 Questions 

Ex-offenders 
Retrospective 

a) Helping a young person 
get started in life 
gives me great pleasure. 

Agree 
uncertain 
Disagree 

19 (100%) 28 (93%) 
1 (3%) 
1 (3%) 

12 (63%) 
2 (11%) 
5 (26%) 

b) Bringing along a young 
person, helping his or 
her development as an 
adult, is a valuable 
contribution I can 
make to society. 

Agree 17 (89%) 26 (87%) 12 (63%) 
Uncertain 2 (11%) 3 (i0%) 1 (5%) 
Disagree - - 1 (3%) 6 (31%) 

(~served differences between men 35-59 (61) and men 40-50 were negligible. 
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"Separateness, on the other hand, does not mean isolation 

or aloneness, for a person can be alone and at the same time 

b e  a c t i v e l y  e n g a g e d  i n  t h e  s u r r o u n d i n g  w o r l d .  I n s t e a d ,  

separateness, according to these authors, refers to a 

p e r s o n ' s  i n v o l v e m e n t  p r i m a r i l y  w i t h  h i s  i n n e r  w o r l d .  

His main interest is not in adapting to the 'real' 
world outside, but in constructing and exploring an 
imagined world, the enclosed world of his inner 
self. 

While this sort of separateness fosters individual growth, 

it can be harmful when carried to an extreme, as illustrated 

by the separate and private world often entered by the 

schizophrenic. 

As with the other mid-life transitional tasks, the 

Attachment/Separateness polarity must be confronted and 

reintegreted at each developmental transition . Levinson et 

al. (1978) note that in early adulthood, the balance between 

attachment and separateness moves strongly in the direction 

of attachment at the expense of separateness. 

During the twenties and thirties, a man is 
tlremendously involved in entering th adult world 
and doing his work for the tribe .... It is 
difficult to find time for separateness--for 
solitude, play and quietself-renewa! (241). 

However, during mid-life, a more equal weighing of the 

two forces becomes necessary when the cumulative impact of 

experience reminds men that favoring attachment at the 
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expense of separateness does not guarantee success, eternal 

health and happiness. No matter how much effort is spent in 

the pursuit of external success, it is hollow if it is not 

accompanied by internal growth. 

During the mid-life-~fa~sition, so say Levinson et al. 

(1978), a man needs to reduce his heavy involvement with the 

extneral world and begin to listen to his inner self. He 

will find it necessary to ask himself, "What do I really 

want?" or "How do I feel about my life?" As the mid-life 

transition progresses, the "self acquires an importance for 

him roughly equal to that of the external world" (214-242)o 

The developmental task, then, is to find a "be~ter balance 

between the needs of the self and the needs of society." 

In reference to this mid-life change, a 47-year-old ex- 

offender offered this thought: "I . . . went from a scared 

person, afraid of not having enough security [mat~r~al 

things]--from being motivated by fears to motivating myself 

to achieve an ideal self" (EO 12). 

In their choice of self-respect and accomplishment as 

the two most important values (see Table XV), Tamir's 

middle-aged, general population men illustrated quite well 

the dual importance of attachment and separateness in mid- 

life. The ex-offenders and the inmates, on the other hand, 

more often chose attachment values rather than separateness 

values, inasmuch as t~eir choices were security, 
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accomplishment, and warm relatlonshlps with others. 

The men in this study were asked to respond to three 

questions designed to address the Attachment/Separateness 

mid~iffe developmental t~s~s. As middle-aged men try to 

baiah~e~•~the push and puii of the Attachment/Separateness 

forces, one would• expect that an individual's responses 

would also be about equally divided between Attachment and 

Separateness Concerns. 

The responses of the ex-offenders, as well as those of 

the inmates, were in the • direction of greater separateness, 

although not markedly so (see Table XXI). The greatest 

rejection of attachment, by both the ex-offenders and the 

"I am inmates, was registered in response to the question, 

so caught up in everyday concerns that I rarely sit back and 

reflect on what's going on." Fourteen (74%) of the ex- 

offenders and 24 (80%) of the inmates disagreed with this 

statement. This response, for the inmates at least, could 

simply reflect a lack of things to do in prison. 

The Closest balance between attachment and separateness 

was reflected in the retrospectiveaccounts. In reflecting 

upon his change from a criminal career to straight life, one 

Most of the values listed in Table XV are 
representative of attachment aspects as Levinson et al. 
might interpret the term.• 
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TABLE XXI 

THE ATTAr/SEPARATENESS POLARITY AT MID-LIFE 

Questions 
Ex-offenders* Inma£es* 

N = 19 N = 30 
Ex-offenders 
Retrospective 

a) I am so caught up in 
everyday concerns that 
I rarely sit back and 
reflect on what's going 
on. 

Agree 
Uncertain 
Disagree 

5 (26%) 3 (10%) 9 (48%) 
- - 3 (10%) 

14 (74%) 24 (80%) i0 (52%) 

b) Without people or 
things to keep me 
busy, I usually feel 
lost. 

Agree 6 (32%) i0 (33%) 
Uncertain 3 (16%) 3 (10%) 
Disagree i0 (53%) 17 (57%) 

8 (43%) 

1 (5%) 
i0 (52%) 

c) To own things and 
to be seen as success- 
ful are most important 
in my life. 

Agree \ 
Uncertain 
Disagree 

5 (26%) 12 (40%) I0 (52%) 
- - 1 (3%) 1 (5%) 
14 (74%) 17 (57%) 8 (42%) 

Observed differences between men 35-59(61) and men 40-50 were negligible. 
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of the ex-offenders alluded to the detachment from his 

previously all-important reference group: "It was fear that 

I would be locked up again. Before, I didn't care, wasn't 

aware. I began to care more about myself and more for 

people, the public in ~eneral and what they thought of me. 

I used to only care 

the inmates offered 

to external aspect 

get out--100 doll 

(O 17). 

9ut my peer group" (EO 19). One of 

statement that bespoke his attachment 

of life: "What's important to me when I 

~ ills, Cadillacs and 16-year-old girls" 

THE DREAM O5 LIF GOAL AND THE MID-LIFE TRANSITION 

Most men in the L~vinson et al. study had a discernible 

dream or life goal. This dream, Levinson et al. (1978) 

argue, 

derives in part from normal omnipotence fantasies 
of early childhood, when the distinction between 
wish and reality is poorly established. [It 
generally] contains an imagined self having a 
variety of goals, aspirations and values . . . and 
Cinvolves the man] pursuing his quest within a 
certain kind of world. A man's dream is his 
personal myth, an Timagined drama in which he is the 
central character (246-248, emphasis in original). 

This dream represents a youthful illusion of how a young man 

sees himself living the good life. It is the illusory 

aspect that comes under attack during the mid-life 

transition. A man may discover that even after having been 
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successful in attaining his dream, this does not necessarily 

mean that he will live happily ever after, that he is 

invincible, or that the result of pursuing his dream is 

either a total success or a total failure. The task of the 

mid-life transition is to modulate the extreme, illusory 

demands of the dream. The desired outcome of this 

transitional task is that the dream no longer has absolute 

power 

• . . to make its demands less absolute; to make 
success less essential and failure less disastrous; 
to diminish the magical-illusory qualities. 

Levinson et al. (1978) reported that while most of the 

men in their study had a discernible dream, there were 

nevertheless variations among the men in the four 

occupational groups (245). 

The early Dream played an important part in the 
choice of occupation for many biologists and 
novelists. Only a few of the ten executives, 
however, were impelled by a youthful Dream, [and 
while most of the workers] had a Dream relating to 
occupation ............. chould not live it out (95). 

The men in this study were asked whether or not they 

had formed an identifiable dream in their earlier years• 

The majority of ex-offenders (63%), as well as inmates 

(60%), said that they had had no goal (see Table XXII). 

While more than half of the ex-offenders agreed that their 

life without a dream lacked purpose and meaning, only 38% of 
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TABLE XXII 

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE DREAM OF LIFE-C43AL IN MID-LIFE 

'~ Ex-offenders* 
Questions ~ N - 19 

Inmates* 
N .= 30 

a) S£arting in adolescence, many men report 
having a goal in mind in life that they 
want to reach. They have a clear picture 
of how they are going to live their adult 
lives. Do you have such a goal? 

Yes 7 (37%) 12 (40%) 
No 12 (53%) 18 (60%) 

IF THEANSg~RWASY5~: 

al) In order to achieve this life goal, 
all important choices ~ust be made 
to fit the goal. 

Agree 3 (42%) i0 (83%) 
Uncertain 2 (28%) - - 
Disagree 2 (28%) 2 (17%) 

a2) One can either succeed or fail at 
achieving one's life goal. There 
is no in-between. 

Agree 1 (14%) 4 (33%) 
Uncertain - - 1 (8%) 
Disagree 6 (86%) 7 (58%) 

a3) To fail to reach one's life goal 
means to fail at life. 

Agree - - 1 (8%) 
~ n c e r t a i n  - - - - 

Disagree 7 (100%) Ii (92%) 

IF THE ANSWER WAS N O :  

b) Without a life goal, my life 
lacks purpose and meaning. 

Agree 7 (58%) 6 (38%) 
Uncertain 1 (8%) - - 
Disagree 4 (33%) I0 (63%) 

The c£~_rved differences between man 35-59(61) and men 40-50 were negligible. 
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the inmates felt this way. 

Several questions were asked of the men who had 

indicated having a dream in order to assess the extent to 

which the mid-life transitional task of loosening the 

illusory grip of the dream had been accomplished. Table 

XXII shows that the majority of ex-offenders disagreed with 

the statements which reflected absolute adherence to a 

dream. 

Thus, for those ex-offenders who did have a dream, at 

mid-life this dream was not a force exacting total 

adherence. Apparently, the majority of ex-offenders had 

accomplished their mid-life transitional task as postulated 

by Levinson et al. 

The inmates' responses suggested that the dream still 

had stronger pull, for 83% of the inmates who did have a 

dream agreed that "in order to achieve this life goal, all 

important choices must be made to fit the goal." Yet only 

one of them agreed that: "To fail to reach one's life gQal 

means to fail at life." while many of the inmates viewed 

the dream as reachable if one meets its demands, they seem 

to consider quite realistically the likelihood and impact of 

failing this dream. 

Several of the men in this study commented on their 

dreams. Individual ex-offenders reported dreams of wanting 

to be a famous athlete or entertainer, a successful 
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criminal, a politician, or a police officer. The dream most 

often named by the inmates involved athletic achievement and 

being a successful criminal. 

Yet, the more noteworthy finding from this inquiry 

about career criminals' dreams or life goals was the fact 

that relatively few of these men had any dreams or life 

goals at all. One of the ex-offenders commented that he 

" . . . was too involved with immediate survival to think 

ahead" (EO 19). 

Some of the inmates who said that they did not have a 

dream as such reported instead having had diffuse wishes 

such as the one described by this inmate: "I wanted to live 

secure. I didn't want to pick shit with the chickens, just 

wanted to be good at what I did" (O 07), and another inmate 

stated: "Always wanted to live, have a good job, not have 

to worry about doing without" (O 29). 

It must be noted that the ex-offenders and inmates, 

while reporting considerably fewer dreams than general 

population men, were about equally likely not to have had a 

dream or life goal (see Table XXII)o Of those who had had a 

dream, the ex-offenders at mid-iife ~ appeared Somewhat less 

caught up in the dream's demands than did the inmates. 

MID-LIFE CHANGE 

To this point, inferences have been drawn about the 
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occurrence of mid-life changes on the part of ex-offenders 

and inmates. These surmises were based upon their responses 

to questions about a variety of life areas and internal 

psychological processes. In addition to asking general 

questions presumed to be related to the mid-life 

transitional process, this study also asked participants 

directly about certain changes that Tamir and Levinson et 

al. have identified as part of the mid'life transition. 

The responses to these open-ended questions were 

recorded on the interview schedule and later analyzed to 

determine whether the respondents indicated that: YES, 

there was definitely change; YES and NO, there was perhaps 

some change; or NO, there was no change compared with 

earlier times (see Table XXIII). 

The majority of ex-offenders (89%), as well as the 

majority of inmates (79%) said yes, their middle-aged years 

were different from other times in their lives. Five ex- 

offenders attributed the difference more or less directly to 

no longer being involved in crime. As one ex-offender 

expressed it, he " . . . quit crime, quit serving time, quit 

getting in trouble with the law" (EO 01). Another noted the 

importance of no longer doing crime, but found that middle 

age was different for other reasons as well: "Yes, [once I 

had an] extended period of freedom, not just the lack of 

incarceration, mental freedom [or] not getting caught for 
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MID-LIFE CHANGE: 

TABLE XXIII 

SUM~,IZEDRESPONSESTOOPEN-I~NDED QUESTIONS 

Questions 

Ex-offenders* Im~tes* 
N = 19 N = 30** 

a) Did you find that your middle-aged 
years were different from other 
times in your life? 

Yes 
Somewhat 
No 

b) Overall, do you think that you have 
changed during or after your middle- 
aged years? 

Yes 
Somewhat 
No 

17 (89%) 23 (79%) 
1 (5%) 1 (3%) 

• 1 (5%) 5 (17%) 

18 (95%) 24 (83%) 

1 (5%) 5 (17%) 

c) Since middle age, so you view the 
future differently? 

Yes 15 (79%) 25 (86%) 
Somewhat 1 (5%) - - 
No 3 (16%) 4 (14%) 

W 

The observed differences between men 35-59 (61) and men 40-50 were negligible. 

One inmate did not answer these questions. 
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something, [I] began to question both myself and society, 

[which is] something I had not done before. [I felt a] 

concern abo~gt how muck lime I have left, [I experienced] a 

maturity in/general terms, a chang e in [my] value system" 

(EO 16). 

LWhile termination of~criminal behavior patterns was 

frequently cited as at least one of the reasons for 

experiencing mid-life differently, most ex-offenders named 

attitudinal and personality changes as well. For example, 

the men described their middle years as "more stable, more 

constructive, and more fulfilling" (EO 07), as involving 

"more questioning" (EO 04), as including "doing something 

positive" (EO 09), as allowing for "greater willingness to 

be alone and being more serious" (EO 04), as a time in life 

that required "needing less excitement, where going out and 

partying doesn't mean a whole lot to me any more" (EO 20). 

Roughtly the same proportion of inmates as ex-offenders 

felt that mid-life had been different for them than other 

times in £heir lives. As noted above, about one-fourth of 

the ex-offenders attributed this difference to no longer 

doing crime. The inmates most frequently named declining 

physical health and increasing rationality as reasons for 

experiencing middle age differently from other times. For 

example, one described his decline in physical prowess in 

these words: "Sure, this is different now. Well, I was 
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able to do more th~ngs when I had youth on my side. Now I 

have to be careful about my health, what I eat" (0 29). 

Many inmates made reference t0thinking more rationally 

and acting less impulsively. One 43-year-old inmate put it 

this way: "Yes, you know, I am able to reason better than 

when I was younger, [I am] more mellow. [I have a] 

different perception. Things are more clear to you" (O 05). 

Another inmate, aged 45, concluded: " ..... Now it's a 

whole new ballgame, not just to react [but] to stop and 

think" (O ii). 

A closely-related question asked: "Overall, do you 

think you have changed during or after your middle-aged 

years?" Those who responded affirmatively were asked to 

describe how they thought they had changed. Fully 95% of 

the ex-offenders acknowledged having changed during or after 

mid-life as did 83% of the inmates. 

The reasons given for the mid-life changes included 

thinking differently of more rationally, valuing 

relationships more, feeling more responsible, being more 

patient, listening more, caring more about people and 

things, mellowing, liking oneself better, being 

disillusioned with Oneself, and gaining more strength and 

becoming more self-assured. There were virtually no 

differences in the reasons given by the ex-offenders and the 

inmates for the change. 
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One of the ex-offenders who reported not having changed 

during mid-life said: "No, I [have] always been kind of 

ambiguous; I'd like to do something, (EO 07). This 

statement came from a man with a college degree, who, at the 

time of the interview, was employed part-time as a counselor 

in an alcohol rehabilitation center. He was quite unhappy 

with his life situation. He desperately wanted a woman 

friend--someone he could care for and who would care for 

him, in the absence of which he was afraid he would resume 

his heroin habit. 

Several of the inmates indicated that they had not 

changed during mid-life. A 59-year-old inmate, for example, 

had this to say: "No, I've been Leroy ever since I've known 

Leroy--the only thing you are [is] older" (O I0). A 42- 

year-old inmate admitted, "I think that's the problem; I 

haven't changed. Certainly, I haven't gotten any wiser, I 

don't think" (O 03) . 

SUMMARY 

The developmental process ~ outlined in Levinson's 

conceptualization of the transitional period is called 

individuation. It involves reappraising the past and, based 

This man was recently arrested for theft. He was 
reportedly stealing to support his heroin habit. 
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A 

on this reappraisal, planning for the future. According to 

Levinson et al., individuation during the mid-life 

transi£!bn ~enters on fou~ ~spects of a man's life: age, 

power, gender role, and £~ cpncept of self in society. 

The mid-life transition requires that a man find a new 

balance between opposing forces in each of the four life 

areas. Thus, as far as age is concerned, the man at mid- 

life finds that the polar opposites of Young and Old 

confront each other with almost equal force, making it 

necessary that he find a hew way to integrate them in order 

to create a viable new life structure for himself The 

middle-aged malelconfronts a similar transitional task in 

having to reintegrate the polarities of 

Attachment/Separateness (concept of self in society), 

Destruction/Creation (power), and Masculine/Feminine (the 

gender role). 

The results of this study have been discussed as they 

apply to Levinson's developmental concepts. It was argued 

that the process of individuation encompasses setting up a 

new life structure, which means leaving behind aspects of 

the old one. Often, particularly in conjunction with the 

mid-life transition, th~s new life structure is 

characterized by significant external changes such as 

divorce, or a change in occupation or life style. 

The men who were the central focus of this 
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investigation were selected because they had made 

significant external changes in their lives, i.e., they had 

seemingly ended a career in crime and had begun a straight 

life. Perhaps this external change is accompanied by other 

aspects of the individuation process. If so, new insight 

might be gained about criminal career termination. 

In general, the ex-offenders, as well as the inmates, 

who took part in this study acknowledged that mid-life was 

different for them than earlier times in their lives. For 

many, this meant questioning their past and looking at the 

future in new ways. How then did the ex-offenders and 

inmates deal with the tasks of confronting and reintegrating 

each of the four polarities? 

For the Young/Old polarity, the majority of ex- 

offenders said they were not overly concerned about their 

disappearing youth. Yet it should be noted that a fair 

number of ex-offenders did voice concern about their 

disappearing youth, about the time they have left inthis 

life, and similar issues. 

Regarding the DestructiOn/Creation polarity, the 

majority of ex-offenders reported~that they did not feel 

that they had failed in their responsibilities toward those 

who are closest to them. They believed that any misfortunes 

they had experienced in their lives were largely the result 

of unfortunate flaws in themselves rather than in others. 
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Their responses to the Masculine/Feminine questions 

showed that more of these men affirmed masculine rather than 

feminine values. Hence/ the majority of them affirmed that 

they could~undertake long, grueling work without quitting, 

etc. Thus, the masculine gender identification for middle- 

aged ex-offenders was fairly strong. 

Responses to the Attachment/Separateness questions 

indicated that the majority of ex-offenders leaned in the 

direction of separateness and away from attachment. More 

than two-thirds of them said that they do sit back and 

reflect on what is happening in their lives. 

Unlike the majority of ex-offenders, the inmates tended 

to be concerned with Young/Old matters. They said that they 

often think about their disappearing youth and about how 

much time they have left in this world. 

Most of the inmates admitted their own and others' 

destructiveness. Also, masculine values received 

endorsement from the majority of them. The inma£es' 

responses to Attachment/Separateness questions paralleled 

those of the ex-offenders. On balance, the ex-offenders and 

inmates resembled each other in matters of mid-life 

development. 

What shall we make of these results? How well do 

career criminals' maturational paths resemble those of 

straight men? Are there aspects of adult development that 
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distinguish the middle-aged ex-offender from the middle-aged 

inmate? How well does the adult developmental model serve 

to illuminate changes in criminal behavior? These and other 

questions w~f~b~address~d in the concluding chapter. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSIONS 

This concluding chapter includes a brief recapitulation 

of the purpose and design of this study as well as some 

notes on its limitations. 

The usefulness of the theoretical framework of adult 

development for the explana£ion of desistance from crime 

will be examined. The major focus will be on a 

comprehensive description of the middle-aged ex-offender, 

with special attention given to hissimilarities and 

dissimilarities with middle-agedgeneral population men and 

current inmates. 

In addition to describing the middle-aged ex-offender, 

an attempt will be made to identify possible social and 

personal characteristics that can be linked to desistance 

from crime at middle age, i.e., to tentatively identify 

ingredients of maturational reform. 

The original question leading to this study was 

straightforward: Why do many criminals appear to stop 

committing crimes when they get older? This, of course, was 

not a novel question. One of the earliest investigations 

along these lines was conducted by Queteiet in 1833. Since 

that time, the age-crime relationship has been noted by many 



z ̧ i ~ I I  

~ q 



159 

different authors (Glueck & Glueck, 1930; Bromley, 1974; 

Riley and Foner, 1968; Cormier et al., 1950, 1961; Rubin, 

1984; McCreary & Mensh, 1977; Greenberg, 1983; Seiden, 1981; 

Rowe and Tittle, 1977; Hoffman & Beck, 1984). 

While this question suggested itself from a mere glance 

at the annual FBI arrest reports, the crime-age relationship 

quickly turned out to be considerably more complex than 

these official figures suggested. A closer look at the data 

showed, for example, that the relationships varied widely 

with the type of crime under consideration (Greenberg, 1983; 

Bromley, 1974). 

The strongest association which was found to exist 

between increasing age and decreasing criminal behavior was 

for predatory or garden variety crimes, including the 

majority of offenses identified by the FBI as Index Crimes. 

The question then became: Why do some of those who commit 

burglaries, robberies, rapes, etc., appear to desist from 

those acts as they get older? 

The area of concern was further narrowed to those men 

who had committed many crimes, who by middle age had spent a 

good part of their lives in lawbreaking and in dealing with 

the consequences of their criminal activities. In short, 

these were men who had made a career of crime. 

Career criminals were chosen for two reasons primarily. 

First, findings from recent studies which have shown that a 
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relatively:few felons are responsible for a 

disproportionately large number of garden variety crimes 

(Peters&lia et al., 1978; Chaiken & Chaiken, 1982) have 

prompted a number of research efforts designed to learn more 

about these men (Peterson et al., 1981; Petersilia et al., 

1978, 1980; Moore et al., 1985). Thus, it was reasoned that 

a study of desistance from crime for career offenders could 

be expected to yield a greater return with respect to 

potential crime reduction than a study of desistance from 

crime for the less criminally-active offenders. 

Secondly, if it could be shown that career offenders 

do, in fact, change, not only in terms of a switch in 

income-generation, but also in terms of lifestyle, then 

maturation on the part: of the less serious offenders might 
L 

be assumed~to occur with even greater likelihood. 

Criminology had little to offer in the search for 

theoretical guidance. Most criminological theorizing 

centered on questions of etiology and not on maturational 

reform, or even on desistance from crime. The theorY of 

adult development set ~forth bY Levinson et al. ultimately 

- , ,  provided the most useful theoretical framework to account 

° ~f~r age~related changes in Criminal behavior. The following 

explanation for mid-lifedesistance from crime was thus 

constructed using Levinson et al. as a basis. 

At mid-life men go through a developmental phase called 



~ Z ~ 

I 

~ l i ~ _  ~ . . . .  

I 

L~  

• L 

r ~  

r~ 



161 

the mid-life transition. This transition (see Chapter I for 

a detailed account) involves identifying and relinquishing 

those aspects of the pas t that are considered negative and 

replacing them with more positive ones. It is in the course 

of this transition that men are more likely to attempt to 

bring about major changes in their lives than at any other 

time. Desistance from crime can be viewed as a mid-life 

change growing out of mid-life transitiOnal processes in 

men. 

The following questions about the relationship between 

mid-life development and desistance from crime came to mind: 

(i) do the mid-life experiences of ex-offenders and inmates 

differ from those of general population men? (2) Do the 

mid-life experiences of ex-offenders differ from those of 

inmates? (3) Are there specific mid-life experiences that 

are linked to desistance from crime? 

Inpart due to considerable uncertainty about actually 

being able to locate former career offenders who had been 

free from any form of correctional supervision for at least 

f±ve years, and in part because of the somewhat tenuous link 

between desistance from crime and the theoretical framework, 

the research was conceived of as exploratory rather than 

hypothesis-testing. 

The methodological limitations of the sampling 

procedures used here clearly restrict the generalizability 
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of the findings. The small samples and the descriptive 

nature of the data analysis do not permit the testing of 

specific hypotheses, nor can the information be Used for 

Predictive or policy purposes. On the other hand, it can be 

argued that evidence which tentatively identifies changes in 

the areas of work, social relations, and personal well-being 

(areas which seem to comprise elements of maturational 

reform in the career offenders) is well worth assembling. 

While the concept of maturational reform has frequently been 

invoked by criminologists to explain desistance from crime, 

little is known about its ingredients or how they combine to 

effect desistance in the middle-aged criminal° 

THE EX-OFFENDER AT MID-LIFE: A COMPREHENSIVE PICTURE 

Chapters II, III, and IV offered descriptions of the 

The decision to include current OSP prisoners in a study 
on desistance from crime deserves some comment. There 
were several reasons for doing so, some theoretical, 
others practical. (i) As anticipated, only a small 
number of ex-offenders who fit the study's criteria for 
ih~lusi0n could be iocated. Therefore, the inclusion of 
inmates of like age and criminal background provided a 
greater information base for the examination of 

maturational processes among career criminals. (2) The 
inclusion of inmateswould permit comparing them to the 
ex-offenders on a comprehensive array of social and 
personal characteristics which may be linked to 
desistance from crime. (3) If, in fact, ex-offenders and 
inmates share mid-life transition experiences with 
general population men and if those experiences 
generally reflect ~he postulations of Levinson et al., 
this would lend support to Levinson's (1978) rather than 
Dannefer's (1984) theoretical contentions. 
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ex-offenders and inmates in the areas of criminal and 

noncriminal work activities, social relationships, and 

personal well-being. In the following pages, the findings 

reported in those chapters Wil~ be combined in order to 

present a complete description of ex-offenders as they 

emerged from this study. 

The average age of the ex-offenders at the time of the 

interview was 46 years. A number of them had some college 

education, had been employed in white collar or professional 

occcupations, and had upward of $20,000-a-year incomes. It 

was most common for ex-offenders to have found work within 

the criminal justice system. The remainder listed their 

occupations as cook, mechanic, dishwasher, sales 

representative, and janitor. Most ex-offenders indicated 

deriving at least some satisfaction from their work, even 

though many said that they considered changing jobs. But 

the likelihood that the ex-offenders would return to crime 

appeared quite low. Instead, most of the men asserted that 

they intended to continue with their straight lives. 

Two men were employed as parole and probation officers; 
Several were involved with nonprofit ex-offender 
organizations, which, save for one, were well-established 
organizations; two men worke-d~as drug and alcohol 
rehabilitation counselors, one full-time and the other 
part-time; one was a trial assistant for an urban public 
defender's office; and yet another worked as a crime 
prevention specialist. Two men were self-employed. One 
owned and operated an $80,000 truck, and the other owned a 
janitorial service franchise. 
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As for their criminal backgrounds, four-fifths of the 

ex-offenders began their life in crime as youths; they were 

generally first arrested atabout age ! 5 . Most of the 

juvenile offenses involved property Crimes; fewer than one- 

third of these men committed offenses against persons, and a 

small number were involved with drugs. In adulthood, these 

persons were involved on the average in a dozen arrests, 

five felony convictions, and four jail and three prison 

terms. During their last incarceration, most of the ex- 

offenders were in their mid-thirties. Stated differently, 

most of the ex-offenders in this study had spent 20 years 

between their first arrest and their last incarceration. 

Petersilia et al. (1978) charted virtually identical career 

paths for the 49 men who participated in their study of 

armed robbers: 

• • • their first recorded arrest occurred on the 
average at the age of 15 .... Takingthe data 
of the first recorded arrest as the beginning of a 
Criminal career, we calculated that the sample had 
been involved in crime on an average of about 20 
years (115). 

The men in this study were asked whether their careers 

in crime had been successful, to which they Overwhelmingly 

responded in the negative. One of the ex-offenders who 

summed up his criminal career as "very successful," 

remarked: "I always made lots of money, but I also had a 

high profile and got caught" (EO 15). By middle age, most 
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men had come to the firm conclusionthat their criminal work 

life had not been successful. 

Social relationships in the lives of middle-aged ex- 

offenderS'alsD form an important part of the comprehensive 

picture. At the time of the interview, the majority of ex- 

offenders were married and said that they were generally 

satisfied with their marriages. Most of them reported that 

both spouses benefitted equally from the relationship, 

although they saw it as their responsibility to provide for 

the financial and physical well-being of their families. 

Probably not unlike other married men, the ex-offenders did 

report that there had been problems in their marriages on 

occasion. The majority admitted not being as good husbands 

as they thought they should have been, but even so, the 

majority rejected the notion that they might have failed in 

their responsibilities toward those who are closest to them. 

Overall, by middle age, marriage had become an 

important part of the ex-offenders' lives. Four out of five 

ex-offenders were fathers. Most reported deriving 

satisfaction from parenting, even though they did not always 

perform as well in their role as they wished they had. 

Levinson's concept of ,mentoring," i.e., of helPing a young 

adult get started in life is related to parenting. Almost 

all ex-offenders agreed that they derived great pleasure 

from this activity and considered it to be a valuable 
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contribution that they could make to society. 

Most of the ex-offenders felt socially connected, 

meaning that they though t people liked them, cared about 

them, respected them, and would help them if need be. But 

in spite of this subjective assessment, two-thirds of them 

said that they would like to have more friends and that they 

had either few or none at the present time. Several 

reported a qualitative mid-life change in their views of 

friendship. In the words of one man: "real friends are 

more important [now]; just people to hang out with are less 

important" (EO i0). 

At middle age, the majority of ex-offenders reported 

increased concerns about their physical well-being, even 

though most of them said that they felt healthy enough to 

carry out the things they wanted to dOo Most reported few 

problems with alcohol or drug use. In matters of self- 

esteem, the ex-offenders said that they felt of equal worth 

with others, although they reported occasional feelings of 

depression and of being psychologically immobilized. 

On the whole, lack of psychological well-being did not 

Thinking back to before their criminal career 
termination, the majority of ex-offenders reported 
feeling considerably less socially connected than they 
are today. Yet four out of five recalled having no 
desire for more friends, even though almost nine out of 
ten said that they had either none or few friends with 
whom they could talk. 
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seem to loom large in the lives of the majority of ex- 

offenders. 

Generally, the middle-aged ex-offenders appear quite 

well adjusted to straight life. They are married and have 

children. Their families, for whom they feel responsible, 

are important to them. They earn reasonably good money, 

belong to organizations, Show concern for their physical 

well-being, and seem to feel psychologically healthy. But 

how closely do they resemble middle-aged general population 

men on the above-mentioned characteristics? 

While most ex-offenders, like most middle-aged general 

population men, were married and fathers, they had somewhat 

higher levels of formal education than the men in Tamir's 

sample. 

Even though reported mean levels of satisfaction from 

work at mid-life were the same for both sets of men, the ex- 

offenders were somewhat more inclined to entertain thoughts 

W 

The ex-offendersoreported good physical health during 
their last incarceration, but did recall having had 
psychological, alcohol, and drug problems. The ex- 
offenders were in better physical health near the end of 
their criminal careers than they reported at the time of 
the interviews, but verbalized indications that they were 
lacking psychologicaI-~elI-beingl at the earlier time. 
Today, about 21 years later, theyclaim more health 
problems but are in better psychological shape. 

Tamir (1982) reported that 47% of the men in her study 
(aged 35-59) had no college education. The same was 
true for only 42% of the ex-offenders (26). 



~ J . . . .  



168 

of switching j obso Perhaps those who experience long 

periods of noninvolvement inr"straight" work will ultimately 

show restricted opportunities for regular work, with the 

result that middle-aged ex-offenders may find themselves 

working at a job they would rather trade in for another one. 

Or, perhaps the majority of ex-offenders had not formed 

conventional occupational goals early in their lives and may 

still be trying to decide what it is they really want to do 

in the way of earning a livelihood. 

Both groups of men reported similar experiences with 

marriage and parenthood at mid-life, but the ex-offenders 

judged their skills as husbands and fathers somewhat lower 

than did the general population men. They also felt in 

greater need of friends. As several ex-offenders remarked 

during the interview, quitting crime also means giving up 

one's friends. Indeed, continuation of friendships with 

former crime partners was seen by them as a real threat to 

going straight and staying straight. By mid-life, many of 

the ex-offenders had left behind their friends from the 

past, which would be unlikely for m@ny middle-aged general 

population males. 

Growing older is accompanied by increased concern for 

one's physical health, regardless of one's status as ex- 

offender or as a straight person. While middle-aged ex- 

offenders • and middle-aged nonoffenders felt equally good 
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about themselves, more of the former reported being 

depressed and pychologically immobilized. However, this 

somewhat lower-level of psychological well-being did not 

translate into greater reliance on alcohol or drugs. 

Overall, middle-aged ex-offenders resembled middle-aged 

general population men in that both groups differed from men 

older or younger on many aspects of work, social 

relationships, and personal well-being. By implication, 

this means that they had undergone a change at mid-life. 

When asked directly about this matter, nearly all of the ex- 

offenders said that they had, in fact, changed during mid- 

life. 

The pages to follow examine the extent to which the ex- 

offenders' mid-life change occurred in accordance with the 

developmental processes postulated by Levinson et al. 

(1978). 

THE MID-LIFE TRANSITION AMONG EX-OFFENDERS 

As noted in Chapter IV, quantified comparisons between 

the ex-offenders and Levinson's men were not possible 

because Levinson et al. (1978) presented their findings 

mostly in narrative form (see Chapter I for notes on the 

methodology employed by Levinson et al.). While they did 

caution that their insights and generalizations were 

hypotheses in need of testing, they went on to assert that 
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developmental periods were 

grounded in the nature of man as biological, 
psychological, and social organism, and in the 
nature of society as a complex enterprise extending 
over many generations .... Individuals go 
through the periods in infinitely varied ways, but 
the periods themselves are universal (322). 

Accordingly, one should expect ex-offenders to have passed 

through the mid-life transitional period. More 

specifically, they should have completed the following three 

tasks: (i) review and reappraise the life period preceding 

the mid-life transition; (2) begin to change the negative 

aspects of early adulthood; (3) confront and reintegrate the 

four basic polarities: Young/Old, Destruction/Creation, 

Masculine/Feminine, and Attachment/Separateness. 

The ex-offenders, simply by meeting the criteria for 

inclusion in this study, showed at least some evidence of 

having accomplished tasks (i) and (2). In addition, they 

provided a multitude of examples of changes in attitude, 

values and behaviors. For example, they reported having 

replaced negative behavior by "doing something positive" (EO 

07); by "no longer wanting to hurt people" (EO 19); by 

"deferring gratification" (EO 12); by being more "mellow, 

understanding, listening, more patient" (EO 06); by being 

"more mature, having fewer illusions, [being] more willing 

to accept responsibility" (EO 16); by being "less aggressive 

and more responsive to people" (EO 19); and by "being more 
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serious [and] less easily influenced by others" (EO I0). 

Many of these attitudes have been noted in the adult 

developmental literature as characteristic of middle age 

(Neugarten & Gutman, 1968; Riley & Foner, 1968; Jackson, 

1974; Brim, 1976; Gould, 1978; L evinson et al., 1978; 

Selden, 1981; Tamir, 1982). 

As for the mid-life polarities which Levinson et ai. 

postulate as part of the transition, the ex-offenders 

expressed concerns about getting older and how it affected 

their work life, social relationships, and person well- 

being. One ex-offender (EO 19) remarked that he felt much 

worse because of all the years he had wasted. Another 

ruminated for the first time about how his limited future 

would affect his children (EO 08). Still another regretted 

that his remaining years might not allow him to do the 

things he wanted to do (EO 03). 

The ex-offenders were also concerned with achieving a 

new balance of feminine and masculine feelings in 

themselves. One 46-year-old individual (EO ii) stated that 

in setting goals for himseif, he now-considered whether they 

reflected his desire to be helpful and giving instead of 

just serving his own needs. Another admitted to having 

newly-discovered feelings of closeness and caring (EO 02), 

while yet another said he understood himself much better now 

sincehe became more concerned about people and things 
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around him (EO 15). 

Coming to terms with destructive and creative forces in 

mid-life was reflected in several remarks. Some men 

contemplated how the mistakes of their past would affect 

their future work lives (EO 03, EO 07), and others 

considered their change away from destructive actions and 

how it affected the way they felt about themselves (EO ii, 

EO 19). ~ 

The ex-offenders also attested to a gradual turning 

toward the self. • For example, a 42-year-old man came to see 

the less enjoyable external aspects of straight life in 

light of what they do for his personal sense of well-being, 

i.e., he reported feeling good about himself, not because of 

external rewards or punishments, but because he managed to 

successfully negotiate the demands of straight life (EO 
W 

16). 

On the whole, the study found that the majority of ex- 

offenders offered information about changed values, 

Analysis of the ex-offenders' retrospective responses 
indicates further support for their assertions that they 
are different today than they were during their last 
incarceration. Generally, they'rep0rted having felt less 

socially connected; lower self-esteem, more depressive 
feelings, and more symptoms of psychological 
immobilization, as well as having had relatively more 
problems with alcohol and drugs in their lives. 
Furthermore, they were more concerned with getting older 
than they are today and contemplated their own and others 
destructiveness more often. 

Z 
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attitudes, and behaviors in addition to the external 

"marker" event ("a drastic change in job or occupation," 

Levinson e t al., 1978: 61) of desistance from crime. What 

is most~striking in reviewing the responses by the ex- 

offenders is how much they resemble general population men 

in terms of their mid-life concerns and ways of dealing with 

them. 

While it is possible that this apparent similarity is 

simply an artifact of the cross-sectional research design, it 

seems more likely that these findings may lend support to 

the notion that change in adulthood is relatively unaffected 

by social context. If this is the case, less weight may 

have to be given to Dannefer's (1984) contention that the 

adult developmenta!1 approach leads to psychological 

reductionism, which he calls the "ontogenetic fallacy!' 

(109) o 

A look at the mid-life experiences of the inmates as 

compared with the ex-offenders should shed additional light 

on this matter. That is, if adult developmental processes 

are substantially-affected by social contexts such as 

" " then it would be reasonable to • "straight" versus "criminal, 

expect responses from those men who at mid-life are still 

incarcerated to be different from those who have sincethen 

gone straight and those who have never been caught in 

trouble for lawbreaking in the first place. 
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THE MID-LIFE TRANSITION AMONG INMATES 

This study produced two sets of "in-prison" responses. 

Information about work, social relationships, and personal 

well-being was obtained from 30 inmates and from 19 ex- 

offenders who were queried about their last incarceration. 

By and large, the inmates resembled the ex-offenders in 

age, racial distribution, and criminal backgrounds. 

However, the inmates had less formal education, were more 

likely to be divorced, were more likely to have been 

employed in blue collar jobs, had lower annual incomes, and 

tended not to belong to social or professional 

organizations. 

Unlike the ex-offenders, these men did not say that 

they would prefer to be involved in a different line of 

work. Achievement, rather than warm relationships, was most 

frequently chosen as most important value by the inmates. 

They much more frequently endorsed the statement that all 

important choices must be made to fit one's life goal if it 

is to be achieved. Twice as many inmates judged their 

marriages as average or not too happy, and the same number 

said that they did not want more friends even though four- 

fifths indicated that they had either none or just a few 

See Chapter II for a discussion of thw two groups' 
possible differential processing by the criminal justice 
system. 
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friends. 

In matters of well-being, fewer inmates than ex- 

offenders reported having any particular health problems. 

The men resembled each other quite closely in psychological 

well-being; however, more of the inmates disclosed having 

problems with alcohol and drug use. 

When the inmates were asked whether they had changed in 

mid-life, all but five said that they had. With one 

exception, their stated reasons for this change were 

virtually identical to those provided by the ex-offenders. 

The exception was that several ex-offenders attributed 

differences between their middle years and other times in 

their lives to the change from a criminal life to a straight 

life. The inmates, on the other hand, thought that a 

decline in physical health and an increase in rational 

thinking accounted for the difference. 

One of the major differences between the inmates and 

the ex-offenders obviously was that the inmates' mid-life 

transition, if indeed it occurred, was not demonstrated by a 

"marker event." According to Levinson et al. (1978) , for 

some men a drastic change marks the shift from one life 

structure to the next. 

O£her lives show no conspicuous change: life at 45 
seems to be just as it was at 39. If we look more 
closely, however, we discover seemingly minor 
changes that make considerable d{fference. 





176 

No matter how visible, drastic, or subtle the changes, these 
authors assert, 

A man~'s life structure, we have found, necessarily 
changes in certain crucial respects during the 
course of his mid-life transition (61). 

What evidence does this study pr0vide to document a 

mid-life transition in incarcerated career offenders? Have 

the inmates gone through a mid-life reappraisal of their 

past? Several open-ended questions asked them to describe 

any changes in attitudes, values and behaviors they might 

have experinced in mid-life. They described several 

changes, such as being more rational now than in younger 

years (0 04, 0 05, 0 ii, 0 12, 0 20, 0 25, 0 30), more aware 

of the effects of physical decline (O 01, O 23, 0 24, O 26, 

0 29), as well as being more "mellow" (0 05), "kicked back" 

(O i0), "able to enjoy things, less impulsive" (0 25, O 12), 

"less concerned with power" (0 24, 0 17), "more 

understanding" (0 20), and simply "more mature" (0 12). 

What about the mid-life transitional task of 

confronting and reintegrating the four basic polarities? 

More inmates than ex-offenders appeared to be concerned with 

issues related to "time-left-to-live" (Neugarten, 1968). 

Also, more inma£es felt that they had failed in their 

responsibilities toward those closest to them and had 

destroyed their own possibilities. The mid-life 

transitional tasks concerning the polarities of 
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Attachment/Separateness and Masculinity/Femininity were 

handled similarly by the ex-offenders and inmates in this 

study. Overall, the parallels between the middle-aged ex- 

offenders and the middle-aged inmates seemed greater than 

the differences. 

How should the various similarities and differences 

between the men in this study be interpreted? Before this 

question is answered, it should be reiterated that the terms 

"differences" and "similarities" are not used to refer to 

statistically-significant findings on individual indices or 

individual variables. Instead, findings of differences and 

similarities are based on overall patterns found among sets 

of possible responses. 

When the most general conclusion leads, however 

tentatively, to the assertion that, by and large, ex- 

offenders resemble inmates at mid-life and that both of 

those groups resemble general population men at mid-life, it 

would be difficult to assert that the necessary ingredient 

for looking alike in middle age is shared social context. 

Evidence provided by Tamir (1982) and Levinson et al. 

(1978) indicates that these middle-aged men look unlike 

either younger or older men in manyaspects of life. 

Additional, tentative evidence suggests that the middle-aged 

ex-offenders looked different when they were younger and 

that the middle-aged inmates had apparently changed with age 





178 

as well. Accordingly, it appears that age-related changes 

in men create a pattern of similarities among middle-aged 

men in spite of such differences as having lived in early 

adulthood as identified criminals versus having lived in 

early adulthood without such a label. 

This finding of general mid-life similarity comes as 

something of a surprise. Even those authors who argue for 

shared life experiences within adult age groups seem to make 

allowances for age group differences for men who may 

have suffered such irreparable defeats in pre- 
adulthood or early adulthood, and have been able to 
work so little on the tasks of the mid-life 
transition that they lack inner and outer resources 
for creating a minimally adequate life structure in 
middle adulthood (Levinson et al., 1978: 24). 

Tamir (1982) cites a study by Andrews and Withey (1976) 

who note that persons who do not experience "normative life- 

cycle stages" show different age patterns than those persons 

who do. It would be difficult to argue that extensive 

criminal careers such as those displayed by the men in this 

study would lead a person through "normative life cycles." 

Hence, one could expect men with criminal life experiences 

to differ from general population men at mid-life. While 

academic research is not available to clarify this issue, a 

recent trade book by Nolen (1984) asserts that mid,life 

crises entail "a common feeling of discontent that cuts 

across all classes and social backgrounds." This rather 
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broad sweep could presumably apply to the men in this study 

as well. 

Before turning to an analysis of the differences, a 

brief remark about one rather striking similarity is in 

order. Middle-aged general population men, middle-aged ex- 

offenders, and middle-aged inmates obtained almost identical 

average self-esteem scores. In other words, their 

subjective ratings of self-worth were seemingly Uninfluenced 

by past or present criminal identifications. This finding 

is noteworthy particularly because the criminological 

literature has frequently linked low self-esteem to 

deviance, most notably to delinquent behavior (Jensen, 1980; 

Ferracuti & deBrenes, 1975; Reckless & Dinitz, 1972). 

Possibly, the lack of association between low self- 

esteem and adult career criminal's identity rests on 

definitional problems that have led several authors to 

question the low self-esteem delinquency connection 

(McCarthy & Hoge, 1985; Dinitz & Pfau-Vincent, 1982; 

Schwartz & Tangri, 1965). On the other hand, it is possible 

that at middle age, wi£h a rather firmly-set criminal 

identity, these men hoqbnger compare themselves with 

straight people against whom their self-esteem might suffer; 

instead, they may contrast themselves with other career 

offenders and thus fare, on the average, as well or as badly 

as any general population male who evaluates himself in 
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relation to other general population males. 

AN ANALYSIS OF THE DIFFERENCES BETWEEN MIDDLE-AGED GENERAL 
POPULATION MEN, MIDDLE-AGED EX-OFFENDERS, AND 

MIDDLE-AGED INMATES 

As noted in Chapter III, several of the differences 

between the men with and those without criminal experiences 

seem most easily explained by the effect of years of 

incarceration on opportunities in the realm of work and 

social relationships. There are, however, a few other 

differences that are less easily explained. For example, 

according to Levinson et al. (1978), general population men 

are more likely than not to have had a life goal since 

adolescence. This was not the case for either the ex- 

offenders or the inmates. 

This lack of goals or lack of purpose in the lives of 

identified criminals was noted as well in a study by Marks 

and GIaser (1980) who compared criminals, bikers, surfers, 

hippies, and straights. The criminals differed 

significantly from these other groups in "steadiness of life 

aims" and "lack of realism in plans for the future" (p. 

189). Lack of occupational aspirations was also noted by 

Hirschi (1979) as important in delinquencY . causation. 

Whether the lack of goals in adolescence predisposes a 

youth to become involved with delinquency or whether 

delinquent behavior disrupts the development of a goal is 

7 : ~I " ,:~V:' 
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not clear. It is possible that for the men in this study, 

early economic survival imposed a day-to-day lifestyle of 

which life goals or dreams were not a part. One ex-offender 

who did not have a goal s~id "[5] was too involved with 

immediate survival to think ahead" (EO 19). An inmate put 

it this way: "Just wanted to get by and have a good time" 

(O 02). Another said: " . . . never could enjoy a teenage 

life. I started working when I was 13" (O i0)o A lo0k at 

the reasons which the men gave for first getting involved 

with crime showed that financial concerns were among those 

cited (see Table IV). 

The ex-offenders shared with the inmates a difference 

from general population men in that those with criminal 

backgounds were more depressed and psychologically 

immobilized. The adult developmental literature contains 

numerous references to increases in psychological 

difficulties in middle-aged men (Lowenthal & Chiriboga, 

1973; Rogers, 1974; McCreary & Mensh, 1977; Tamir, 1982). 

The men inthis study, regardless of whether they had 

discontinued their life in crime or were still incarcerated 

appeared more depressed and psychologically immobilized than 

others. Incarceration apparently was not a crucial variable 

in self-assessed lack of psychological well-being, at least 

for these men. 

Perhaps the mere existence of a criminal background 
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weighs particularly heavily on these men during a time in 

their lives when reappraisal and assessment of the past 

become more important concerns than at any other time. Or 

the ex-offenders and inmates may have psychological problems 

for different reasons. It may be that men who are 

incarcerated experience what Erikson (1950, 1982) has termed 

"stagnation," a state in which a person is unable to accept 

himself and his life and thus becomes incapable of changing. 

The result may possibly be psychological distress for this 

man, while the man who has changed from a criminal life to a 

straight life shows the effects of the psychological strains 

associated with such a radical change. 

In summary, ex-offenders and inmates tended to resemble 

the middle-aged general population men, yet they were more 

likely not to have had an occupational goal in their lives. 

They were more depressed and psychologically immobilized, 

and particularly the currently-incarcerated men had 

considerably greater alcohol and drug dependency problems 

than the noncriminal males in mid-life. 

While criminal background and state of incarceration 

did not appear to substantially alter or impede the middle- 

age development processes, a closer look at some of the 

differences between those men who have made a seemingly 

radical work and lifestyle change and those who have not is 

order. 
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The men who h~d changed away from well-established 

criminal careers had more years of formal education with 

associated higher annual incomes and employment in white 

collar or professional jobs. They were more likely to be 

married, to value warm relationships, and to seek out 

friendships. 

The middle-aged incarcerated men tended to have had a 

twelfth-grade education or less and were employed in blue 

collar jobs with annual incomes below $20,000. While they 

valued accomplishment, they did not indicate wanting to do 

other work. They were likely to be divorced, or if married, 

rated their marriages as not too happy or average. They did 

not generally be lon~ to social or professional organizations 

and had no desire for more friends. Few reported problems 

with physical health, but tended to admit to alcohol and 

drug difficulties. At mid-life, they were concerned about 

getting older and about their own and others' 

destructiveness. 

On the average, the ex-offenders had had several years 

more freedom than the inmates. It could conceivably be 

argued that less formal education, fewer skills, and lower 

earning power are simply the results of the inmates' having 

had less time in which to attain equal standing with the ex- 

offenders. On the other hand, being divorced or having a 

barely average marriagerelationship and no desire for 
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friendships may quite possibly be a mere reflection of the 

state of their present incarceration. However, marriage and 

ensuing stab~%ity have been linked to successful adjustment 

to straight life (Curtis & Schulman, 1984; Shover, 1982). 

It also seems plausible that in the course of the mid-life 

re~ppraisal~ being incarcerated makes inmates more acutely 

aware of "time-left-to-live" and of human destructiveness, 

including their own. 

The differences between ex-offenders and inmates that 

cannot be as easily explained by incarceration are alcohol 

and drug dependency. While there appears to be a well- 

documented relationship between alcohol consumption and 

serious criminal behavior (Collins, 1981), inmates in the 

current study not only differed substantially from middle- 

aged population men and from middle-aged ex-offenders, but 

also from the ex-offenders during their last incarceration. 

This study cannot determine whether difficulties in 

establishing a satisfactory life structure in early 

adulthood (for example, maintaining a marriage relationship, 

developing job skills, or getting an education) make it 

impossible for the inmate to Shake his alcohol or drug 

dependency, or whether his alcohol and drug dependencies 

make it impossible for him to maintain the marriage, job, 

etc. Collins (1981) reviewed the literature on alcohol and 

crime, noting that the causal connection between serious 
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crime and chronic drinking is not at allclear. It is also 

not clear why some men decrease their drug Usage around age 

40 (as reported by Drews, 1968, and by the ex-offenders in 

this study) and others do not. 

Levinson et al. (1978) offer a description of how a man 

might find himself unable to Change at mid-life: 

A man at 40 may have been so beaten down by an 
oppressive environment, or so consumed in the 
struggle for survival0 that he cannot make the 
developmental effort to give his life a new meaning 
.... He exists without hope or sense of value. 
Such men often die in their forties or fifties. 
The immediate cause of death may be illness, 
accident, or alcoholism. The basic cause is that 
neither he nor society can make a space for him to 
live, and he just withers away. There are too few 
available resources, external or internal, to 
sustain his life. ~ Alternatively, he may live a 
!ong a~d trivia! existence if he finds a protective 
environment and accepts a limited life (216). 

Clearly, this dismal scenario may not apply to many of the 

middle-aged inmates, 86 percent of whom believe that iife 

will be happier for them five or ten years from now. 

SUMMARY 

This study has shown that by and large career criminals 

go through a mid-life transition much the same way as do 

noncriminal men. Adult developmental theory has helped 

illuminate processes that accompany desistance from crime. 

At mid-life, some career criminals go through a reappraisal 

of their past, not infrequently a painful process associated 
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