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In this paper, we will briefly review the various models of criminal behavior 

which have been developed by psychologists and psychiatrists, sociologists, eco­

nomi sts, and others interested inhuman behavi or~' The revi ew of these model s, 

reactions to them, and ~ttempts to test them as well as other empirical work, 

will form the basis for developing an eclectic model of the major factors which 

will aff~ct post";j'elease criminal behavior. We must control ·these .factors if 

we ar.e to attribute a.change:;n post'::release criminal activity to a correctional 

program. 

The out 1 i ne of thi s paper is as fo"/l ows. In Secti on 1, we bri efly revi ew 

the major theori~s of criminal behavior and in Section 2, w~ assess those 

theories on the basis of their completeness, universality, tnansferability, 

explanatory powers, data availability and understandability. In Section 3, 

we survey the empirical work which has explored thedeterminahts of post-release 

criminalactiv.ity. In Section 4, we develop an 'eclectic model of the determin­

ants of post-release criminal activity. The final section sUlT&llarizes the paper 

and draws conclusions based upon it. 

1. Theoretical Models of Crimi.nal Behavior ......:----- --- -, -'-'-------
Theoretical models of criminal behav·ior arecharact~rized by two, features 

wh.ic;:h we bel ieve .,tend to . limit their usefulness. First, they are subject to 

wavesQf acceptance and rejection--fuddism,if you like, .. As Conrad espresses 

it: IIWe l!~edto be FreudianS.; 'now Bentham relgns again ll LRennie, 1978,p.x). 

L:ess kindly, a histOrian who ~has surveyed ,the field notes': IIInpenologynoidea 

h So old'butwhat'it can be dusted off and sold as brand newmerchandi'se ll (Rennfe, 

1978, p.xvi i i),. Monaha,n. ha~' aptly s ull1I1ari zed the recent hi story of criminoTo." 

gi cal.the()ri zing :,IITne sci.enti fi c ,cstudy of crimi na:l behavi or waS Darn in 
" 

economics, had its' infancy! in bi,o}ogyand psycholdgy, is' currently experien~irig , 

, 
" 
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its adolescence in sociology and will shortly go home again to the discipline 

of its birth" (Monahan, 1980b, p~l). Monahan's descriptiQn aptly introduces a 

second important feature of criminological theorizing--most have had the per­

spective of a single discipline rather than bringing the insights of a number of 

disciplines to the problem of understanding this complex behavior. In preparing 

to write this paper, the author was struck by the. fact that, while it was pos­

sible to find a number of surveys of the theories of a particular discipline, 

attempts to survey the theories of a number of disciplines were rare and either 

done by multi-disciplinary groups (e.g.,Panel on Research on Rehabilitation 

Techniques, 1980) or by individuals outside the disciplines usually associated 

with criminological modeling(e~g., Rennie, 1978). Further, theories which 

attempt to integrate the insights of a number of disciplines are. eVen .rarer, 

although such theotizing has recently been explicitly called for by a National 

Academy of Sciences Panel studying the prospects for offender rehabilitation 

(Panel on Research on Rehabilitation Techniques, 1980). To accord with the 

nature of existing research, our survey wi 11 be broken along discipl inary 1 ines. 

1.1 Sociological Theories 

There have been a number of recent'· surveys of sociological theories 

of··c:·''';f;,~. (Schrag, 1971; Renni e, 1978; Empey, 1978; Kornhauser, 1979; Empey, 1980). 
;" ;--

In addition, as many, if not most, current criminological textbooks are written 

by sociologists. These textbooks often provide useful surveys of sociological 

theories (e.g., Sykes, 1978). Various surveys classify sociological writing 

on crime into different categories. We will use Empey's (1980) classification 

as it appears to be quite comprehensive. Empey classifies sociological theories 

into six categories: (1)cultural deviance theory; (2) strain theory; (3) symbolic 

interactionist theory; (4) control theory; (5) labeling theory; and (6) radical 

theory. Table 1 lists the major factors suggested as causes of crime by each 
" 

sociological theory. 

,. 
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TABLE 1 

Causes of Crime as Suggested by Major Sociological Theories 

Suggested 
Causes 

Cultural 
Deviance 
Theory 

Delinquent 
,subculture: 

(l)adolescent 
, gangs 
(2).city 

poverty, 
areas 

(3)separate 
IIdeviantll 
group norms 

(4)limited 
legitimate 
opportuni ... 
ties 

41"f/P"?:" .... ~· ... '=7N='r':;::;:tt = "==_""==~ ___ ...,-..._ 

-. -

Strain 
Theory 

Lack of 
pportunity 
(l)1Q.ck of 

achieve-
ment 

(2)strain 
. (3)identifi-

cation 
with del-
"inquent 
subcul-
tures 

I 

Theory 

Symbolic Control Labeling 
Interactionist Theory Theory " 

Theory 

Interaction Lack of at- Societyls 
with deviant 'tachment, reaction to 
gro'ups: commitment, crime rein-

( 1) importance involvement & forces it: 
of verbal belief in (l)stress on 
interaction dominant secondary 

(2) importance mora"' values deviance 
of intimate (2) bei ng Icaught 
group encourages 
learniJhg crime 

(3) the II sys tem-l 

causes crime 
by 1 abel ing 
individuals 
IIcriminals ll 

o . 

II 

Radical 
Theory 

Crime an inherent 
product of the 
class strugg'le: 
(l)society 

defines what 
is crimi nal 
in itself 

I inter.est 
(2)society creates 

conditions 
which make 

, working cl ass 
- people criminals 
(3)society devises 

social control 
machinery 

" 

' .. ) 

, 

I 
I 
r , 

/ 



(4) 

As can be seen in this table, sociological theories have tended to stress the 

degree to which criminological tendencies are inherent in the social, political, 

and economic organization of society. To an outsider, sociological theories 

appear to be vaguely formulated.1 This makes testing very difficult and may 

explain the relatively limited use that has been made of these theories in either , 

empirical work or rehabilitative settings. However, these theories do point 

up the importance of peer groups, small group learning, selective enforcement, 

legitimate opportunities and social attachment. 

1.2 Psychological Theories 

Surveys of psychological theories of crime have been less 

frequent at least partially because there are fewer psychological theories 

of crime. Crime and its causes do not appear to have been a major concern of 

the psychological and psychiatric professions in recent years, although the 

level of interest appeans to be r'sin~{'again. However, Rennie (i978), 
l) 

Monahan (1980b), and'the Panel on Rese,arch on Rehabilitative Techniques (1980) 

do provide recent surveys. Traditional psychological approaches tend to stress 

the importance of the individual as a cause of crime, rather than social insti­

tutions as do many sociological theories. Partially as a result of this 

individual orientation, psychological theories of crime appear more pragmatic 

and less theoretical than sociological theories (Monahan, 1980b, p.23). One 

may classify psychological work on criminal behavior into four broad categories: 

(1) psychoanalytic or clinical; (2) criminal types; (3) social learrling theory; 

and (4) stress theory. At present, it appears that many, if not most, psycho­

logists working in the field find social learning theory to be the most fruitful 

avenue for understanding the causes of criminal behavior. Table 2 lists the 

major factors suggested as causes of crime by each psychological perspective. 

Suggested 
Causes 

(5) 

TABLE 2 

Causes of Crime as Suggested by 
Major Psychological Theories 

Theory 

Psychoanalytic Crimi na 1 Social Learning 
Clinical Types Theory 

Socialization Extroversion Observational 
Biological Neurosis Learning 

Factors Psychosis Direct Experience 
Child-rearing Undercon- External Rein-

Practices trolled forcement 
Parental Norms Overcon- Current Environ-

trolled mental Factors 
Present Cognitive Media-

Or.ientation tional Processes 
I.Q. as a 

Mediati'ng 
Variable 

Aggressive 

Stress Theory 

Demands on 
Individual 

vs. 
Abil ity to 

Respond 
Appraisal of 

Events 
Expectations 
Coping Responses 
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As can be seen in Table 2, psychological theories tend to be explanations 

of human behavior in general rather than explanations of criminality per ~. 
o 

While stress theory and the psychoanalytic approach emphasize the way indivi-

duals respond to events, social learning theory points up the importance of 

the current circumstance in precipitating criminal behavior. Resea'rch on 

criminal types suggests that there are unique characteristics among those we 

punish by imprisonment. As a whole, psychological theories suggest that a 

comprehensive model of criminal behavior should include information about the 

family, learning opportunities and reinforcement, and the way in which the 

individual processes external observations. 

1.3 Economic Theories 

Economic approaches to criminal behavior contrast markedly with 

the sociological and psychological theories descri ed above. While both 

soci 01 ogi ca 1 and psycho 1 ogi ca 1 theori es try to refl ect the comp 1 exi ty of actual 

behavior, economists hypothesize very~imple behavioral rules and observe the 

degree to which these simple models can predict actual behavior. Specifically, 

economists hypothesize that,"A person commits an offense if the expected utility 

to him exceeds the utility he cou1d get by using his time and other resources 

at other activities" (Becker, 1968, p.176). Economists see the criminal acti­

vity decision like other human decisions, as made rationally by the individual, 

who weighs the relative costs and benefits of the different alternatives 

available. As rationality would have it, economists suggest that the individual 

will choose the alternative that has benefits which"exceecd costs by the greatest 

amount. This approach is simplistic and is most applicable to property crimes 

committed primarily for monetary gains, although a number of economists have 

suggested that the model also applies to violent offenses, such as .murder (for 

examples see Ehrlich, 1975). 

There have been two recent surveys of modern econ~mic theories of crime 

• i 
i 

I 
r 

\ 

I" i 
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(Heineke, 1978 and Ehrlich, 1979). Heineke classifies economic modeling of 

criminal behavior into two broad categories: (I) wealth maximizing models; 

and, (2) time allocation models. Both of these types of models assume ration­

ality and that the individual attempts to maximize utility. Further, both 

stress the importance of expectations about punishment and the size of legal 

and illegal returns in determining the individual's decision whether to commit 

a crime. The models differ mainly in their assumptions about the things from 

which an individual derives utility and the degree to which these things can 

be monetized. Table 3 contains a list of the major factors suggested as 

causes of crime by each economic theory. 

As can be seen in this table, the two variants of the economic theory of 

crime are quite similar in their stress on the importance of ' the perception of 

the relative gains from legal and illegal activities. However, time allocation 

models also allow moral and ethical values to enter the criminal's decision 

calculus directly by the relative valuation which individuals place on alter­

native time allocations. 

As noted above, economic theories tend to be simplistic, but as a result, 

tend to be formulated in such a way as to be subject to empirical tests with 

relative ease. Economic theories point up the importance of the perceptions 

that an individual has about the relative benefits and costs to be derived from 

legal and illegal activities. Time allocation models, further, stress the 

importance of~~bral and ethical positions to the criminal decision. 

1.4 Biological Bases for Criminal Behavior 

Research on biological bases of criminal behavior has been in 

disfavor for fifty years or rlBre although it has continued, mainly outside the 
~\ j)} 
',;:~"':!f /;( 

\~~ 

, 
; ~ 
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Suggested 
Causes 
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TABLE 3 

Causes of Crime as Suggested by 
Major Economic Theories 

Theory 

Wealth Maximization 

Low Perceived Probability 
of Apprehension 

Low Perceived Probability 
of Punishment 

Low Perceived Severity of 
Punishment 

High Perceived Gain from 
Criminal Activity 

Low Perceived Gain from 
Legal Activity 

'I 

Time Allocation 

Low Perceived Probability 
of Apprehension 

Low Perceived Probability 
of Punishment 

Low Perceived Severity of 
Punishment 

Hign Perceived Gain from 
Criminal Activity 

Low Perceived Gain from 
Legal Activity 

Low Moral Reservat,;ons 
about Participation in 
Illegal Activities 

I 
J " 

'1.', 

6, 

I ~ 

I 
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United States. While the studies to date can in no way be consldered definitive, 

they are suggestive. They suggest that there may be certain physiological and 

genetic factors which make criminal activity inore likely. Medick and Chris­

tiansen (1977), Rennie (1978), and Mednick (1980)-"oc;ent recent surveys of 

this work. Mednick concludes as follows: . 

1. Genetic factors are linked with the orlglns of crime; 
closer inspection of the data reveals, however, that 
the power of genetic factors in explaining crime is 
rather weak in the lower class and relatively great 
in the middle class. 

2. A good deal of work in this volume discusses anatomic 
nervous system variables. These variables have been 
shown to explain important amounts of variance in 
crime .... 
.•... As in the case of genetic facto,s, physiological 
variables have good explanatory power in the middle 
classes, but little in the lower classes. The rela­
tive failure of genetic and physiological variables 
in these classes suggest that economic and social 
deprivation are more critical in explaining,crime in 
the lower classes. The middle class criminal seems 
to be more genetically and physiologically predisposed 
(Mednick and Christiansen, 1977, p.x). 

While the findings ~eported above do not constitut~a model of crime 

causation, they do alert us to the importance of incorporating variables 

which reflect genetic and physiological factors in our models of criminal 

causation. Given the overwhelming preponderance of lower class individuals 

among correctional teleasees .. however~ .we should not be too surprised if these 

variables prove not to be significantly' related to post-release criminal ~ehavior. " 

,.? Assessment. of Alternative Models of Criminal Behavior 

In this section, we will assess the models described in Section 1 and the 

criteria listed 'In Table 4: completeness; universality; transferability; 

explanatory powers; data availability and understandability. Table 5 contains 

our evaluation 'using these criteria. As can be seen in this table,. no single 

----;. 



COMPLETENESS: 

Thorough 

Moderately 

-
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TABLE 4 

Criteria for Assessing Alternative Theoretical 
Models of Criminal Behavior 

Does the model provide a thorough theoretical explanation of 
the particular outcome? 

- The model provides a theoretically complete explanation of 
the outcome. 

Thorough The model provides a moderately complete explanation of the 
outcome. 

Unacceptable- The model provides little insight into the oytcome. 

UNIVERSALITY: 

High 

Moderate 

Low 

\\~\ 

Is the model appropriate for national as well as local level 
outcome assessment? 

\'1 

- The model can be used for both local level and national 
outcome assessment. 

- The model, is appropriate for the national or loca.l level 
but not both.' , 

- The model is appropriate only for local level assessment. 

TRANSFERABILITY: Can the model b~ used for more than one major outcome measure? 

High 
Moderate 
Low 

- The model provides insi'ght for a number of major outcome measures. 
The model provides insight for few major outcome measures. 

- The model provides little insight for major outcome measures. 

EXPLANATORY POWERS: How well does the model explain individual differences in 
outcome measures? 

High 

Moderate 

Low 

Empirical tests indicate that the model, explains the outcome 
measure relatively well. 
Empirical tests indicate that the model explains the outcome 
measure only partially. ,c-' • 

- Empirical tests indicate that the model explains the outcome 
measure poorly. ' 

{~. 

DATA AVAILABILITY: Are the data currectly available to estimate the model? 
Are or could the data for the model be collected at the 
national level? If data are not available, how difficult 
would it be to 'institutionalize the data collection pro­
cedures to regularly generate the data needed? 

" , 
., I 
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TABLE 4 
(continued) 

High Data are now generally available and are or could be generated 
at the national level. ' 

Moderate -- Data are not now availabl~, but data collection could be rela­
tively easily institutionalized. 

Low - Data would only be available with specialized collection efforts. 

UNDERSTANDABILITY: Does the model make intuitive sense? Can it be understood 
by practitioners and the concerned public? 

High - The model can be relatively easily explained to the non-specialist. 
Moderat,~-f)- The non-specialist can at least intuitively understand the model. 
Low < ", The model would be difficult if not impossible to explain to thQ 

non-specialist. ~ 
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~ Cultural ,odel Deviance 
Criteria. Theory 

" 
Completeness Moderate 

Explanatory Moderate 
Power 

Universqlity Moderate 
\\ 

Trahe.fer- Moderate 
abili ty 
~\ 

Data Moderate 
Availabil ity to 

1/ Low 

Understand- High 
ability, ,', 
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TABLE 5 

Assessment of Alternative Models of Criminal Behavior 

\ 

I 
. " -

Strain SYmbolic Control '\ Label i ng Radical 
Theory Interactionist Theory Theory Theory 

Theory, 
;) 

0 

. 

Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate Mocerate 
,. 

to ;to to to 0 to 
Unacceptable Unacceptable Unacceptable Unacceptable Unacceptab le 

). 

, 
',' 

Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate 
to to to to to 

"Low .Low Low Low Low 
., 

Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate 

Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate Moderate 
to 

Low " ", 

Moderate Low Moderate Moderate Low 
to 

~I" -

" to ' to " 
Low Low Low 

High High High High 
" 

High 

Ii 

" 
.-. "_.- '-~ ~.-.-- - ,- . 
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model attains consistently high ratings. We feel that this is mainly due to 

the fact that the theories surveyed, tended to be developed within a given 

discipline. Further, different models are designed to explain different types of 

crime. For example, psychological and physiological/genetic models seem best 

adapted to explain crimes of violence. while economic models are best adapted to 

property offenses. 

3. Empirical Work on the Detenninants of Post-Release Criminal Behavior 
-- - -. • - .:....:;;..::...::-...:..~=:..:;;. --'-----'-=-'-'-

There is a vast literature which has empirically explored the determinants 

of post-release criminal behavior. Fortunately, Service (1972) and Monahan (1980a) 

provide surveys of this literature. Table 6 lists the factors Monahan found to 

be important in individual research. Service and others working with aggregate 

as well as individual data (See Blumstein, Cohen, & Nagin, 1978; and Gillespie, ~ 

1975 for surveys) suggest that some additional variables have been found to be 

related to post-release criminal behavior: (I) age at first arrest; (2) type 

of release (e.g.,parole, half-way house, unconditional); (3) type and quality of 

correctional program participated in; (4) length 9f term served before release; 

(5) family stability, values and activities; and (6) the effectiveness of the 

criminal justice system. 

(15) 

TABLE 6 

Factors Predictive of Future Criminal Conduct 

I. Prior Criminal Convictions 

1. Recent convictions 
2. Remote contictions 
3. Type of crime 

II. Supplemental Indices of Prior Criminal Behavior 

4. Arrests not leading to convictions 
5. Prison misconduct 

III. Indices of Juvenile Crime 

6. Juvenile arrests 
7. Juvenile adjudications 

IV. Indices of Criminal-Type Behavior Processed Through the Mental Health System 

8. Civil commitments for IIdangerous ll behavior 
9. Quasi-criminal commitments such as mentally disordered sex offender 

V. Social Attributes 

10. Socioeconomic status 
II. Employment stability 
12. Educational attainment 
13. Opiate or alcohol use 
14. Resi denti al stabi lity 
15., Marital status 

VI. • 1\\ 
810 bgical Attributes 

16. Current age .. 
~ 

17. Gender 
18. Race/ethnicity 
19. IQ 

Source:' Monahan (1980(0 
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4. An Eclectic Model of Post-Release Criminality 

. ht of Section 1 with the empirical results By combining the theoretical inslg s 

3, We arrive at the following model of the level and briefly previewed in, Section 

type of post-release criminali.behavior. Note that the theory or theories which wo~ld 

suggest the inclusion of each variable is indicated in parenthesis after the 

variable. 

Level and Type of 
Post-Release 
Criminal Behavior 

= f(family stability, perhaps measu:ed ~y 
marital status or changes thereln, Job 
and residential stability (Control Theory, 
Strain Theory, Social Learning Theory); 
family values and activities (Psychoa­
nalytic Theory, Soc~a~ Learning Theory, 
Control Theory); crlmlnal rec~rd (Cul­
tural Deviance Theory, Symbollc Inter-. 
actionist Theory, Labeling Theory, Soclal 
Learni ng Theory ~ Economi c Theory ~., mental 
health commitments (Psychoanalytlc Theory, 
Criminal.Types, Labeling ~heory, ~ome 
biological research); socloecon~m'c sta­
tus perhaps meas~red by occupatlon, wages 
educational attalnment, and emplo~ent . 
stability as a measure of work.satls­
faction (Strain Theory, SymbollC Inte~­
actionist Theory, Control Theory, Socl~l 
Learning Theory, Stress Theory, Economlc 
Theory); opia'te or alcohol ~bu~e (Cul­
tural Devianc:e Theory, Straln lheory., 
Symbolic Interaction~st Thoery, Control 
Theory, Social Learnlng Theory~ some 
biological research); age (Cultural .. 
Deviance Theory, Control Theor~, Cr~mlnal 
Types, Economic Theory, some blOlogl-
cal research); sex (Control Theory, 
Criminal Types); race (Cultural Dev: 
iance Theory, Strain Theory, Symbollc 
Interactionist Theory, Control. Theory, 
Social Learning Theory, Stress -Theory, 
Economic Theory); IQ (Strain Theory, 
Labeling Theory, Criminal Types, S~ress 
Theory, Economic Theory); age at flrst 
arrest (Cultural Deviance Theory, Sym-
bo 1 i c Interact ion i st Theory" Control Theory, 
Labeling Theory, Social .Learning Theory); 

(17) 

type ,of release (Cu ltura 1 Devi ance 
Theory, Strain Theory, S~mbolic Inter­
actionist Theory, Control Theory, Social 
Learning Theory, Stress Theory); type 
and quality of correctional programs 
(different theories appropriate for dif­
ferent types of programs), length of 
time served before release (Cultural 
Deviance Theory, Strain Theory, Sym­
bolic Interactionist Theory, Control 
Theory, Labeling Theory, Social Learning 
Theory, Stress Theory, Economic Theory); 
genetic and physiological factors (bio­
logical research); and the environment 
in which the individual currently finds 
her or himself (Social Learning Theory, 
Radical Theory). 

The last item has not, as far as weare aware, been used in previous at-

tempts to empiri.cally model post-release criminal behavior. However, the 

importance of the "current situation" to behavior has been stressed by a number 

of psychologists and psychiatrists (Monahan, 1978; American Psychiatric 

Association, 1974). It would be very interesting to include at least crude 

measures of situational factors,. If situational f~ctors are important, altering 
., such factors could be a major activity of probation and parole officers and 

community treatment centers. 

5. Sumrnar~ and Conclusions 

In this paper, we have surveyed theories of crime causation developed by 

sociologists, psychologists, and economists. In addition, we briefly reviewed 
" 

recent research on the association between genetic and phYSiological factors and 

criminality. Our assessment of these various theories indicated that no theory 

received consistently high ratings, rather, all theories appeared to only par­

tially explain the level and type of criminal activity which an individual 
undertakes. 
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-
To supplement our theoretical survey, we reviewed empirical work which 

has explored the determinants of post-release criminal activity. This work 

has been largely atheoretical, although many variables found to be signifi­

cantly related to criminality could be justified by one or more theories. 

In Section 4, we combined the insights of theoretical and empirical work to 

develop an eclectic model of the level \\and type of post-release criminal 
II 
I' 

activity. This model suggests that the\IJevel and type of post-release criminal 

activity in which aD individual will engage will depend upon: (1) family exper­

iences as a child; (2) genetic and physiological factors (e.g.,IQ, autonomic 

nervous system functi oni ng, suscepti bi 1 i ty and attracti onto drugs, 'phys i cal 

size); (3) peer group norms (provided in part by previous criminal record and 

ext~nt of alcohol and drug use); (4) emotional, social , and psychological stabi­

lity (perhaps provided by residential, family and job stability); (5) success 

at legal pursuits (provided in part by marital status, occupation and wages); 

(6) age; (7) sex; (8) race; (9) type of release; (10) type and quality of 

correctional programs; (11) length of time served before release; (12) the 

effectiveness of the crimina, justice system; and,(13) the immediate environ­

ment in which an individual finds her or himself. 

i' , . 
i',· I) 
L 
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FOOTNOTE 

1. App~rent~y ins~ders perceive a similar tendency: "With the rise of the 
Soclo~oglcal.vlew, there was a corresponding decline in testability, 
especlally wlth reference to the characteristics of the offender and 
~here followed a lengthy period of theoretical development virtu~llY 
wdependent of research" (Hirschi and Rudisi'll, 1976, p.14). 

, 
~ i 
I 
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