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Criminal offenders in the United States typically forfeit voting rights
as a collateral consequence of their felony convictions. This article
analyzes the origins and development of these state felon disenfranchisement provisions. Because these laws tend to dilute the voting strength of racial minorities, we build on theories of group threat
to test whether racial threat influenced their passage. Many felon
voting bans were passed in the late 1860s and 1870s, when implementation of the Fifteenth Amendment and its extension of voting
rights to African-Americans were ardently contested. We find that
large nonwhite prison populations increase the odds of passing restrictive laws, and, further, that prison and state racial composition
may be linked to the adoption of reenfranchisement reforms. These
findings are important for understanding restrictions on the civil
rights of citizens convicted of crime and, more generally, the role of
racial conflict in American political development.
Punishment for felony-level crimes in the United States generally carries
collateral consequences, including temporary or permanent voting restric1
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tions. These felon disenfranchisement provisions have a significant collective impact. In the most recent presidential election, for example, an
estimated 4.7 million people were disenfranchised owing to a felony conviction (Uggen and Manza 2002), representing “the largest single group
of American citizens who are barred by law from participating in elections” (Keyssar 2000, p. 308).
If citizenship and the right to vote are truly “the essence of a democratic
society,” as the Supreme Court once declared (Reynolds v. Sims, 377 U.S.
533, 555 [1964]), then the forces driving adoption of disenfranchisement
laws take on great importance for understanding the limits of citizenship
rights in America. Voting rights in the United States before the Civil War
had generally been limited to white males. The struggle to extend the
franchise to all citizens, most notably to racial minorities and women,
was a contested and protracted process (McCammon, Campbell, Granberg
and Mowery 2001). By the mid-1960s, most of the legal barriers to political
participation for U.S. citizens had fallen (Keyssar 2000). As one of the
few remaining restrictions on the right to vote, felon voting bans stand
out; indeed, the rapid increase in felon disenfranchisement rates since the
early 1970s constitutes a rare example of significant disenfranchisement
in an era of worldwide expansion of democratic rights (Uggen and Manza
2002). Today, the United States is conspicuous among advanced industrial
societies for its unusually restrictive voting rules for felons (Allard and
Mauer 1999; Demleitner 2000; Ewald 2003; Fellner and Mauer 1998).
Felon disenfranchisement laws are “race neutral” on their face, but in
the United States race is clearly tied to criminal punishment: AfricanAmerican imprisonment rates have consistently exceeded white rates since
at least the Civil War era (U.S. Department of Commerce 1882) and
remain approximately seven times higher than rates among whites today
(U.S. Department of Justice 2002). Given the pronounced racial disparities
in criminal justice, some legal theorists have offered race as a factor
driving the initial adoption and unusual persistence of felon voting bans
(e.g., Fletcher 1999; Harvey 1994; Hench 1998; Shapiro 1993). In particular, the prospective enfranchising of racial minorities during the Reconstruction period (with the adoption of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth
amendments in 1868 and 1870) threatened to shift the balance of power
among racial groups in the United States, engendering a particularly
strong backlash not only in the South (see Foner 1988; Kousser 1974) but
in the North as well (see Mendelberg 2001, chap. 2). One instance of this
backlash, as established by a long line of research, is the connection that
lynching and racial violence has to political and economic competition
during this period (Olzak 1990; 1992, chap. 7; Soule 1992; Tolnay and
Beck 1995). The simultaneous expansion of voting restrictions for criminal
offenders in the period following the Reconstruction amendments may
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thus provide an important clue to the origins of these laws, but this idea
has not yet been subject to systematic examination.
Most studies of felon disenfranchisement laws address either their current impact or their moral and philosophical underpinnings (e.g., Allard
and Mauer 1999; Clegg 2001; Ewald 2002; Fellner and Mauer 1998; Manfredi 1998; Pettus 2002; Uggen and Manza 2002). While many have noted
the unusual origins and historical trajectories of these laws, virtually no
empirical research has attempted to identify the conditions—whether racial or nonracial—that have driven their passage (see Keyssar [2000, pp.
62–63, 162–63] for a brief and rare exception). In general, we lack both
case studies and comparative-historical analyses of the adoption of disenfranchisement laws.2 This article begins to fill the void, developing the
first systematic analysis of the origins and evolution of felon disenfranchisement laws across the states. We begin with an overview of the history
of felon disenfranchisement and introduce results of a historical survey
of laws passed by each state. We then outline the three varieties of racialthreat theory that we test in the article. The next part describes our
measurement and modeling strategy. Subsequently we present our substantive results, including analyses of both the adoption of disenfranchisement laws throughout the entire period under consideration and the
sources of the liberalization of state laws since 1940. The final part discusses the scientific and policy implications of these findings.

CITIZENSHIP, RACE, AND THE LAW

The United States Constitution of 1787 neither granted nor denied anyone
the right to vote. Over time, states granted suffrage to certain groups and
erected barriers to prevent other groups from voting. African-Americans
were not considered legal citizens of the United States until 1868, when
the Fourteenth Amendment defined a “national citizenship” (Wang 1997,
p. 28). Two years later, the Fifteenth Amendment prohibited the denial
of suffrage to citizens “on account of race, color, or previous condition of
servitude,” thus extending the franchise to black men. Nevertheless, violent suppression of the black vote during Reconstruction combined with
weak federal enforcement thereafter, and the eventual adoption of a variety of disenfranchising measures by Southern states after 1890, prevented most African-Americans from voting in the South. It was not until
2

Others have observed this large hole in the existing literature. Ewald (2002, p. 1065),
e.g., notes, “There is very little scholarship on the practice [of felon disenfranchisement]
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,” while Shapiro (1993, p. 146)
asserts “studies of state legislatures’ reform and/or repeal of criminal disenfranchisement laws do not exist.”
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the 1965 passage of the Voting Rights Act (which effectively eliminated
state voting restrictions that undermined the Fifteenth Amendment with
the intent to diminish the voting rights of African-Americans) that near
universal suffrage was finally assured (Keyssar 2000; Kousser 1999).
Even as the pool of eligible voters expanded after the Civil War to
include a wider range of people—women with the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment in 1920 and people ages 18 to 20 with the passage of
the Twenty-sixth Amendment in 1971—criminal offenders have generally
been excluded. Section 2 of the Fourteenth Amendment, which was passed
in 1868, specified that states would lose congressional representation if
they denied males the right to vote, “except for participation in rebellion,
or other crime.” In light of this phrase, the U.S. Supreme Court upheld
felon disenfranchisement measures in Richardson v. Ramirez (418 U.S.
24 [1974]), interpreting such voting bans as an “affirmative sanction” (p.
54) consistent with the intent of the Fourteenth Amendment. While offenders retain their status as U.S. citizens, they cannot vote, and they
forfeit many other civil rights as collateral consequences of their felony
conviction (Mauer and Chesney-Lind 2002; Olivares, Burton, and Cullen
1997). States thus exercise a form of internal closure (Booth 1997) against
felons, distinguishing those “fit to possess the rights of citizenship” from
other members of society (Keyssar 2000, p. 163).
Criminal disenfranchisement has an extensive history in English, European, and Roman law, where it was thought to offer both retribution
and a deterrent to future offending (see, e.g., Ewald 2002; Itzkowitz and
Oldak 1973; Pettus 2002). Nevertheless, no other contemporary democracy
disenfranchises felons to the same extent, or in the same manner, as the
United States (Fellner and Mauer 1998).3 Currently, 48 U.S. states disenfranchise incarcerated felons and 14 states disenfranchise at least some
ex-felons who have completed their sentences (Fellner and Mauer 1998;
Uggen and Manza 2002). Table 1 shows a summary of state laws passed
as of December 31, 2002.
3

Most countries have more narrowly tailored disenfranchisement laws. To our knowledge, the United States is the only nation with broad ex-felon voting bans that extend
to all former felons in several states. A few nations, such as Finland and New Zealand,
disenfranchise for a few years beyond completion of sentence but only for election
offenses (Fellner and Mauer 1998). In Germany, a judge may impose disenfranchisement for certain offenses, such as treason, but only for a maximum of five years
(Demleitner 2000). France excludes from suffrage only those convicted of election
offenses and abuse of public power. Ireland and Spain both allow prisoners to vote,
and in Australia a mobile polling staff visits prisons so that inmates may vote (Australian Electoral Commission 2001). In 1999, South Africa’s highest court ruled that
prison inmates had the right to vote (Allard and Mauer 1999), and in October 2002
the Supreme Court of Canada ruled that prison inmates may vote in federal elections
(Sauvé v. Canada, 2002 S.C.C. 68 [2002]).
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TABLE 1
Summary of State Felon Disenfranchisement Laws at Year’s End, 2002
Felons Disenfranchised

N

States

None
Prison inmates

2
14

Maine, Vermont
Hawaii, Illinois, Indiana, Louisiana, Massachusetts, Michigan, Montana, New
Hampshire, North Dakota, Ohio,
Oregon, Pennsylvania, South Dakota,
Utah
California, Colorado, Connecticut,* Kansas, New York
Alaska, Arkansas, Georgia, Idaho, Minnesota, Missouri, New Jersey, New Mexico,† North Carolina, Oklahoma, Rhode
Island, South Carolina, Texas, West Virginia, Wisconsin
Alabama, Arizona, Delaware, Florida,
Iowa, Kentucky, Maryland, Mississippi,
Nebraska, Nevada, Tennessee, Virginia,
Washington, Wyoming

Prison inmates and parolees

5

Prison inmates, parolees, and
probationers

15

Prison inmates, parolees, probationers, and some or all
ex-felons‡

14

* Connecticut changed its law in 2001 to allow felony probationers to vote.
†
New Mexico changed its law in 2001 to automatically restore voting rights upon completion of
sentence.
‡
While many states have clemency procedures to restore voting rights, most are cumbersome and
infrequently used (Fellner and Mauer 1998, p. 5).

American disenfranchisement laws date to colonial times; some states
began writing restrictive provisions into their constitutions in the late 18th
century. Most state constitutions explicitly gave their legislatures the
power to pass laws disenfranchising criminals. Early U.S. disenfranchisement laws drew upon European models and were generally limited to a
few specific offenses (Ewald 2002). Over time, states expanded the scope
of such laws to include all felonies, often citing a rationale to “preserve
the purity of the ballot box” (Washington v. State, 75 Ala. 582, 585 [1884]).
Many states enacted felon disenfranchisement provisions in the aftermath
of the Civil War. Such laws diluted the voting strength of newly enfranchised racial minority groups, particularly in the Deep South but in the
North as well (Fellner and Mauer 1998; Harvey 1994; Hench 1998). Felon
voting restrictions were the first widespread set of legal disenfranchisement measures that would be imposed on African-Americans, although
violence and intimidation against prospective African-American voters
were also common (Kousser 1974). Other legal barriers, such as poll taxes,
literacy tests, “grandfather” clauses, discriminatory registration requirements, and white-only primaries, would follow at a later date. (Most of
these measures were not adopted until after 1890 [Perman 2001; Redding
2003].)
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Table 2 details the key legal changes in state disenfranchisement laws.4
We gathered information about these laws by examining the elector qualifications and consequences of felony convictions as specified in state constitutions and statutes. We located the information by first examining the
state constitutions and legislative histories reported by those states that
incorporate such information into their statutory codebooks. For other
states, we consulted earlier codebooks that referred specifically to voting
laws, all of which are archived at the University of Minnesota and Northwestern University law libraries.
Figure 1 provides a visual display of the broad historical pattern of
felon disenfranchisement, showing the percentage of states with any felon
voting restriction and the percentage of states disenfranchising ex-felons
at the end of each decade (adapted from survival distributions available
from the authors). Whereas only 35% of states had a broad felon disenfranchisement law in 1850, fully 96% had such a law by 2002, when only
Maine and Vermont had yet to restrict felon voting rights. As the figure
shows, the 1860s and 1870s are marked by greater disenfranchisement as
well as by the adoption of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth amendments. A
period of fewer changes followed before another wave of restrictions began
in 1889. After the turn of the century, there were fewer restrictive changes,
although a number of newer states adopted disenfranchisement measures
with their first state constitution.
The most restrictive form of felon disenfranchisement a state can adopt
is that which disenfranchises ex-felons. These laws ban voting, often indefinitely, even after successful completion of probation, parole, or prison
sentences. Over one-third of states disenfranchised ex-felons in 1850 and,
as figure 1 illustrates, three-fourths of states disenfranchised ex-felons by
1920. This level of ex-felon disenfranchisement changed little throughout
the next half century until many states removed these restrictions in the
1960s and 1970s, restoring voting rights to some or all ex-felons. No state
has passed a broad ex-felon disenfranchisement law since Hawaii did so
with statehood in 1959 (later amended to disenfranchise only prison
inmates).5

4

See Keyssar (2000, pp. 376–86) for a slightly different, independently developed analysis of state felon disenfranchisement laws, and criminal disenfranchisement in general,
for the period from 1870 to 1920. We are indebted to Kendra Schiffman for research
assistance in tracking down these often difficult to locate legal details.
5
For a short time in the 1990s, Pennsylvania instituted a five-year waiting period
before prison releasees were permitted to register to vote.
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TABLE 2
Origins of and Changes to State Felon Disenfranchisement Laws*

State

Alabama . . . . . . . . . . . .
Alaska . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Arizona . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Arkansas . . . . . . . . . . .
California . . . . . . . . . .
Colorado . . . . . . . . . . .
Connecticut . . . . . . . .
Delaware . . . . . . . . . . .
Florida . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Georgia . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Hawaii . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Idaho . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Illinois . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Indiana . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Iowa . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Kansas . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Kentucky . . . . . . . . . . .
Louisiana . . . . . . . . . . .
Maine . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Maryland . . . . . . . . . . .
Massachusetts . . . . . .
Michigan . . . . . . . . . . .
Minnesota . . . . . . . . . .
Mississippi . . . . . . . . .
Missouri . . . . . . . . . . . .
Montana . . . . . . . . . . . .
Nebraska . . . . . . . . . . .
Nevada . . . . . . . . . . . . .
New Hampshire . . .
New Jersey . . . . . . . . .
New Mexico . . . . . . .
New York . . . . . . . . . .
North Carolina . . . .
North Dakota . . . . . .
Ohio . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Oklahoma . . . . . . . . . .
Oregon . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Pennsylvania . . . . . . .
Rhode Island . . . . . . .
South Carolina . . . .
South Dakota . . . . . .
Tennessee . . . . . . . . . . .
Texas . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Utah . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Vermont . . . . . . . . . . . .
Virginia . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Year of
Statehood

Year of First Felon
Disenfranchisement Law†‡

1819
1959
1912
1836
1849
1876
1788
1787
1845
1788
1959
1890
1818
1816
1846
1861
1792
1812
1820
1788
1788
1837
1858
1817
1821
1889
1867
1864
1788
1787
1912
1788
1789
1889
1803
1907
1859
1787
1790
1788
1889
1796
1845
1896
1791
1788

1867k
1959#
1912#
1868
1849#
1876#
1818
1831
1868k
1868
1959#
1890#
1870k
1852k
1846#
1859#
1851k
1845k
1851
2000
1963
1857#
1868
1875k
1909
1875
1864#
1967
1844
1911#
1847
1876
1889#
1835k
1907#
1859#
1860
1841
1868
1889#
1871
1869k
1998
1830k

Major Amendments‡§

1994
1978
1964
1972
1993, 1997
1975, 2001
2000
1885
1983
1968
1972
1970, 1973
1881
1969
1975, 1976
1957, 2002

1962
1969

1948
2001
1976
1970, 1971, 1973
1973, 1979
1974
1961,
1968,
1973
1895,
1967
1986
1876,

1975, 1999
1995, 2000
1981

1983, 1997
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TABLE 2 (Continued)

State

Washington . . . . . . . .
West Virginia . . . . . .
Wisconsin . . . . . . . . . .
Wyoming . . . . . . . . . . .

Year of
Statehood

1889
1863
1848
1890

Year of First Felon
Disenfranchisement Law†‡
#

1889
1863#
1848#
1890#

Major Amendments‡§

1984
1947

* Based on authors’ canvass of state constitutional and statutory histories through 2002; full details
available upon request.
†
Many states disenfranchised for specific crimes before amending laws to disenfranchise for all felony
convictions.
‡
Years listed are according to the year of legal change rather than to the year the change became
effective.
§
“Major” amendments are those that have changed which groups of felons are disenfranchised. Most
states have changed the wording of disenfranchisement laws in ways that generally do not affect who
is disenfranchised.
k
The first state constitution gave the state legislature the power to restrict suffrage for criminal activity.
#
Disenfranchisement of felons was instituted at time of statehood.

How Might Race Affect the Adoption of Felon Disenfranchisement
Laws?
Drawing from the literatures on ethnic competition and criminal justice,
we consider several possible ways in which racial factors, especially perceived racial threat from African-Americans, may be associated with felon
voting law changes. Two questions are especially important. First, felon
disenfranchisement laws are formally race neutral: all felons, or those
falling into certain offense categories, are disenfranchised, not only
African-Americans. Does the historical record suggest a plausible link
between the laws and racial concerns at any point in time? Second, the
politics of race have shifted drastically during the past 150 years. Can a
single model of racial conflict account for political change over the entire
period?
In the wake of the Civil War, states and municipalities enacted a wide
range of Black Codes and later Jim Crow laws to minimize the political
power of newly enfranchised African-Americans (Woodward 2001). While
existing scholarship has rarely addressed the origins of felon voting bans,
there are extensive literatures on the origins of general disenfranchisement
measures. One classical debate has concerned the social forces driving the
legal disenfranchisement of African-Americans after 1890 in the South.
The predominant interpretation has been that white Democrats from
“black belt” regions with large African-American populations led the fight
for systematic disenfranchisement in the face of regional political threat
(Key [1949] 1964; Kousser 1974; Woodward 1951), although more recent
examinations have identified a number of cases that do not fit this pattern
(Perman 2001). Racial violence, in particular the factors driving lynching,
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has also been the subject of thorough investigation. For example, some
national-level studies report links between lynching and racial competition
over political power (e.g., Olzak 1992, chap. 7), although other investigations (using county-level information) have not found the same effects
(see Soule 1992; Tolnay and Beck 1995, chap. 6). Most of these studies
have also found important impacts of general political-economic conditions, such as the dynamics of the Southern cotton economy, on racial
violence and related outcomes (Tolnay and Beck 1995; see also James
1988).
The existing social science literature on the politics of criminal justice
has produced conflicting results about the role of race in driving policy
change. Research by Jacobs and Helms (1996, 1997) on prison admissions
and police strength finds little racial impact, while the same authors’
recent study of overall spending on social control finds that criminaljustice-system expenditures are responsive to racial threat (Jacobs and
Helms 1999). Several city-level studies of police strength also report race
effects (e.g., Jackson 1989; Liska, Lawrence, and Benson 1981). Myers’s
(1990, 1998) examination of racial disparities in prison admissions, sentencing, and release rates in Georgia between 1870 and 1940 finds modest
support for racial competition explanations, in addition to the effects of
economic factors such as cotton prices and industrialization. Overall, the
existing research provides at best a mixed picture about the role of racial
threat in shaping criminal justice policy. Most studies with appropriate
statistical controls, however, focus on recent years rather than on the long
historical period covered by this article.
Of course, racism and racial threats change shape over time. During
the 19th and first half of the 20th centuries, advocacy of racial segregation
and the superiority of whites was both widespread and explicit (see Mendelberg 2001, chap. 2). The Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Voting Rights
Act of 1965, however, served as an “authoritative legal and political rebuke
of the Jim Crow social order” (Bobo and Smith 1998, p. 209) and fundamentally reshaped the law of democracy in the United States (Issacharoff, Karlan, and Pildes 1998; Kousser 1999). Nevertheless, in spite of
the changes inaugurated by the “second reconstruction” of the 1960s, a
number of scholars have argued that racial influence on policy making
persists (see, e.g., Gilens 1999; Manza 2000). The institutional legacies of
slavery and Jim Crow reverberate to the present in a decentralized polity
and through path-dependent and policy feedback processes (see, e.g.,
Brown 1999; Goldfield 1997; Lieberman 1998; Quadagno 1994). Whereas
structural and economic changes have reduced the social acceptability of
explicit racial bias, current “race-neutral” language and policies remain
socially and culturally embedded in the discriminatory actions of the past
(Gilens 1999; Mendelberg 2001; Quadagno 1994).
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Bobo and Smith (1998) characterize this historical process as a shift
from “Jim Crow racism” to “laissez-faire racism.” The latter is based on
notions of cultural rather than biological inferiority, illustrated by persistent negative stereotyping, a tendency to blame African-Americans for
racial gaps in socioeconomic standing (and, arguably, criminal punishment), and resistance to strong policy efforts to combat racist social institutions (see also Bobo, Kluegel, and Smith 1997; Kinder and Sanders
1996; Mendelberg 2001; Schuman, Steeh, Bobo, and Krysan 1997). In the
case of race and crime, the institutionalization of large racial disparities
in criminal punishment both reflects and reinforces tacit stereotypes about
young African-American men that are intensified through media coverage
(Entman and Rojecki 2000, chap. 5; Hurwitz and Peffley 1997; cf. Gilens
1999 and Quadagno 1994 on welfare).
The transition from the racism evident in the Jim Crow era to more
modern forms can be seen in the discourse surrounding suffrage and the
disenfranchisement of felons. Table 3 provides examples of the two modes
of racial framing. The left side of the table presents examples of rhetoric
on race and disenfranchisement in the Jim Crow era. Although the 1894
excerpt from a South Carolina newspaper does not specifically address
felon disenfranchisement, it makes a clear racial appeal for suffrage restrictions. As Tindall (1949, p. 224) points out, South Carolina’s Democratic leadership spread word that “the potential colored voting population
of the state was about forty thousand more than the white” to push for
a state constitutional convention to change the state’s suffrage laws. When
the convention was held in 1895, South Carolina expanded its disenfranchisement law to include ex-felons.
The 1896 excerpt is taken from the Supreme Court of Mississippi, which
upheld the state’s disenfranchisement law (Ratliff v. Beale, 74 Miss. 247
[1896]) while acknowledging the racist intent of its constitutional convention. The state obstructed exercise of the franchise by targeting “certain
peculiarities of habit, of temperament, and of character” thought to distinguish African-Americans from whites. The U.S. Supreme Court later
cited this Mississippi decision, maintaining that the law only took advantage of “the alleged characteristics of the negro race” and reached both
“weak and vicious white men as well as weak and vicious black men”
(Williams v. Mississippi, 170 U.S. 213, 222 [1898]).
The other excerpts from the Jim Crow era are taken from Alabama’s
1901 Constitutional Convention, which altered that state’s felon disenfranchisement law to include all crimes of “moral turpitude,” applying to
misdemeanors and even to acts not punishable by law (Pippin v. State,
197 Ala. 613 [1916]). In his opening address, John B. Knox, president of
the all-white convention, justified “manipulation of the ballot” to avert
“the menace of negro domination” (Alabama 1901, p. 12). John Field
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Jim Crow Era

Modern Era

1894: “Fortunately, the opportunity is offered the white people
of the State in the coming election to obviate all future danger
and fortify the Anglo-Saxon civilization against every assault
from within and without, and that is the calling of a constitutional convention to deal with the all important question of
suffrage.”—Daily Register, Columbia, South Carolina, October
10, 1894.

1985: “Felons are not disenfranchised based on any immutable
characteristic, such as race, but on their conscious decision to
commit an act for which they assume the risks of detection
and punishment. The law presumes that all men know its
sanctions. Accordingly, the performance of a felonious act carries with it the perpetrator’s decision to risk disenfranchisement in pursuit of the fruits of his misdeed”—U.S. District
Court in Tennessee (Wesley v. Collins, 605 F. Supp. at 813) upholding the state’s disenfranchisement law.
2001: “If it’s blacks losing the right to vote, then they have to
quit committing crimes. We are not punishing the criminal. We
are punishing conduct. . . . You need to tell people to stop
committing crimes and not feel sorry for those who do.”—Rep.
John Graham Altman (R-Charleston) advocating a more restrictive felon disenfranchisement provision in South Carolina
(Wise 2001a).

1896: “The [constitutional] convention swept the circle of expedients to obstruct the exercise of the franchise by the negro
race. By reason of its previous condition of servitude and dependence, this race had acquired or accentuated certain peculiarities of habit, of temperament and of character, which
clearly distinguished it, as a race, from that of the whites—a
patient docile people, but careless, landless, and migratory
within narrow limits, without aforethought, and its criminal
members given rather to furtive offenses than to the robust
crimes of the whites. Restrained by the federal constitution
from discriminating against the negro race, the convention discriminated against its characteristics and the offenses to which
its weaker member were prone.”—Mississippi Supreme Court
(Ratliff v. Beale, 74 Miss. at 266–67) upholding the state’s disenfranchisement law.
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1901: “[In 1861], as now, the negro was the prominent factor in
the issue. . . . And what is it that we want to do? Why it is
within the limits imposed by the Federal Constitution, to establish white supremacy in this State. . . . The justification for
whatever manipulation of the ballot that has occurred in this
State has been the menace of negro domination. . . . These
provisions are justified in law and in morals, because it is said
that the negro is not discriminated against on account of his
race, but on account of his intellectual and moral condition.”—
John B. Knox, president of the Alabama Constitutional Convention of 1901, in his opening address. (See Alabama [1901],
pp. 9–15.)
1901: “The crime of wife-beating alone would disqualify sixty
percent of the Negroes.”—John Field Bunting (Shapiro 1993,
p. 541), who introduced the ordinance at the Constitutional
Convention to change Alabama’s disenfranchisement law.

Note.—All emphases added.

2002: “States have a significant interest in reserving the vote for
those who have abided by the social contract. . . . Those who
break our laws, should not dilute the vote of law-abiding citizens.”—Senator Mitch McConnell (R-Ky.) opposing a bill to
enfranchise all ex-felons for federal elections (U.S. Congress
2002, p. S802).

2002: “I think this Congress, with this little debate we are having on this bill, ought not to step in and, with a big sledge
hammer, smash something we have had from the beginning of
this country’s foundation—a set of election laws in every State
in America—and change those laws. To just up and do that is
disrespectful to them. . . . Each State has different standards
based on their moral evaluation, their legal evaluation, their
public interest in what they think is important in their
States.”—Senator Jeff Sessions (R-Ala.) agreeing with McConnell (U.S. Congress 2002, p. S803).
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Bunting, who introduced the new disenfranchisement law, clearly envisioned it as a mechanism to reduce African-American political power,
estimating that “the crime of wife-beating alone would disqualify sixty
percent of the Negroes” (Shapiro 1993, p. 541).
With the historical shift away from such overtly discriminatory laws
and discourse, felon disenfranchisement laws are now defended on raceneutral grounds. A United States District Court in Tennessee (noted in
table 3 under “Modern Era”) explicitly rejected race as a criterion, but
justified felon disenfranchisement based on individual criminal choice, or
the “conscious decision to commit an act for which they assume the risks
of detection and punishment” (Wesley v. Collins, 605 F. Supp. 802, 813
[M.D. Tenn. 1985]).6
In 2001, the South Carolina House of Representatives confronted the
issue of race directly in debating a bill to disenfranchise all felons for 15
years beyond their sentence—a proposed expansion of the current law,
which restores voting rights upon completion of sentence. After an opponent introduced an African-American ex-felon who would be harmed
by the change, one of the bill’s sponsors, John Graham Altman, distributed
an old newspaper article detailing the man’s crime, labeled “Democratic
poster boy for murderers’ right to vote.” One representative likened the
act to “Willie Horton race-baiting.” Altman, however, denied any racist
intent, stating, “If it’s blacks losing the right to vote, then they have to
quit committing crimes” (Wise 2001a, p. A3; Wise 2001b, p. B1).
A recent U.S. Senate measure to restore the ballot to all ex-felons in
federal elections also met opposition and was ultimately voted down in
February 2002. In opposing the bill, Republican Senator Mitch McConnell—himself a likely beneficiary of Kentucky’s strict disenfranchisement law in his first Senate election victory in 1984 (Uggen and Manza
2002)—invoked imagery of the most heinous criminals. McConnell stated
that “we are talking about rapists, murderers, robbers, and even terrorists
or spies,” before declaring that “those who break our laws should not

6

Courts have generally upheld state felon disenfranchisement laws, adhering to the
U.S. Supreme Court’s Ramirez decision (418 U.S. 24 [1974]). In a rare case acknowledging racist legislative intent, the Supreme Court struck down Alabama’s “moral
turpitude” law in 1985 (Hunter v. Underwood, 471 U.S. 222 [1985]). Of course, even
when a law has a disproportionately adverse effect on a racial group, intent of racial
discrimination is difficult to establish. To date, courts have rejected disparate impact
arguments that criminal justice system disparities alone constitute impermissible vote
dilution (Farrakhan v. Locke, 987 F. Supp. 1304 [E.D. Wash. 1997]; Wesley v. Collins,
605 F. Supp. 802 [M.D. Tenn. 1985]).
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dilute the vote of law-abiding citizens” (U.S. Congress 2002, p. S802).7
Arguments such as these shift the focus from historical efforts to dilute
the voting strength of racial minority groups to a concern with the vote
dilution of “law-abiding citizens.” Senator Jeff Sessions drew upon a traditional states’ rights discourse—long associated with implicit racial appeals—in defending ex-felon disenfranchisement: “Each State has different standards based on their moral evaluation, their legal evaluation, their
public interest” (U.S. Congress 2002, p. S803). Many interpret such statements as representing modern or laissez-faire racism; they appear to accept
a legacy of historical racial discrimination uncritically and to oppose reforms by appealing to the legal and popular foundations of a system
devised to benefit whites during the slavery and Jim Crow eras (see, e.g.,
Mendelberg 2001).
Conceptual Models of Racial Threat and Ballot Restrictions on
Criminal Offenders
Sociological theories of racial or ethnic threat (Blalock 1967; Blumer 1958;
Bonacich 1972) provide one avenue for explaining how racial dynamics
shape policy-making processes, such as those surrounding felon disenfranchisement. There are several distinct conceptions of racial threat emphasizing, to varying degrees, economic competition, relative group size,
and political power. Each has implications for operationalizing and testing
the influence of racial threat on felon disenfranchisement laws.
Most generally, conceptions of “racial” threat are a particular application of group threat theories, which suggest that in situations where
subordinate groups gain power at the expense of a dominant group, they
will be perceived as a threat by that group (Blalock 1967; Blumer 1958;
Bobo and Hutchings 1996; Olzak 1992; Quillian 1996). Actions against
minority groups may be triggered by the majority group perception that
a “sphere of group exclusiveness,” such as the political sphere, has been
broached (Blumer 1958, p. 4). In reaction, the majority group seeks to
diminish the threat. For example, whites may push for political restrictions
on racial minorities if they are concerned that these groups may mobilize
and take action against them. The response to perceived threat may be
to erect legal barriers, such as Jim Crow laws, and to institute other forms
of racial discrimination. By strategically narrowing the scope of the elec-

7

Offenders convicted of these crimes comprise a minority of the total felon population.
Based on correctional data for 2000, we estimate that approximately 22% of the total
state and federal prison population, and a far smaller share of the probation, parole,
and ex-felon populations, would fall into these offense categories (U.S. Department of
Justice 2000).
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torate, a dominant majority can use disenfranchisement to sap the political
strength of a minority group and diminish its threat to established social
structures.
Social psychological aspects of group threat may also be linked to felon
disenfranchisement. Race prejudice operates as a collective process,
whereby racial groups project negative images onto one another that
reinforce a sense of exclusiveness (Blumer 1958; Quillian 1996; Sears,
Sidanius, and Bobo 2000). One particularly salient image that may be
projected onto an ethnic or racial group is that of “criminal,” linking race
and crime in public consciousness. Regardless of the actual crime rate,
for example, the percentage of young African-American males in an area
is directly related to fear of crime among white residents, particularly
when whites perceive themselves to be racial minorities in their own
neighborhoods (Chiricos, Hogan, and Gertz 1997; Quillian and Pager
2001). Because such fears may trigger repressive or coercive responses
(Blumer 1958), some suggest that the disproportionate criminal punishment of nonwhites constitutes, in part, a reaction to racial threat (Heimer,
Stucky, and Lang 1999; Myers 1998). Currently, about 10% of the AfricanAmerican voting-age population is under correctional supervision, compared to approximately 2% of the white voting-age population (U.S. Bureau of Census 2001; U.S. Department of Justice 2001, 2002). Felon
disenfranchisement thus remains a potentially effective means to neutralize political threats from African-American voters.
Within the existing literature on racial group threat, two distinct theses
can be identified, and we advance a third, synthetic version. The most
common formulation traces racial threat to economic relationships between racial (or ethnic) groups (Bobo and Hutchings 1996; Bonacich 1972;
Giles and Evans 1985; Olzak 1992; Quillian 1995; Tolnay and Beck 1995).
Groups compete for material resources and the growth of a subordinate
group potentially threatens the economic positions of those in the dominant group. Levels of racial hostility may therefore be greater in places
where a dominant group has higher levels of economic marginality (e.g.,
Oliver and Mendelberg 2000; Quillian 1995).
Economic threat models, however, are potentially problematic in explaining the rise of felon voting restrictions. Disenfranchisement is situated
within the political realm, an area that has received comparatively little
attention in models of group threat. General models of racial antagonism
that emphasize a political power threat highlight the importance of the
size of subordinate groups within specific geographical contexts (see Fossett and Kiecolt 1989; Giles and Evans 1985; Quillian 1996; Taylor 1998).
As subordinate groups grow in (relative) size, they may be able to leverage
democratic political institutions to their advantage. Racial threats in the
political realm are potentially devastating to existing power relations be574
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cause the extension of suffrage formally equalizes individual members of
dominant and subordinate racial groups with respect to the ballot. Yet
racial threats in this domain are also more easily subdued by those in
positions of power. Legal disenfranchisement and informal barriers to
political participation offer a clear mechanism to neutralize racial threats
and maintain a racially stratified electorate.8
The findings of a number of studies are also consistent with the more
general view that the size of the racial minority population in a region
heightens white concerns. As noted above, research on perceptions of
crime has established a link to the perceived racial composition of neighborhoods and cities (see esp. Quillian and Pager 2001). When former Ku
Klux Klan leader David Duke sought one of Louisiana’s U.S. Senate seats
in 1990, white support for his campaign was greatest in parishes with the
largest African-American populations (Giles and Buckner 1993). Similarly,
the proportion of African-Americans in each parish heavily influenced
white registration with the Republican Party in Louisiana from 1975 and
1990 (Giles and Hertz 1994). Taylor (1998, 2000) also finds that traditional
white prejudice, and white opposition to public policies seeking to enhance
racial equality, swells with the proportion of the African-American
population.
In applying racial threat theories to the specific case of felon disenfranchisement, however, a third operationalization can also be considered:
the racial composition of the convicted felon population. Incarceration
may be considered a response to racial threat, in that consigning a high
proportion of African-Americans and other racial minorities to prison
reduces their imminent economic threat to whites (Heimer, Stucky, and
Lang 1999). Unless those imprisoned are also disenfranchised, however,
a political threat remains. Moreover, because felon voting laws only affect
those convicted of crime, prison racial composition is more proximally
related to felon disenfranchisement than is the racial distribution of the
general population. Thus, there may be a connection between the racial
composition of state prisons and state felon voting bans not captured by
the proportion of nonwhites in the total state population.

8

A second, more general problem with economic threat models is that they may overgeneralize from the economic to the political and cultural. Theories of symbolic racism
(Sears 1988; Sears and Funk 1991) or racial resentment (Kinder and Sanders 1996),
e.g., suggest that racial antagonisms toward blacks among white Americans are deeply
held and not simply reducible to economic conflict. Though these attitudes may remain
latent, they can be triggered by events such as the invocation of the name Willie
Horton by George Bush in the 1988 Presidential campaign (Mendelberg 2001).
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DATA, METHODS, AND MEASURES

To test whether, and how, racial threat influences the passage of restrictive
state felon disenfranchisement laws, we undertake an event history analysis that considers how the racial composition of state prisons and other
measures of racial threat affect these voting bans, net of timing, region,
economic conditions, political party power, and other state characteristics.
We use decennial state-level data taken primarily from historical censuses
from 1850 to 2000 (U.S. Department of Commerce 1853–1992; U.S. Bureau of Census 2001). We then conduct a parallel analysis of reenfranchisement to determine whether racial threat has played a continuing role
in the recent movement toward restoring the vote to ex-felons, using
annual state-level data from 1940 to 2002.

Independent Variables
We test all three of the racial threat models described above, within the
limits of the available data for this lengthy time period. To assess the
possibility that economic competition affects adoption of felon disenfranchisement laws, we include a measure of the rate of white male idleness
and unemployment in each state, drawing upon U.S. Census data from
the Integrated Public Use Microdata Series, or IPUMS (Ruggles and Sobek 1997) for the years 1850 to 1990. We derived this measure by dividing
the number of unemployed or idle (neither attending school nor participating in the labor force) white males ages 15–39 by the total white male
population ages 15–39. Because this indicator is subject to inconsistent
measurement over the long observation period, we also operationalize
economic conditions with a national economic contraction or recession
indicator, which we derived from the National Bureau of Economic Research’s series Business Cycle Expansions and Contractions (Moore 1961,
pp. 670–71; NBER 2003; Stock and Watson 1993). Consistent with the
ethnic competition literature (Olzak 1990; Olzak and Shanahan 2002), the
latter measure captures cyclical economic fluctuations that may activate
feelings of “economic threat.”
Second, to capture the possibility that political threat in the general
population drives disenfranchisement laws, we consider the impact of
variation in the size of the African-American and non-African-American
population across the states and years. Some research suggests that minority male populations pose a larger threat than the total nonwhite population (Myers 1990), so we also computed a measure based on the number
of nonwhite males as a percentage of the total state population in historical
censuses. Finally, we consider the percentage of nonwhite inmates in state
prisons. We rely on Census Bureau “institutional population” and “group
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quarters” subject reports to obtain state-level decennial information on
the racial composition of prisons. Although an indicator of the racial
composition of all convicted felons would be preferable to a prison-based
indicator, the former is unavailable over the long historical period of our
study. Fortunately, the two measures are highly correlated across space
and time, at least for recent years when both data series are available
(U.S. Department of Justice 2000). Because data on the race of prisoners
are unavailable between 1900 and 1920, we interpolated estimates for
these years based on data from 1890 and historical correctional statistics
from 1926–30 (U.S. Department of Justice 1991). A summary of the key
independent and dependent variables we use, and a brief description of
their measurement, is presented in table 4.
In addition to racial threat, we also expect factors such as region, partisan control, and criminal justice punitiveness to affect passage of laws
restricting the voting rights of felons. Regional effects are especially important in this context. While many states passed ballot restrictions following the Civil War, Southern states generally adopted more comprehensive and detailed laws (Keyssar 2000, p. 162). Although legally
enfranchised after the Civil War, African-Americans in many parts of the
South remained practically disenfranchised by barriers such as poll taxes
and literacy tests well into the 20th century.9 While Southern states have
historically been especially restrictive, many Northern states have also
been reluctant to enfranchise minority populations; between 1863 and
1870, 15 Northern states rejected giving African-Americans the right to
vote (Keyssar 2000, p. 89). We use Census Bureau categories to represent
region, coding northeast, midwest, south, and west as separate indicator
variables.
Partisan politics are also tied to legal change, because state politicians
ultimately introduce and amend felon disenfranchisement laws.10 Before
and after the Reconstruction period, Republicans were generally more
supportive of African-American suffrage than were Democrats, even outside the South. These roles, however, gradually shifted as Northern Democrats became increasingly reliant on black votes and the Northern wing
of the party shifted toward a pro–civil rights position (cf. Frymer 1999;
Piven 1992; Weiss 1983). The conflicts over the Civil Rights Act of 1964
and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, as well as the virtual disappearance
9

A 1961 report by the Commission on Civil Rights found that nearly 100 counties in
eight Southern states were effectively denying black citizens the right to vote. Following
the Voting Rights Act of 1965, nearly 1 million new voters registered in the South
(Keyssar 2000, pp. 262–65).
10
The state electorate sometimes makes the final decision regarding state disenfranchisement laws, as with the recent referenda in Utah in 1998 and Massachusetts in
2000.
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TABLE 4
Summary of Dependent and Independent Variables, 1850–2002
Variable

Disenfranchisement law:
First law . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Ex-felon law . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Racial threat:
Nonwhite prison . . . . . . . .
Nonwhite males . . . . . . . . .
Nonwhite population . . .
Black population . . . . . . . .
Nonblack population . . .
Economic competition:
Idle white males . . . . . . . .

National recession . . . . . .
Region:
Northeast . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Midwest . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

South . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Description

Coding

Mean

Passage of first felon disenfranchisement law.
Passage of first ex-felon disenfranchisement law.

0
1
0
1

Percentage of prison population
that is nonwhite.
Percentage of male population
that is nonwhite.
Percentage of total population
that is nonwhite.
Total African-American
population.
Total non-African-American
population.

Percentage

30.2

Percentage

6.8

Percentage

13.6

100,000s

3.1
(4.7)
24.4
(32.6)

p
p
p
p

no,
yes
no,
yes

100,000s

Percentage of white males, ages
15–39, unemployed or both not
in the labor force and not in
school.
Proportion of decade in business
contraction (NBER 2003).

Percentage

7.4

Proportion

.33

Dichotomous Northeastern state
indicator (Connecticut, Maine,
Massachusetts, New Hampshire, New Jersey, New York,
Pennsylvania, Rhode Island,
Vermont).
Dichotomous Midwestern state indicator (Illinois, Indiana, Iowa,
Kansas, Michigan, Minnesota,
Missouri, Nebraska, North Dakota, Ohio, South Dakota,
Wisconsin).
Dichotomous Southern state indicator (Alabama, Arkansas, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland,
Mississippi, North Carolina,
Oklahoma, South Carolina,
Tennessee, Texas, Virginia,
West Virginia).

0 p no,
1 p yes

.196

0 p no,
1 p yes

.251

0 p no,
1 p yes

.341

Ballot Manipulation
TABLE 4 (Continued)
Variable

West . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

State punitiveness:
Incarceration rate . . . . . . .
Political power:
Pre-1870 Democrat . . . . .
1870–1959 Democrat . . .
1960–2002 Democrat . . .
Timing:
Time since statehood . . .
Time:
Decade . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Description

Coding

Dichotomous Western state indicator (Alaska, Arizona, California, Colorado, Hawaii, Idaho,
Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon, Utah, Washington,
Wyoming).

0 p no,
1 p yes

State incarceration rate per
100,000 population.

Per 100,000

Dichotomous Democratic governor indicator, pre-1870.
Dichotomous Democratic governor indicator, 1870–1959.
Dichotomous Democratic governor indicator, post-1959.

0
1
0
1
0
1

Number of years since statehood.

Years

Individual decade indicator variables (1850–59, 1860–69, etc.).

0 p no,
1 p yes

p
p
p
p
p
p

no,
yes
no,
yes
no,
yes

Mean

.211

134.3
(114.4)
.057
.269
.172

103.9
(56.4)

Note.—Total state-years covered by this study is 733. Numbers in parentheses are standard deviations.

of black electoral support for the Republican Party, consolidated this new
racial cleavage in the party system (Carmines and Stimson 1989; Huckfeldt and Kohfeld 1989).
Data limitations and these numerous historical turning points complicate efforts to assess the role of partisan influence on the passage of felon
disenfranchisement laws. Because data on the party affiliations of state
legislators are not available for the entire period, we represent political
power in the decennial analysis with gubernatorial partisanship. Of
course, political affiliations hold different meanings in the early years of
our study than they do in the later years. To account for these changes,
and for potential interactions between region and partisanship, we specified a series of models using various periodizations. Because we found
no statistically significant interactions with time or region, we adopt a
reasonably parsimonious specification, based on gubernatorial partisanship prior to 1870, from 1870 to 1960, and from 1960 to the present. This
periodization captures the shift of racially conservative southern Democrats to the Republican Party beginning in the early 1960s.
Our sources for political data include the Council of State Governments’
Book of the States series (1937–87), the Census Bureau’s Statistical Ab579
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stract series (1980–2001), and the Inter-University Consortium for Political
and Social Research’s “Candidate Name and Constituency Totals, 1788–
1990” (1995). We also include incarceration rate indicators in multivariate
models to assess the effects of punitiveness (U.S. Department of Justice
1987). Finally, we use a measure of the years since statehood to account
for the likelihood that new states will adopt felon disenfranchisement
provisions as part of their constitutions. Each decade does not have 50
potential cases because states do not enter the data set until the decade
of official statehood, regardless of the state’s status as a recognized territory preceding statehood.
Dependent Variables
The length of time an offender is disenfranchised varies by state, with
states generally falling into one of four regimes: disenfranchisement only
during incarceration; during parole and incarceration; during sentence
(until completion of probation, parole, and incarceration); and after completion of sentence (ex-felons). A law was considered a restrictive change
only if it disenfranchised a new category of felons.11 States that disenfranchised only upon conviction for a few narrowly defined offenses, such
as treason or election crimes, were not considered to have a felon disenfranchisement law until the scope of the law reached felony convictions
in general. Details of state-level changes are presented in table 2.
Statistical Models
We model changes to felon disenfranchisement laws using event history
analysis because this method appropriately models censored cases and
time-varying predictors (see, e.g., Allison 1984; Yamaguchi 1991). To correctly model censored cases, states are only included in the analysis when
they are at risk of changing their felon disenfranchisement regime. For
example, Alaska and Hawaii were not at risk of passing a restrictive law
until they attained statehood in 1959. If a state was not at risk of restrictive
changes because it had already disenfranchised ex-felons, the most severe
voting ban, that state was excluded until it repealed its ex-felon disenfranchisement law. Time-varying independent variables are important for
this study because it would be unrealistic to assume stability over 150
years in key predictors such as imprisonment and racial composition.
States that passed more restrictive felon disenfranchisement laws within
11

For example, some states that disenfranchise ex-felons routinely change their clemency eligibility criteria. These administrative changes generally affect few ex-felons
and were not considered new laws in this analysis.
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the decade were coded “1”; if no change occurred, states were coded “0.”
These state-years comprise the unit of analysis for this study.
We estimate the effects of racial threat and other factors using a discretetime logistic regression model (Allison 1984, 1995; Yamaguchi 1991):
log [Pit /(1 ⫺ Pit )] p a t ⫹ b1 Xit1 ⫹ … ⫹ bk Xitk .
Pit represents the probability that a law is passed in state i in time interval
t, b signifies the effect of the independent variables, X1, X2 . . . Xk denote
k time-varying explanatory variables, and a t represents a set of constants
corresponding to each decade or discrete-time unit. While we have complete information on state felon disenfranchisement law changes spanning
from 1788 to 2002, the time-varying explanatory variables are limited to
the period from 1850 to 2002.12
To identify the factors responsible for changes in state felon disenfranchisement laws, we first chart historical changes in these laws. We then
examine the bivariate relationship between the independent variables and
passage of a first restrictive law. Next, we fit multivariate models to show
the effects of racial threat, region, economic competition, political power,
punitiveness, and time on the passage of laws disenfranchising felons and
ex-felons between 1850 and 2002. We also specify piecewise models to
estimate the effects of racial threat and other independent variables before
and after passage of the Fifteenth Amendment in 1870. Finally, we present
an analysis of ex-felon reenfranchisement for the more recent period from
1940 to 2002.

RESULTS

We compiled demographic life tables to identify periods of stability and
change in felon disenfranchisement provisions. Figure 2 plots the hazard
functions of restrictive (or disenfranchising) changes and liberal (or enfranchising) changes from 1850 to 2002. The solid line represents states
passing more restrictive felon voting laws, and the dashed line indicates
passage of more liberal laws. The first peak of activity, in the 1860s and
12

Unfortunately, four states are left censored (see, e.g., Yamaguchi 1991) because they
passed restrictive laws prior to 1840, when data on key independent variables are
unavailable. Seven states passed a first restrictive law between 1841 and 1849. We
estimated models that applied 1850 data to the 1840 period (assuming stability on the
values of independent variables, except gubernatorial partisanship), as well as models
that treated these states as left censored. To show regional effects, we present results
from the former models (only three Northeastern states adopted a felon disenfranchisement law for the first time after 1847). Aside from region, the effects of racial
threat and other independent variables are very similar to those reported below in
analyses that omit the 1840 changes (tables available from authors).
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Fig. 2.—Hazard plots for restrictive and liberal changes to state felon disenfranchisement laws, 1850–2002
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1870s, represents predominantly restrictive changes whereas the second
peak, occurring 100 years later, is comprised of liberal legal changes. Until
the 1930s, the rate of restrictive changes exceeded the rate of liberal
changes in each decade. From the 1960s to the 1980s, this trend reversed
and the hazard of liberalizing changes to felon disenfranchisement laws
surpassed the hazard of restrictive changes until the 1990s. Many of these
liberal changes involved the repeal of laws that disenfranchised ex-felons,
as states shifted to less restrictive regimes. In the 1960s and 1970s combined, 17 states repealed ex-felon disenfranchisement laws.13 Although
recent history suggests a general trend toward liberalization, most changes
in the 1990s were once again restrictive rather than liberal.
First State Felon Disenfranchisement Law
Bivariate analysis.—We next examine the state-level predictors of these
laws. Table 5 presents the results of 26 separate discrete-time logistic event
history models predicting the passage of states’ first restrictive felon disenfranchisement law. These models do not include statistical controls for
other independent variables, except for time. The first column shows the
relation between each predictor and passage of the first restrictive law
while controlling for time as a set of dummy variables for each decade.
The second column shows coefficients from similar models that represent
time as a single linear variable measured in years.
The bivariate results in table 5 show that racial threat, as measured
by the percentage of nonwhite prisoners, is associated with restrictive
changes to state felon disenfranchisement laws in both models. Since
Blalock hypothesized a curvilinear relationship between minority group
size and discrimination under some conditions (1967, pp. 148–49), we also
fit models with both linear and quadratic terms. Although the squared
term is not statistically distinguishable from zero in these models, a positive linear effect and negative second-order effect are consistent with the
idea that the odds of disenfranchisement may diminish as the percentage
of nonwhite prisoners reaches very high levels. The relative size of the
nonwhite male population and nonwhite population and the absolute size
of the African-American population also approach significance (P ! .10).
13

In 2000, Delaware abandoned its requirement of a pardon to restore voting rights,
though offenders must still wait five years after completion of sentence to vote. Since
July 1, 2001, New Mexico has automatically restored voting rights to felons upon
completion of sentence. As of January 1, 2003, Maryland requires a three-year waiting
period before restoring the franchise to most recidivists, liberalizing its former law
that permanently disenfranchised recidivists. Similarly, Nevada liberalized its law in
2003 and now restores voting rights to nonviolent first-time felons upon completion
of sentence.
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TABLE 5
Bivariate Predictors of First Felon Disenfranchisement Law

Variable

Model

Dummy
Decade

Linear Year

Events

Cases

.091***
(.019)
.119***
(.041)
⫺.001
(.001)
.045*
(.025)
.021*
(.012)
.233
(.149)
⫺.011
(.016)

.088***
(.017)
.115***
(.038)
⫺.001
(.001)
.041*
(.022)
.019*
(.011)
.251*
(.135)
⫺.010
(.016)

42

160

42

160

42

159

44

162

44

162

44

162

45

163

48

277

Racial threat:
% nonwhite prison . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

1

% nonwhite prison . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

2

% nonwhite prison2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

2

% nonwhite males . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

3

% nonwhite population . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

4

Black population (100,000s) . . . . . . . . . . . .

5

Nonblack population (100,000s) . . . . . . . .

5

Economic competition:
% idle white males age 15–39 . . . . . . . . . .

6

National recession . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

7

Region (vs. South):
Northeast . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

8

Midwest . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

8

West . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

8

State punitiveness:
Incarceration rate (per 100,000) . . . . . . . .

9

.004
(.004)

.006*
(.003)

42

160

Political partisanship (vs. other):
Democratic governor (DG) . . . . . . . . . . . . .

10

162

11

44

162

DG 1870–1959 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

11

DG 1960–present . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

11

⫺.270
(.371)
⫺.255
(.465)
⫺.249
(.574)
⫺.440
(1.195)

44

DG pre-1870 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

⫺.042
(.405)
⫺.027
(.555)
.248
(.685)
⫺.991
(1.277)

Timing:
Time since statehood . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

12

⫺.022***
(.006)

⫺.025***
(.005)

48

277

Time:
1860s (vs. 1850) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1870s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1880s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

13
13
13

2.320***
2.407***
1.531**

48

277

.066
(.060)
1.007
(.711)

.067
(.051)
.789
(.625)

⫺1.314** ⫺1.665***
(.571)
(.562)
.408
.297
(.512)
(.461)
2.122***
.931
(.767)
(.595)

Ballot Manipulation
TABLE 5 (Continued)

Variable

1890s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1900s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1910–49 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1950s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1960–89 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1990s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
2000s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Linear year only . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Model

13
13
13
13
13
13
13
14

Dummy
Decade

Linear Year

Events

Cases

48

277

.972
1.126
⫺.260
1.126
.433
1.126
1.531
.007**

Note.—Nos. in parentheses are SEs; authors will supply SEs for time dummies on request. Results
of 26 separate discrete-time event history models predicting the timing of passage of the first felon
disenfranchisement law. Region and timing models span the period from 1780 to 2002 rather than 1850
to 2002.
* P ! .10.
** P ! .05.
*** P ! .01.

Regionally, Northeastern states are less likely to pass punitive felon disenfranchisement laws than Southern states, whereas Western states are
more likely to pass such laws relative to Southern states. Democratic state
governors have only a marginal impact on the likelihood of felon ballot
restrictions in any of the three periods (two- and four-period models
yielded similar results). Finally, state incarceration rates have a modest
positive effect on passage of disenfranchisement laws in models with a
linear time trend.
We observe timing effects consistent with other models of legal diffusion
(Edelman 1990; Grattet, Jenness, and Curry 1998; McCammon et al.
2001). First, states are most likely to adopt restrictive laws with statehood
or in the years immediately thereafter. Second, in models that treat time
as a single linear variable, the positive effect of year indicates that restrictive changes have become somewhat more likely since 1850. Finally,
when time is modeled as individual decade dummy variables, we again
note that many states passed their first restrictive law in the Reconstruction and Redemption eras following the Civil War—the 1860s, 1870s, and
1880s (see Keyssar 2000, pp. 105–16, on Southern redemption and the
right to vote). The Depression and World War II eras had no restrictive
changes and are coded as part of the immediately preceding interval (e.g.,
the 1930s are considered within the 1910–49 period), following Allison
(1995, p. 226). Although we estimated all models with both a linear time
trend and separate dummy variables for each decade, a likelihood-ratio
test established that the full set of time indicators improves the fit of the
models. Therefore, all subsequent tables are based on the more conservative dummy variable specification.
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Multivariate analysis.—Building upon the racial threat arguments outlined above and the observed bivariate relationships, table 6 presents
discrete-time logistic regression models predicting passage of states’ first
felon disenfranchisement laws. Model 1 considers regional effects, relative
to the Northeast, on a first restrictive change while controlling for time.
All regions are significantly more likely to pass a felon disenfranchisement
law than the Northeast. Model 2 tests one version of the racial threat
hypothesis by introducing the nonwhite prison population. The observed
bivariate effect remains positive and significant after statistically controlling for the effects of state racial composition, region, incarceration
rate, and time. Each 1% increase in the percentage of prisoners who are
nonwhite increases the odds by about 10% that a state will pass its first
felon disenfranchisement law (100[e.094 ⫺ 1] p 9.86).
Note that the Midwest and the West retain their positive effects in
model 2, but the South effect diminishes when controlling for the nonwhite
prison population, implying that the restrictiveness of Southern states may
be linked to racial composition. Net of the other independent variables,
state incarceration rates are not strongly associated with passage of disenfranchisement laws. This suggests that while felon disenfranchisement
is closely tied to the racial composition of the incarcerated population, it
is not a simple product of rising punitiveness.14 The effects of race and
region remain robust in models 3 and 4 after adding economic competition
and political partisanship variables. In contrast to their more modest
effects in the bivariate analysis, indicators of national recession years and
gubernatorial partisanship emerge as stronger predictors in the multivariate models, with restrictive changes most likely during times of economic recession and least likely during times of Democratic political control. We model Democratic control as a single variable in table 6, in
contrast to the periodization shown in table 5, because the sign of each
period indicator is negative in the full model and because few states have
passed restrictive disenfranchisement laws in the recent 1960–2002 period.
Finally, time since statehood is a strong negative predictor in model 5,
suggesting that the likelihood of states adopting felon disenfranchisement
provisions declines precipitously with time. Because of their mutual association, the addition of the time-since-statehood indicator produces instability in estimates of time, region, and recession effects (and inflates
their standard errors). The key nonwhite prison effect is robust, though

14

It is difficult to estimate the independent effects of racial composition, prison racial
composition, and region because these variables are closely correlated (a complete
correlation matrix is available from the authors). Nevertheless, with the exceptions
noted below, the estimates reported in tables 6–9 are generally robust under alternative
specifications.
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TABLE 6
Predictors of First Felon Disenfranchisement Law, 1850–2002
(Discrete-Time Logistic Regression)
Models
Variable

1

Racial threat:
% nonwhite prison . . . . . .

.094***
(.024)

Black population
(100,000s) . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Nonblack population
(100,000s) . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Region (vs. Northeast):
South . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Midwest . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
West . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

2

1.222**
(.552)
1.595***
(.568)
3.158***
(.684)

State punitiveness:
Incarceration rate/
100,000 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

3

.098***
(.025)

.108***
(.028)

⫺.012
(.282)

.033
(.287)

.140
(.298)

.428
(.347)

⫺.004
(.027)

⫺.001
(.028)

⫺.011
(.029)

⫺.012
(.032)

.193
(1.015)
1.268*
(.651)
2.432**
(.975)

.324
(1.032)
1.254*
(.671)
2.708**
(1.053)

.497
⫺1.530
(1.049)
(1.355)
1.350**
⫺.612
(.688)
(1.019)
2.796*** ⫺.315
(1.050)
(1.625)

.002
(.005)

.003
(.005)

.004
(.005)

.003
(.006)

.019
(.119)
2.033**
(.898)

.008
(.119)
2.186**
(.937)

.068
(.121)
1.476
(1.035)

National recession . . . . . . .
Political power:
Democratic governor . . . .

⫺1.006*
(.585)

Timing:
Time since statehood . . . .

2.260***
2.412***
1.130
⫺.160
.647
⫺.983
.550
⫺3.264***
Constant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
(.500)
⫺2 log likelihood . . . . . . . . . . . 193.80

5

.093***
(.024)

Economic competition:
Idle/unemployed white
males ages 15–39 . . . . . .

Time (vs. 1850):a
1860s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1870s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1880s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1890s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1900s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1910–49 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1950–2002 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

4

⫺1.192**
(.603)
⫺.037**
(.015)

.435
.900
.346
⫺.826
⫺.370
⫺2.331
⫺1.703
⫺2.875***
(.677)
117.14

.615
.325
.728
⫺1.463
⫺.328
⫺2.552*
⫺1.234
⫺4.173***
(1.240)
111.505

.536
.582
⫺.133
.886
.456
.864
⫺1.833
⫺.585
⫺.414
.835
⫺2.528*
⫺.762
⫺1.144
2.132
⫺3.804*** ⫺1.337
(1.264)
(1.565)
108.368
101.480
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TABLE 6 (Continued)
Models
Variable

1

2

3

4

5

x2 (df) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

61.63***
61.65***
67.283*** 70.420*** 77.308***
(10)
(14)
(16)
(17)
(18)
Events . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 48
40
40
40
40
N . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 277
158
158
158
158
Note.—Nos. in parentheses are SEs.
a
Authors will supply SEs for time variables on request.
* P ! .10.
** P ! .05.
*** P ! .01.

somewhat larger in magnitude in the final model, with respect to the
bivariate and multivariate specifications in tables 5 and 6.
Laws Disenfranchising Former Felons
Table 7 shows the effects of the same independent variables upon the
passage of a state’s first ex-felon disenfranchisement law, the most severe
ballot restriction. The results in table 7 again reveal a positive and significant effect of the nonwhite prison population. In model 4, for example,
a 10% increase in a state’s nonwhite prison population raises the odds
of passing an ex-felon disenfranchisement law by almost 50%
(10[100(e.048 ⫺ 1)]). Moreover, we find greater evidence of a curvilinear
relation between the percentage of racial minorities in prison and ex-felon
disenfranchisement, net of population composition and the other independent variables. Taken together, tables 5, 6, and 7 show a strong and
consistent relationship between racial threat as measured by the percentage of nonwhite state prisoners and laws restricting felon voting
rights. States in the Midwest, the South, and the West are also more likely
to pass felon disenfranchisement laws than states in the Northeast. The
effect of the Southern region, however, again diminishes when controlling
for the nonwhite prison population, indicating that race is particularly
important in the South. Again, none of the region indicators are statistically significant in models that include time since statehood, and racial
threat effects are more pronounced in the final model.
Piecewise Specifications
The preceding analysis has shown the average effect of selected racial
threat indicators and other characteristics, measured over a long historical
period. We next examine the robustness of these findings in a piecewise
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TABLE 7
Predictors of First Law Disenfranchising Ex-Felons, 1850–2002 (Discrete-Time
Logistic Regression)
Models
Variable

1

Racial threat:
% nonwhite prison . . . . . . . .

2
.048***
(.016)

3
.049***
(.017)

4
.048***
(.017)

2

Nonwhite prison . . . . . . . . .
Black population
(100,000s) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Nonblack population
(100,000s) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Region (vs. Northeast):
South . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Midwest . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
West . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

1.188**
(.603)
1.621**
(.643)
3.417***
(.813)

State punitiveness:
Incarceration rate (per
100,000) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Economic competition:
Idle/unemployed white
males 15–39 . . . . . . . . . . . .
National recession . . . . . . . .

5
.130***
(.045)
⫺.001*
(.001)
.552*
(.294)
⫺.063
(.039)

⫺.055
(.258)
⫺.044
(.038)

⫺.076
(.267)
⫺.040
(.038)

⫺.035
(.268)
⫺.043
(.037)

.211
(.981)
1.413*
(.759)
2.361**
(1.064)

.145
(1.029)
1.273*
(.768)
2.491**
(1.095)

.334
(1.047)
1.331*
(.780)
2.490**
(1.090)

⫺.001
(.004)

⫺.002
(.004)

⫺.001
(.004)

⫺.001
(.004)

.059
(.086)
1.089
(.782)

.046
(.088)
1.104
(.793)

.034
(.116)
.521
(.854)

⫺.582
(.573)

⫺.643
(.591)

Political power:
Democratic governor . . . . . .
Timing:
Time since statehood . . . . . .

⫺1.922
(1.329)
⫺.133
(1.092)
⫺.177
(1.572)

⫺.030*
(.016)

a

Time: . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1860s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1870s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1880s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1890s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1900s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Post-1910 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Constant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
⫺2 log likelihood . . . . . . . . . . . .
x2 (df) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Events . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
N ...........................

1.355**
1.667***
.262
⫺.159
⫺1.153
⫺2.500***
⫺3.335***
(.556)
189.355
53.60***
(9)
38
361

Note.—Nos. in parentheses are SEs.
a
Authors will supply SEs on request.
* P ! .10.
** P ! .05.
*** P ! .01.

.161
.311
⫺.723
⫺.807
⫺1.513
⫺3.591***
⫺2.182***
(.750)
122.853
62.13***
(13)
31
241

.145
.024
⫺.481
⫺.874
⫺1.232
⫺3.649***
⫺3.104***
(1.030)
120.468
64.511***
(15)
31
241

⫺.106
⫺.336
⫺.647
⫺1.136
⫺1.416
⫺3.658***
⫺2.775***
(1.078)
119.421
65.559***
(16)
31
241

⫺.314
.197
⫺.066
⫺.125
⫺.713
⫺2.823**
⫺.841
(1.600)
110.348
74.631***
(18)
31
241
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model that considers additional indicators of racial threat and allows
effects to vary across historical periods. States were free to impose racial
suffrage requirements until passage of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth
amendments, such that many nonwhite citizens were already disenfranchised regardless of whether they had committed felonies (Foner 1988;
Kousser 1974; Keyssar 2000). We therefore expect the effects of racial
threat on felon disenfranchisement to increase after 1868 when states could
lose representation if they denied suffrage based on race. Because there
are relatively few events to predict, we are limited to two-period models,
using the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment in 1870 as a historical cutpoint. We consider the influence of several racial threat indicators across
these periods in table 8, including nonwhite population, nonwhite male
population, nonwhite prison population, and the idle and unemployed
white male population.
Table 8 shows the results for the piecewise models, divided into two
time periods: before 1870 and 1870–2002. For each indicator we report
a trimmed model that controls only for individual decades and a full
model that controls for the effects of region, gubernatorial partisanship,
idle or unemployed white males, population, incarceration rate, and time
since statehood. In the earlier period, only the nonwhite prison population
is a significant predictor of passage of a felon disenfranchisement law. In
fact, the other models generally provide a poor fit to the data in the pre1870 period. As expected, however, each racial threat coefficient is stronger
in magnitude and significance after the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment. The nonwhite population, the nonwhite male population, and the
nonwhite prison population are all significant positive predictors. The
indicator of idle and unemployed white males is not statistically significant
(nor is the national recession measure, in analyses not shown), though it
is positive in sign, as theories of economic threat would predict.
Consistent with our expectations, racial threat has more pronounced
and consistent effects in the post-1870 period. Yet the nonwhite prison
population remains a strong predictor in the earlier period. This is perhaps
not surprising in models predicting felon disenfranchisement, since the
racial composition of state prisons likely represents the most proximal
measure of racial threat. Though racial challenges to political power were
much more visible during and after Reconstruction, it is important to
note that they predated 1870. For example, several state provisions allowed for nonwhite suffrage prior to the Reconstruction amendments.
When Rhode Island passed its first felon disenfranchisement law, for
example, it had no race requirement for voting, and Indiana and Texas
excluded African-Americans from the ballot but not other nonwhites. It
is also likely that racial threat played an important role in the brief period
590
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between the adoption of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth amendments, when
six states passed their first felon disenfranchisement law.
The Reenfranchisement of Ex-Felons, 1940–2002
As figures 1 and 2 make clear, many states have reconsidered felon disenfranchisement in the past four decades and have repealed restrictions
on ex-felons in whole or in part. The 1960s and 1970s, in particular, were
periods of relative liberalization. Since 1947, 23 states have repealed exfelon disenfranchisement altogether, 5 additional states have partially repealed their bans for some categories of ex-felons, and a total of 30 states
have liberalized their laws to some degree. For example, North Carolina
passed an ex-felon voting ban in 1876, liberalized this law in 1971, by
permitting ex-felons to vote after a two-year waiting period, and completely repealed ex-felon disenfranchisement in 1973 by providing for
automatic restoration of voting rights upon completion of sentence.
To identify the determinants of these liberalizing trends, we again use
a discrete-time logistic event history procedure. Since no state completely
repealed ex-felon disenfranchisement until the 1940s, we begin the analysis
in 1940. As opposed to the decennial analysis of the passage of disenfranchisement laws from 1850 to 2002, the reenfranchisement analysis is
based on an annual data set of 3,112 state-years (48–50 states over 63
years), approximately 1,600 of which were at risk of repealing ex-felon
disenfranchisement. States with no history of ex-felon disenfranchisement
are thus excluded from this analysis and states are censored for all years
following repeal because they are no longer at risk of rescinding an exfelon ban.
Paralleling the analysis of disenfranchisement, we again consider the
effects of racial threat, region, economic competition, political power, timing, and punitiveness. In this case, we expect a negative relationship
between the proportion of prisoners who are African-American and the
likelihood of reenfranchising ex-felons. We take advantage of the greater
availability of data in recent years to refine measures of racial composition,
economic conditions, and partisan political strength. We measure Democratic power as the percentage of state legislators that are Democratic
multiplied by an indicator variable for the presence of a Democratic governor, coded “1” if Democrat and “0” otherwise. We measure racial threat
by the percentage of prison inmates who are African-American and by
the number of African-Americans and non-African-Americans in the general population.15 Economic conditions are indexed by the state unem15

Annual data on prison racial composition are taken from Bureau of Justice Statistics
publications, including Correctional Populations in the United States and the Source-
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TABLE 8
Racial and Economic Threat and Passage of First Felon Disenfranchisement Law

592

Trimmed

Before 1870:
% nonwhite population . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

.001
(.013)

Full

Trimmed

Full

Trimmed

Full

Full

⫺.023
(.029)

% nonwhite males . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

.003
(.028)

⫺.049
(.059)

% nonwhite prison . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

.070***
(.023)

.108***
(.033)

% idle/unemployed white males . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
⫺2 log-likelihood . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 83.27
x2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5.37
df . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3
Events . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23
N . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 70

Trimmed

75.77
12.87
10
23
70

81.25
4.36
3
22
68

75.108
10.504
10
22
68

65.58
18.49***
3
21
68

57.53
26.54***
10
21
68

.102
(.075)
81.37
7.27*
3
23
70

.097
(.089)
76.44
12.20
9
23
70

1870–2002:
% nonwhite population . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

.585***
(.163)

1.579***
(.557)

% nonwhite males . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

1.123*** 4.44***
(.290)
(1.69)

% nonwhite prison . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

.118***
(.031)

.195**
(.094)

% idle/unemployed white males . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
⫺2 log likelihood . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
x2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
df . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Events . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
N ..................................................

50.61
48.23***
6
21
92

26.52
66.25***
13
21
90

47.59
48.26***
6
20
91

24.83
64.79***
13
18
89

63.87
34.97***
6
21
92

43.93
48.85***
13
19
90

.010
(.106)
88.81
10.03
6
21
92

.287
(.175)
54.61
38.17***
12
19
90
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Note.—Nos. in parentheses are SEs. Trimmed models include only decade dummy variables (1850s, 1860s, 1870s, 1880s, 1890s, 1900s, 1910–49, and 1950–
2002) while full models additionally control for region, Democrat governor, idle or unemployed white males, state population, incarceration rate, and time
since statehood.
* P ! .10.
** P ! .05.
*** P ! .01.
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ployment rate as well as by the national recession indicator discussed
above.16
Table 9 presents results of the reenfranchisement analysis. Model 1
shows that the southern and western regions have been slow to repeal
disenfranchisement laws. In model 2, the percentage of African-American
prison inmates is a negative predictor of repeal, net of population composition, region, and punitiveness.17 In contrast, states with greater numbers of African-American residents evince a greater likelihood of abolishing ex-felon voting bans. Whereas states with a greater proportion of
nonwhite prisoners and states with large African-American populations
were most likely to disenfranchise, states with fewer African-American
prisoners and states with more African-American residents have been
quickest to restore voting rights to former felons.18
The effects of economic conditions and partisan political control are
comparatively modest in models 3 and 4, though states appear somewhat
more likely to repeal ex-felon voting bans in years of national recession.
We split Democratic power into two periods to reflect the party’s stronger
and more consistent support for civil rights after 1964. Neither indicator
is statistically significant in model 4, although the direction of these partisan effects is consistent with the idea that the Democratic Party may
have favored reenfranchisement in the later period. Finally, the time since
statehood added little explanatory power to the final model, nor did inclusion of an indicator for the time since passage of a restrictive law (not
shown).
book of Criminal Justice Statistics (1982–2001). For 1940 to 1948, we computed statespecific estimates based on race-specific prisons admission data (U.S. Department of
Justice 1991).
16
State-level unemployment data are taken from the U.S. Census Bureau’s Statistical
Abstract series and the U.S. Department of Labor’s Manpower Report of the President
(1957–75). For 1940 and 1950, we use U.S. Census unemployment figures. Data for
1941–49 and 1951–56, periods of little change in disenfranchisement law, are interpolated based on 1940, 1950, and 1957 information. Data for 2002 were obtained
directly from the U.S. Department of Labor’s Regional and State Employment and
Unemployment: January 2002 (2002).
17
In contrast to the disenfranchisement analysis, there is only a modest, nonsignificant
bivariate association between prison racial composition and reenfranchisement. We
therefore place somewhat less confidence in the findings reported in the complex multivariate model of reenfranchisement, in contrast to the more robust and consistent
results found in our analysis of restrictive changes. A full bivariate table for the
reenfranchisement analysis, similar to that shown in table 5, is available from the
authors.
18
We used product terms to model the interaction of prison racial composition with
population racial composition and Democratic power but found no statistically significant effects for these interactions. In light of the small number of events being
predicted, however, the failure to detect such interactions at standard significance levels
is perhaps unsurprising.
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TABLE 9
Predictors of Repeal of Ex-Felon Disenfranchisement, 1940–2002 (DiscreteTime Logistic Regression)
Models
Variable

1

Racial threat:
% black prison . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Black population
(100,000s) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Nonblack population
(100,000s) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Region (vs. Northeast):
South . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Midwest . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
West . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

⫺1.744**
(.682)
⫺.434
(.658)
⫺1.125*
(.682)

State punitiveness:
Incarceration rate/
100,000 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

2

3

4

5

⫺.053**
(.024)

⫺.055**
(.024)

⫺.056**
(.024)

⫺.069**
(.029)

.003**
(.001)

.003**
(.001)

.003**
(.001)

.003**
(.001)

.000
(.000)

.000
(.000)

.000
(.000)

.000
(.000)

⫺2.448***
(.951)
⫺.318
(.828)
⫺1.454
(.985)

⫺2.438***
(.951)
⫺.213
(.849)
⫺1.468
(.983)

⫺2.688***
(1.007)
⫺.217
(.853)
⫺1.573
(.989)

⫺2.476**
(1.015)
.236
(.958)
⫺.835
(1.252)

.004
(.004)

.004
(.004)

.005
(.004)

.005
(.004)

.053
(.068)
.672
(.449)

.056
(.066)
.846*
(.464)

.052
(.066)
.862*
(.466)

⫺.017
(.017)

⫺.018
(.017)

.009
(.008)

.009
(.008)

Economic competition:
State unemployment
rate . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
National recession . . . . . . . . . .
Political power:
Democratic power
(pre-1964) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Democratic power
(1964 or later) . . . . . . . . . . . .
Timing:
Time since statehood . . . . . . . .
Time (vs. 1940–59):a . . . . . . . . . . .
1960s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1970s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1980s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
1990s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
2000s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Constant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
⫺2 log-likelihood . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
x2 (df) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

.010
(.011)
2.087***
3.015***
1.833*
1.163
2.446**
⫺4.952***
(.838)
211.25
29.82***
(8)

2.141***
3.166***
1.779
.632
1.750
⫺4.284***
(1.091)
202.69
38.38***
(12)

2.249***
3.145***
1.680
.609
1.364
⫺4.958***
(1.209)
199.91
41.16***
(14)

2.049**
2.543***
1.117
.194
.886
⫺4.746***
(1.238)
196.47
44.60***
(16)

1.996**
2.415***
.920
.003
.629
⫺5.987***
(1.836)
195.63
45.45***
(17)

Note.—Nos. in parentheses are SEs.
a
Authors will supply SEs for time variables on request. For all models, events p 23; N p 1,609.
* P ! .10.
** P ! .05.
*** P ! .01.

American Journal of Sociology
In recent years, there is some evidence that African-American legislators
may play a key role in the passage of reenfranchisement provisions. At
the national level, John Conyers, an African-American U.S. representative
from Michigan, has unsuccessfully introduced legislation that would permit all ex-felons to vote in federal elections. In Connecticut, the state
legislature’s Black and Puerto Rican Caucus was instrumental in passage
of a 2001 law that reenfranchised probationers (Rapoport 2001). In Maryland, removing ballot restrictions for ex-felons became “a top priority among black lawmakers,” in a hard-fought debate between AfricanAmerican state senators and “tough-on-crime conservatives”
(Montgomery and Mosk 2002, p. B2). It therefore seems likely that African-American legislators will be at the forefront of future repeal efforts.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Our key finding can be summarized concisely and forcefully: the racial
composition of state prisons is firmly associated with the adoption of state
felon disenfranchisement laws. States with greater nonwhite prison populations have been more likely to ban convicted felons from voting than
states with proportionally fewer nonwhites in the criminal justice system.
This finding extends and reinforces previous theory and research on the
significance of race and group position in the United States (Olzak 1992;
Quillian 1996), the racial state (Goldfield 1997; Quadagno 1994), and the
impact of racial threat on criminal justice policy (Heimer et al. 1999;
Jacobs and Carmichael 2001; Jacobs and Helms 1999, 2001). With the
steep increase in citizens disenfranchised by felony convictions in recent
years, felon disenfranchisement laws have taken on great significance in
contemporary U.S. electoral politics (Fellner and Mauer 1998; Uggen and
Manza 2002). Our findings help provide a baseline for understanding the
origins and development of these laws that may be relevant to ongoing
debates about their merits.
With respect to theories of racial threat, our findings suggest that the
racial dynamics of incarceration outweigh other sources of racial threat,
at least for the case of felon disenfranchisement. Even while controlling
for timing, region, economic competition, partisan political power, state
population composition, and state incarceration rate, a larger nonwhite
prison population significantly increases the odds that more restrictive
felon disenfranchisement laws will be adopted. By contrast, the two other
specifications of racial threat we considered—economic competition and
demographic composition—had less consistent influence on the likelihood
that states would adopt strict felon voting bans. Nevertheless, felon disenfranchisement laws were most likely to be passed in national recession
596

Ballot Manipulation
years, and the economic threat represented by white male idleness is also
a positive (though nonsignificant) predictor of disenfranchisement laws in
several models. Moreover, state population composition and all other measures of racial threat became much more closely correlated with passage
of felon voting restrictions after the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment.
States were particularly likely to pass punitive felon disenfranchisement
laws in the Reconstruction period following the Civil War and through
the 1870s. During this time, the threats posed by the possible incorporation
of African-American men into the political system were ardently debated.
In 1868 the Fourteenth Amendment declared that African-Americans
born in the United States are indeed citizens of the country, contradicting
the U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling a decade earlier in the famous Dred Scott
decision (Scott v. Sandford, 60 U.S. 393 [1856]). In 1870 the Fifteenth
Amendment guaranteed these citizens (albeit only males) the right to vote.
In this period, explicit racial appeals were common in political campaigns,
as the Democratic and Republican parties diverged on the question of
enfranchising black voters (see Mendelberg 2001, chap. 2). The contest
was not limited to the South: a number of Northern states (including
Democrat-controlled New York, New Jersey, and Delaware, along with
California and most other Western states) initially refused to ratify the
amendment (Southern states were forced to do so as a condition of readmission to the Union). By the 1868 election, only 11 of the 21 Northern
states permitted black men to vote (Frymer 1999, chap. 3; Kennedy 2002).
Northern support for the two amendments was due in part to a desire to
punish the South, and substantive racial equality was not assured in any
region (cf. Mendelberg 2001, chap. 2).
During Reconstruction (ca. 1867–75), the Democratic Party’s ability to
win elections in the South often hinged on outright intimidation of
African-American voters (for details, see, e.g., Foner [1988, pp. 424–35],
who described the 1868–71 backlash against black civil rights as a
“counterrevolutionary terror”). Although federal authorities could block
explicit legal restrictions on African-American suffrage—and the full battery of disenfranchisement measures implemented around the turn of the
century were not yet in play—state governments under Democratic control during Reconstruction did move to disenfranchise felons. All nine of
the Southern states that restricted felon voting rights in the 10 years
following the Civil War were governed by Democrats (with the two nonSouthern states adopting restrictive laws in this period, Illinois and Nebraska, governed by Republicans).19 The historiography of Reconstruction

19

The Democratic states are Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, Missouri, South Carolina, Tennessee, and Texas.
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has not generally focused on this important precursor to the later legal
strategy of disenfranchisement (see, e.g., Perman 2001).
The expansion of citizenship to racial minorities, and the subsequent
extension of suffrage to all citizens, threatened to undermine the political
power of the white majority. By restricting the voting rights of a disproportionately nonwhite population, felon disenfranchisement laws offered
one method for states to avert “the menace of negro domination” (Alabama
1901, p. 12). The sharp increase in African-American imprisonment goes
hand-in-hand with changes in voting laws. In many Southern states, the
percentage of nonwhite prison inmates nearly doubled between 1850 and
1870. Whereas 2% of the Alabama prison population was nonwhite in
1850, 74% was nonwhite in 1870, though the total nonwhite population
increased by only 3% (U.S. Department of Commerce 1853, 1872). Felon
disenfranchisement provisions offered a tangible response to the threat of
new African-American voters that would help preserve existing racial
hierarchies.
Of course, racial threat and felon disenfranchisement are not solely
Southern phenomena directed against African-Americans. Several Western states had larger nonwhite populations than the Midwest and Northeast throughout the observation period, since much of the West was a
part of Mexico until 1848 and many Asian immigrants settled in the West.
As in the South, new Western states struggled to sustain control “under
conditions of full democratization” and a changing industrial and agricultural economy (Keyssar 2000, p. 169; see also Glenn 2002). Racial and
ethnic divisions thus led to similar attempts to limit suffrage of the nonwhite population, although Western states were among the first to extend
voting rights to women (McCammon and Campbell 2001). With the exception of Montana and Utah, every Western state adopted a felon disenfranchisement law within a decade of statehood. The rapid diffusion
of restrictive voting bans across the West and the strong effects of the
timing of statehood suggest that felon disenfranchisement law offered a
“timely model” for addressing racial threats in the political realm (Eyestone 1977, p. 441; see also Grattet, Jenness, and Curry 1998).
Our results suggest that one of the reasons that felon disenfranchisement
laws persist may be their compatibility with modern racial ideologies. The
laws are race neutral on their face, though their origins are tainted by
strategies of racial containment. Felon disenfranchisement laws have historically found support from both political parties and today reflect the
convergence of political agendas around crime in the late 20th century
(Beckett 1997). A strong anticrime consensus allows contemporary political actors to disenfranchise racial minorities without making explicit the
implications for minority suffrage. Indeed, although the Democratic Party
stands to gain when voting rights are restored to ex-felons (Uggen and
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Manza 2002), we find only weak effects of political partisanship in our
reenfranchisement analysis. States with a small proportion of AfricanAmerican prisoners are most likely to abolish ex-felon voting restrictions,
though the absolute size of the African-American population base has an
independent positive effect on repeal in multivariate models. The latter
finding suggests an important difference between the pre–World War II
period and afterward, when blacks were incorporated into the polity and
could thus exercise important political leverage.
Felon disenfranchisement, like racial threat, takes a different form in
the United States than in other nations, with the United States maintaining the most restrictive rules in the democratic world (Fellner and
Mauer 1998). Felon voting bans impose a “shadowy form of citizenship”
(McLaughlin v. City of Canton, 947 F. Supp. 954, 971 [S.D. Miss. 1995])
as punishment for criminal behavior. Racial threat theories predict that
such shadows may be intentionally cast to dilute the voting strength of
minority groups, and our event history analysis of felon disenfranchisement laws offers general support for this view. We conclude that racial
threat is reflected in the composition of state prisons and find that such
racial disparities in punishment drive voting restrictions on felons and
ex-felons.

EPILOGUE

Although we have focused on the long history of felon disenfranchisement
laws, we should note that this is an ongoing, dynamic political contest.
Indeed, Connecticut, New Mexico, Nevada, and Maryland have all liberalized their felon voting laws since 2001, and laws in New York and
Florida currently face legal challenges. At the national level, pressure for
a nationwide ban on ex-felon restrictions garnered enough adherents to
push a reenfranchisement bill to the floor of the U.S. Senate in February
2002 (where it was defeated 63–31). Recent opinion polls show that the
American public is generally supportive of allowing probationers and
parolees the right to vote, while even greater numbers favor allowing all
ex-felons to vote—even those convicted of violent crimes (Manza, Brooks,
and Uggen 2003). Still, it is a striking historical fact that while some states
have liberalized their provisions, no state has ever completely abolished
a felon disenfranchisement law.
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The Socioeconomic Determinants of IllGotten Gains: Within-Person Changes in
Drug Use and Illegal Earnings1
Christopher Uggen
University of Minnesota
Melissa Thompson
Portland State University

Generalizing from the sociology of earnings attainment, we develop
a conceptual model of social embeddedness in conventional and
criminal activities to explain illegal earnings among criminal offenders. To isolate the effects of time-varying factors such as legal
earnings, drug use, and criminal opportunities, we use data from
the National Supported Work Demonstration Project to estimate
fixed-effects models predicting month-to-month changes in illegal
earnings. We find that criminal earnings are sensitive to embeddedness in conforming work and family relationships, criminal experience, and the perceived risks and rewards of crime. Moreover,
heroin and cocaine use creates a strong earnings imperative that is
difficult to satisfy in the low-wage labor market, and offenders earn
far more money illegally when they are using these drugs than during
periods of abstinence.
Most crime is economic behavior. In fact, almost 90% of the serious offenses reported in the United States each year concern remunerative
crimes (U.S. DOJ 2001, p. 278). Recent stratification research has also
linked crime with inequality and earnings (Grogger 1998; Hagan 1991;
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Pager 2003; Western 2000; Western and Beckett 1999; Western and Pettit
2002), establishing the penal system as an important labor market institution. Yet, until very recently, the study of illegal earnings had received
scant attention (Fagan 1997; Grogger 1998; Matsueda et al. 1992; McCarthy 2002; McCarthy and Hagan 2001; Levitt and Venkatesh 2001;
Tremblay and Morselli 2000). The sociology of criminal attainment and
its relation to lawful economic activity thus remains “under-theorized and
under-studied” (McCarthy and Hagan 2001, p. 1054).
Theories of criminal earnings must address both the paradoxical nature
of deviant status attainment and extreme volatility in rates of criminal
participation and remuneration. High illegal earnings may index both
success, in outstripping other offenders, and failure, as some no doubt
“turn to crime” when frustrated in lawful pursuits. Illegal earnings fluctuate dramatically over time, for offenders often keep one foot in street
life and the other in the straight or conventional world (Hagan and McCarthy 1997). We therefore build on models of short-term changes in
criminal activity (Horney, Osgood, and Marshall 1995; Osgood et al. 1996)
and within-person change in legal earnings (Waldfogel 1997) to examine
how criminals increase or decrease their illegal earnings as their opportunities, orientations, and social relationships change.
Changes in more proximal “foreground” priorities, such as those brought
on by drug addiction or hunger, also provoke changes in illegal earnings
(Hagan and McCarthy 1997). For example, there is solid empirical evidence that chronic use of heroin and cocaine is positively associated with
property crime (Anglin and Speckart 1988; Fagan 1994; Goode 1997;
Needle and Mills 1994; Nurco et al. 1988). Because of selectivity problems,
data limitations, and the absence of well-developed theories, however, we
know very little about the causal ordering of these phenomena as they
unfold over time. Drug use is so intimately connected to other criminal
activities that most standard statistical techniques are incapable of establishing their causal ordering (Akers 1992; Faupel and Klockars 1987;
Goode 1997; White, Pandina, and LaGrange 1987). Similarly, since people
self-select into legal as well as illegal work, it is difficult to determine
whether lawful employment and legal earnings are causes or correlates
of crime.
In this article, we develop a basic conceptual model of illegal-earnings
determination and test it by analyzing month-to-month changes in criminal gains. Our discussion is organized in four parts. We first present a
model of criminal earnings based on the sociology of attainment and
criminological research on within-person change in crime and drug use.
The second part addresses data and estimation, describing the unique
illegal-earnings data of the National Supported Work Demonstration Project of the 1970s. The third part shows results of our full conceptual model
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and more focused confirmatory analyses of drug use as an “illegal-earnings
imperative.” Finally, we discuss the generality of the earnings determination process and recent social transformations affecting drug use and
crime, situating our findings in current scientific and policy debates.

CONCEPTUAL MODELS OF LEGAL AND ILLEGAL EARNINGS

In his ethnography of East Harlem crack dealers, Philippe Bourgois observes drug dealers and street criminals “scrambling to obtain their piece
of the pie” following “the classical Yankee model for upward mobility”
(1995, p. 326). Despite their decidedly unconventional means of obtaining
money, many criminal offenders retain conventional American values of
success striving and material attainment (Bourgois 1995; Matsueda et al.
1992; Venkatesh and Levitt 2000), often “moonlighting” in a variety of
legal and illegal income-producing activities (Duneier 1999; Levitt and
Venkatesh 2001; MacCoun and Reuter 1992; Tremblay and Morselli 2000;
U.S. DOJ 2000b; Wilson and Abrahamse 1992).
In view of the connection between legal and illegal economic behavior,
several lines of attainment research have been productively extended to
crime, including theories of human capital (Becker 1968), social capital
and embeddedness (Hagan 1993; Sampson and Laub 1993), opportunity
structure (Cloward and Ohlin 1960), and rational choice (Piliavin et al.
1986). More recent investigations have scrutinized the economic lives of
criminal offenders, offering models that test the generality of the earnings
determination process (Levitt and Venkatesh 2000, 2001; McCarthy and
Hagan 2001). We build on this work in posing a model of illegal earnings
based on embeddedness in conventional and criminal activities and networks, the structure of opportunities for legal and illegal behavior, and
subjective appraisals of the risks and rewards associated with crime and
conformity.

Human Capital and Criminal Experience
Much of the sociological earnings literature adapts or refines humancapital theory (Becker 1962), which posits that workers are rewarded in
the labor market for their investments in skills, experience, and training.
Differences in remuneration thus reflect differences in individual productive capacity, as measured by education and experience. Criminal offenders gain analogous skills and experience, receiving informal tutelage
that may yield returns in the form of illicit earnings (Hagan and McCarthy
1997; Sutherland 1937). For example, ethnographies by Padilla (1992) in
Chicago and Sullivan (1989) in New York show how the social skills of
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street-level drug dealing are learned through face-to-face interaction.
Dealing is a job that must be learned gradually, requiring “a considerable
investment of time to acquire skills, plan, and operate systematically”
(Padilla 1992, p. 151). Other studies identify intelligence, experience, and
willingness to employ limited (but not wanton) violence as predictive of
illegal economic success (VanNostrand and Tewksbury 1997; Venkatesh
and Levitt 2000). Illegal attainment is thus at least partly a function of
criminal experience or “criminal capital” (Grogger 1998; Hagan and McCarthy 1997; Matsueda and Heimer 1997).
Conventional and Criminal Embeddedness
Sociological attainment models emphasize social relationships as well as
human capital, identifying social capital (Coleman 1990) and embeddedness in interpersonal networks as fundamental to the process of getting
a job and advancing in a career (Granovetter 1973, 1985; Montgomery
1992, 1994). The structured relations between persons are thought to
increase or decrease earnings by constraining choices, altering perceptions,
and providing networks of clients or associates for economic exchange.
Even in areas with high crime rates, those who establish early personal
connections to employers benefit relative to those who are less embedded
in conventional job networks (Newman 1999; Sullivan 1989).
“Criminal embeddedness” in illicit roles and activities, such as street
networks facilitating crime, drives illegal earnings in a similar manner
(Hagan 1993). Criminal experience may gradually cumulate through embeddedness in informal “tutelage relationships” (Hagan and McCarthy
1997) or toil as a “foot soldier” in an organized gang (Levitt and Venkatesh
2000). Embeddedness is thus an emergent rather than a stable property,
evolving as relations with deviant and conforming others develop over
time. In street gangs in particular, peer culture and dense network ties
embed members in street life while restricting access to conventional activities (Padilla 1992). Attesting to the impact of criminal embeddedness
in such settings, those with ties to other successful offenders (Tremblay
and Morselli 2000), those in collaborative relationships (McCarthy and
Hagan 2001), and those holding leadership positions in an ongoing illegal
enterprise (Levitt and Venkatesh 2000) report high illegal earnings relative
to other offenders.
The Structure of Opportunity
In addition to individual differences and social networks, of course, structural opportunities shape legitimate financial rewards (Wacquant 2002).
At the individual level, status origins affect socioeconomic mobility (Bib149
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larz and Raftery 1999; Hout 1984; Rytina 2000); at the organization and
industry level, firm size (Kalleberg and Van Buren 1996) and sector (Beck,
Horan, and Tolbert 1978; Sakamoto and Chen 1991) are influential; and,
at the macro level, unemployment and cohort size affect earnings attainment (Raffalovich, Leicht, and Wallace 1992).
In linking the structure of opportunities to illegal attainment, criminologists often envision people as facing “two opportunity structures—
one legitimate, the other illegitimate” (Cloward and Ohlin 1960, p. 152).
At the individual level, incarceration and correctional supervision constrain criminal opportunities by incapacitating offenders. At the neighborhood level, the social organization of licit and illicit opportunities (such
as the availability of professional fences and organized markets to liquidate stolen goods) determines the mix of crimes committed (Cloward
and Ohlin 1960; Duneier 1999, p. 218; Steffensmeier 1986). The involvement of street gangs in drug economies, for example, is situated within
other forms of community social organization (Sullivan 1989; Venkatesh
1997). At the macro level, unemployment rates and enforcement patterns
structure illegal opportunities, affecting crime rates and the relative attractiveness of legal and illegal work. Of course, when confronted with
the same set of criminal opportunities and risks, one person may define
the situation as appropriate for crime while another may not (Sutherland
1947). Measured perceptions of criminal opportunities therefore gauge
both the structure of illegal opportunities and the orientations of individual actors. Moreover, both subjective perceptions and structural opportunities are time-varying, fluctuating with age, economic conditions, and
other changing circumstances (Shover 1996).

Subjective Aspirations, Expectations, and Perceptions
As the preceding discussion of agency suggests, subjective perceptions
and individual choices also influence earnings. Marini and Fan (1997),
for example, have shown how differences in work and family aspirations
explain a sizable portion of the gender gap in earnings. Other studies
indicate that worker attitudes affect remuneration, net of human capital
and work performance (e.g., Nollen and Gaertner 1991). With regard to
crime, subjective perceptions have been most systematically examined in
deterrence or choice research, illustrating how the perceived likelihood of
sanction alters the probability or amount of illegal behavior (e.g., Piliavin
et al. 1986). In this research and recent studies linking criminal gains to
risk preferences (McCarthy 2002; McCarthy and Hagan 2001), higher
illegal earnings are generally observed among those associating lower risks
with crime and lower rewards with lawful work.
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Drug Consumption
As drug consumption has emerged as a prominent concern in both scholarly and public discourse (e.g., Beckett 1997; Desimone 2001), social scientists have developed some basic empirical generalizations about drug
use and legal earnings. For example, some forms of drug use appear to
increase early career wages (Gill and Michaels 1992; Kaestner 1991), but
have inconsistent (Kaestner 1994) or negative (Kandel, Chen, and Gill
1995) long-term effects. Kandel et al. (1995) suggest that young recreational drug users are likely to take jobs offering high starting wages but
little potential for wage growth. It is difficult to determine from existing
research whether this pattern is due to selectivity—persons with high risk
preferences self-selecting into both drug use and potentially dangerous
but remunerative jobs—or greater income needs tied to drug use.
Drug consumption is likely to have a different social meaning for addicts
who organize their lives around the activity than it does for recreational
users who consume drugs as they would other commodities (Johnson et
al. 1985; Lindesmith 1938). Studies of “hard-core” cocaine and heroin users
generally report strong drug effects on illegal earnings (Office of National
Drug Control Policy [ONDCP] 2001), with a significant portion of drug
use supported by criminal activity (Inciardi and Pottieger 1994; Jacobs
1999; Kowalski and Faupel 1990). For example, Fagan (1994) finds that
female crack cocaine users report far more income-generating crime than
nonusers. Similarly, Johnson and colleagues (1985, p. 159) identify a powerful “direct contribution” of current heroin use to criminal income. If, as
we suggest, cocaine and heroin use creates an earnings imperative that
directly impels remunerative crime, illegal earnings are likely to peak
during periods of active use.
In sum, our conceptual model of illegal-earnings attainment is generalized from sociological theories of lawful attainment and criminological
research on substance use and crime. We expect that experience, embeddedness in criminal and conventional networks, opportunity structure,
and subjective perceptions of risk and reward will explain illegal earnings
just as these factors drive legitimate attainment. By applying theories of
attainment to crime, we test the generality of the earnings determination
process while assessing the relative importance of the earnings imperative
created by illegal drug use.

WITHIN-PERSON CHANGES IN DRUG USE AND CRIMINAL
OFFENDING

Because reliable illegal-earnings data are so difficult to obtain, even the
most rigorous recent investigations have been based on cross-sectional
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data (Fagan 1992), retrospective inmate reports (Tremblay and Morselli
2000), or relatively small or selective samples (Levitt and Venkatesh 2000,
2001; MacCoun and Reuter 1992; McCarthy and Hagan 2001). These and
other recent studies have noted the positive effects of perceived physical
strength (Levitt and Venkatesh 2001), aspirations for wealth (McCarthy
and Hagan 2001), and legal income (Tremblay and Morselli 2000) on
criminal earnings. In perhaps the most comprehensive analysis to date,
Matsueda et al. (1992) identify age, gender, drug use, criminal history, and
the prestige accorded deviant work as predictors of illegal earnings.
Although such studies clearly identify the correlates of illegal earnings,
they remain less than definitive in specifying causal relationships. Preexisting differences in unmeasured factors (such as ambition or impulsiveness) may affect levels of both illegal earnings and independent variables such as drug use and legal income, biasing estimates of their effects
in standard regression models. By contrast, investigators studying legal
earnings (England et al. 1988; Waldfogel 1997) use fixed effects or first
difference panel models to adjust estimates for these sources of unobserved
heterogeneity. Although similar techniques have been applied to participation in criminal offending (Horney, Osgood, and Marshall 1995) and
the frequency of criminal and deviant acts (Bushway, Brame, and Paternoster 1999; Osgood et al. 1996), no investigation to date has examined
within-person changes in illegal earnings.
This omission in the illegal-earnings literature forestalls understanding
of important scientific and policy questions. First, in the absence of withinperson analysis, it is difficult to tell whether factors such as drug use are
causes or spurious correlates of criminal returns (Hanlon, Kinlock, and
Nurco 1991; Goode 1997). As Ronald Akers (1992, p. 69) succinctly summarizes the problem, “The research is characterized by disagreement over
what causes what and lack of data to answer the question adequately. A
specifically drug-produced motivation to commit crime that was not present prior to using drugs has not been established. . . . Drugs/alcohol and
crime/delinquency are highly related but cannot be said to cause one
another” (emphasis added). Do offenders steal to support their habits or
do crime and drug use both result from an underlying propensity for
deviance (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990)? In the former case, a socioeconomic mechanism connects drugs and crime in a causal chain. In the
latter case, drug use is epiphenomenal, a surface manifestation of criminal
propensity, and the association between drugs and crime is spurious because of this common or correlated cause.
Second, the interrelation of legal and illegal earnings remains unexplored. Do criminals decrease their illegal activities when legal income
rises? If so, financial assistance (Berk, Lenihan, and Rossi 1980) or employment programs (Uggen 2000) that provide legitimate income to of152
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fenders play an important role in reducing crime. If not, such programs
must be justified on grounds other than crime reduction. Finally, the
problem of illegal earnings tests the scope conditions of theories of conforming and deviant behavior. Deviant careers are less structured than
conventional careers, with uncertain rewards, little specialization, and an
overarching need for secrecy (Luckenbill and Best 1981). Nevertheless,
unified theories of socioeconomic attainment may be viable if, as some
suggest, theories of legal prosperity also explain illegal success (McCarthy
2002; McCarthy and Hagan 2001).

DATA AND METHODS

The Supported Work Data File
The National Supported Work data to be analyzed provide perhaps the
best available information on legal and illegal earnings among “ex-addict,”
“ex-offender,” and “youth dropout” populations (Hollister, Kemper, and
Maynard 1984). Overall, 2,268 offenders (primarily referred by parole
agencies), 1,394 addicts (primarily referred by drug-treatment agencies),
and 1,241 youth dropouts (referred from social service and educational
institutions) participated in the study. We pooled these groups after finding
few subgroup differences in the levels of independent variables or their
effects on illegal earnings. The experimental program offered subsidized
jobs for up to 18 months to half the sample and assigned the remainder
to a control group (Hollister et al. 1984, pp. 12–90). The program operated
in nine cities: Atlanta, Chicago, Hartford, Jersey City, Newark, New York,
Oakland, Philadelphia, and San Francisco. Members of each group provided monthly drug use, income, and crime information at 9-month intervals for up to three years. All respondents were tracked for at least 18
months, with subgroups followed for 27–36 months. Response rates vary
from 77% at 9 months to 67% at 36 months, though selectivity analyses
suggest that panel attrition is unlikely to threaten inferences (Brown 1979).
We estimate models using the person-month as the unit of analysis, so
that cases are analyzed for all months in which valid data are available.
For more detailed descriptions of Supported Work, see Hollister et al.
(1984), Matsueda et al. (1992, pp. 756–59), Piliavin et al. (1986, pp. 104–
7), and Uggen (2000, pp. 532–53).
Unlike many job programs, Supported Work successfully recruited socially marginalized individuals—hard-core drug users and repeat criminal
offenders. Unlike studies of criminal earnings (Tremblay and Morselli
2000; Wilson and Abrahamse 1992) or offending (Horney et al. 1995) that
rely on prisoners’ retrospective reports, Supported Work tracked respondents in their communities. These data are thus unusually well suited to
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investigate how drug use and embeddedness in criminal and conventional
activities affect illegal earnings. Supported Work operated between April
1975 and December 1978, yet it remains a rare and potentially important
source of information on illegal earnings. Older data sets can be a fount
of both new tests of theory and important empirical generalizations, as
Sampson and Laub (1993) convincingly demonstrate in their reanalysis
of the Gluecks’ (1950) data. Yet there are important differences between
the underground economy of the 1970s and that of today, such as the rise
and fall of crack cocaine markets, mass incarceration, and welfare reform.
We will return to these issues and their implications in the discussion
below.
Measures and Expectations
Unlike previous studies of illegal earnings (Levitt and Venkatesh 2001;
Matsueda et al. 1992; McCarthy and Hagan 2001; Tremblay and Morselli
2000), our models do not include fixed regressors such as race or sex, since
all stable characteristics are statistically controlled by the within-person
analytic approach. The time-varying independent variables include selfreported cocaine and heroin use, monthly legal earnings, and monthly
unearned legal income (e.g., Social Security and welfare). We lag these
factors by one month to establish temporal order, but we also vary the
lag structure to allow the duration of drug use to affect the level of illegal
earnings. Based on prior research and our conceptual model, we expect
drug use to create an earnings imperative that directly impels economic
crime (Fagan 1994; Johnson et al. 1985). Conversely, greater legal earnings
and other income should reduce criminal earnings (Bourgois 1995; Levitt
and Venkatesh 2001; McCarthy and Hagan 2001; Sullivan 1989; but see
Tremblay and Morselli 2000).
Opportunity structure measures include a dichotomous incarceration
indicator, the site-specific unemployment rate, and the perceived frequency of opportunities to earn money illegally. We expect incarceration
to dramatically decrease illegal earnings in the short run. While imprisonment may increase long-term illegal earnings, as Levitt and Venkatesh
(2001) report among gang members, we expect a contemporaneous incapacitation effect: being locked up will decrease (but not eliminate) opportunities for economic crime. Similarly, we expect that greater perceived
illegal opportunities should also increase illegal earnings. Finally, high
local unemployment rates should constrain legal opportunities and increase illegal earnings, especially among convicted felons, who are generally at the rear of the labor queue (Holzer, Raphael, and Stoll 2001;
Pager 2003; Western and Beckett 1999).
Criminal experience and embeddedness are indicated by arrests, age,
154

Socioeconomic Determinants of Ill-Gotten Gains
and friendship patterns. Although the number of arrests is an imperfect
proxy for criminal embeddedness, it represents an important dimension
of criminal experience (if not expertise or skill). As in models of legal
earnings, we include squared terms for age and experience because we
expect curvilinear relationships, or diminishing returns to criminal experience. Criminal embeddedness is also indicated by the presence of a
close friend in a “full-time hustle,” who is both unemployed and involved
in crime. Such relationships increase illegal earnings through specialized
skills, knowledge, and contacts (McCarthy and Hagan 2001; Tremblay
and Morselli 2000; Warr 1998).
Human capital and conventional embeddedness are assessed by school
attendance, program employment, regular employment, and cohabitation
with a spouse or partner. We expect each of these characteristics to reduce
illegal earnings even after statistically controlling for legal income. Work
and school provide human capital, informal social controls, and a setting
for conforming routine activities (Osgood et al. 1996). Although not all
spouses are law-abiding (Giordano, Cernkovich, and Rudolph 2002), family relationships signal embeddedness in a network of social relations and
should decrease illegal earnings (Hirschi 1969; Sampson and Laub 1990).
Subjective risks and rewards include respondents’ perceived risk of
being imprisoned if arrested and their expected earnings on the best job
they could obtain at their present skill level. We assume that individuals
have consistent preferences to act in their own interest, such that greater
perceived risks should deter illegal activity. We expect legal-earnings potential to be inversely related to illegal earnings, as the availability of
remunerative legal work offers a viable alternative or substitute for economic crime.
The Validity and Reliability of Self-Reported Drug Use and IllegalEarnings Data
The primary dependent variable in this analysis is self-reported monthly
illegal earnings. Because inflation eroded purchasing power over the observation period, all earnings data are adjusted for inflation and transformed into constant 1998 dollars (U.S. Department of Labor 1998; see
also U.S. Department of Labor 1997). The merits of the self-report method
for crime and delinquency data have been the subject of much debate
and research (e.g., Hindelang, Hirschi, and Weis 1981; Piquero, MacIntosh, and Hickman 2002). The Supported Work project conducted a
careful reverse record check, comparing official records of participants
with self-reported arrest data. Consistent with other investigations (Elliott
and Ageton 1980; Huizinga and Elliott 1986), race was the only variable
related to discrepancies between self-reports and police records: African155
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Americans were likely to underreport relative to whites and Latinos
(Schore, Maynard, and Piliavin 1979). Because we examine within-person
changes in illegal earnings, however, such group differences are unlikely
to bias our estimates.
In fact, since our analytic approach statistically controls for stable individual differences, we are less concerned with systematic biases across
persons (“consistent falsifiers”) than with systematic biases within persons
over time (“simultaneous confessors”). That is, if people were dishonest
about their offending early in the study but later began to trust the interviewers and confess drug use and crime simultaneously, estimated drug
effects on crime would be inflated. Fortunately, the hazard rate of the
time until both drug use and illegal activities are reported is monotonically
declining in these data (Uggen and Thompson 1999), and we find no
evidence of such biases.
Our dichotomous drug-use measures come from self-reports of cocaine
or heroin use. How reliable are the drug-use data? Since no official records
exist for drug use and participants were not tested during the program,
a reverse record check is impossible. Nevertheless, comparisons of selfreports for identical periods across Supported Work interviews revealed
“no evidence that reported use during any nine-month period was differentially reported” in the ex-addict group (Dickinson and Maynard 1981,
p. 19). Studies comparing self-reports with urinalyses data report rates of
congruence between 74% and 86% (Anglin, Hser, and Chou 1993, p. 104)
and, in some cases, over 90% (Taylor and Bennett 1999, p. 28). These
studies and our within-person analytic approach should provide some
degree of confidence in the validity and reliability of estimates obtained
from Supported Work drug-use and illegal-earnings data.
Descriptive Statistics
Summary statistics and variable descriptions for fixed and changing characteristics of the Supported Work sample are shown in tables 1 and 2,
respectively. Most participants were male (89%), African-American (76%),
and had little education (10.2 years on average). Only 13% were married
when they entered the program, and few had children. Table 2 shows the
time-varying characteristics taken from our pooled sample of personmonths. Respondents averaged approximately $333 in illegal earnings per
month, although there was great variation around this mean. In any given
month, about 8% of the sample reported using heroin or cocaine. Monthly
legal earnings were relatively low ($670 per month), and they were supplemented on average by about $200 per month in unearned income. Only
about 5% of the sample was attending school during the study period.
Similarly, a minority of respondents reported work in any given month,
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TABLE 1
Fixed Characteristics
Variable

Male . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
African-American . . . . . . .
White . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Hispanic or other . . . . . . .
Experimental sample . . .
Youth sample . . . . . . . . . . .
Addict sample . . . . . . . . . . .
Offender sample . . . . . . . .
Years of education . . . . . .
Married . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
N children . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Baseline Value (t1)

89.3
76.1
10.8
13.1
48.5
25.3
28.6
46.2
10.2
(1.7)
13.3
.18
(.71)

Note.—N of cases p 4,927. Numbers in parentheses are
SDs. All baseline values are percentages except for years of
education and number of children.

with about 14% being employed by the project and 26% in regular nonprogram work. Although Supported Work data are not drawn from a
national probability sample, the mean age, sex, and criminal history levels
of participants are roughly comparable to those observed in official correctional populations (U.S. DOJ 2001).

ESTIMATION: POOLED CROSS-SECTIONAL TIME-SERIES ANALYSIS

Unobserved Heterogeneity
One major problem with standard (across-person) analyses is that they
fail to address unmeasured factors that may be driving both independent
variables such as drug use and dependent variables such as crime. While
we can attempt to name, measure, and “control for” some characteristics,
myriad other factors may escape our view (Sobel 1996). Therefore, we
adopt a model that nets out all stable individual differences to ensure
that unmeasured characteristics such as genetic endowment or underlying
criminal propensities (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990) will not bias our
results. We estimate fixed-effects models of the form:
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TABLE 2
Time-Varying Characteristics
Variable

Drugs and money:
Earned illegal income . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Description

Coding

158

Total monthly dollar amount

1998 U.S.$

Drug use (%) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Monthly indicator for cocaine or heroin use

Earned legal income . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Total monthly dollar amount

0 p no,
1 p yes
1998 U.S.$

Unearned legal income . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Total monthly unearned income (Social Security,
welfare, unemployment, etc.)

1998 U.S.$

Indicator for jail and/or prison time

0 p no,
1 p yes
%

Opportunity structure:
Incarceration (%) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Unemployment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Illegal opportunities . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Criminal embeddedness:
Friend in full-time hustle (%) . . . . . .
Arrests experience (and arrests2) . . .

% unemployed in each site, measured at threemonth intervals
How often nowadays do you have a chance to
make money illegally?

Is closest friend unemployed and involved in drugs,
hustles, or trouble with the police?
Actual number of arrests

3 p few/day,
2 p few/
week,
1 p less than
that,
0 p no
chance
0 p no,
1 p yes

Pooled Value (t1–36)

333*
(1,860)
7.7†
670
(1,027)
199
(342)
11.8
7.72
(2.55)
1.22
(1.20)

11.1
8.2
(12.0)

Age (and age2) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Conventional embeddedness:
Ties to spouse/partner (%) . . . . . . . . . .
Regular employment (%) . . . . . . . . . . . .
Program employment (%) . . . . . . . . . . .
School attendance (%) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Subjective risks and rewards . . . . . . . . .
Perceived risk of prison . . . . . . . . . . . . .
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Earnings expectations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Age

Years

25.71
(6.6)

Dichotomous indicator of cohabitation with spouse
or partner
Dichotomous indicator of employment in an unsubsidized (nonprogram) job
Dichotomous indicator of Supported Work
employment
Dichotomous enrollment indicator for school
attendance

0
1
0
1
0
1
0
1

20.3

If you made $1,000 illegally, what do you think
your chances would be of getting sent to prison
if you were caught?
If you had to look for a job—keeping in mind your
past experiences, your education and your training—how much do you think you would earn
per week, before taxes?

1 p low,
3 p 50/50,
5 p high
1998 U.S.$

Number of person-months . . . . . . . . . . . .
Note.—Numbers in parentheses are SDs.
* Average illegal earnings among those with any illegal earnings are $1,121 (SD $3,281).
†
3.8% were using heroin, and 4.9% were using cocaine.

p
p
p
p
p
p
p
p

no,
yes
no,
yes
no,
yes
no,
yes

26.4
13.5
5.1

3.8
(1.5)
499
(250)

93,636
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$ill it ⫺ $ill i p (ait ⫺ ai ) ⫹ b1(drug it⫺1 ⫺ drug i ) ⫹ b2 ($legal it⫺1 ⫺ $legal i )
⫹ b3 ($unearn it⫺1 ⫺ $unearn i ) ⫹ b4 (incarc it ⫺ incarc i )
⫹ b5 (unem it ⫺ unem i ) ⫹ b6 (opptyit⫺1 ⫺ opptyi )
⫹ b7 (devfrd it⫺1 ⫺ devfrd i ) ⫹ b8 (arrest it⫺1 ⫺ arrest i )
⫹ b9 (arrest 2it⫺1 ⫺ arrest 2i ) ⫹ b10 (ageit ⫺ agei )
⫹ b11(ageit2 ⫺ agei2 ) ⫹ b12 (cohabit⫺1 ⫺ cohabi )
⫹ b13 (work it⫺1 ⫺ work i ) ⫹ b14 (prog it⫺1 ⫺ prog i )
⫹ b15 (schl it⫺1 ⫺ schl i ) ⫹ b16 (risk it⫺1 ⫺ risk i )
⫹ b17 ($expct it⫺1 ⫺ $expct i ) ⫹ (m it ⫺ m i ).
In this model, each variable is expressed as a deviation from its personspecific mean (England et al. 1988; Johnson 1995; Waldfogel 1997). To
ensure proper temporal ordering, we lag all independent variables one
month, with the exception of incarceration and age (which are measured
contemporaneously). We retain periods of incarceration in the analysis
because jail stays are often shorter than one month and because illegal
earnings may continue while the person is incarcerated (though we report
results of analyses that omit all incarceration spells in n. 5 below). Because
the model assesses changes within persons, rather than comparing the
levels of variables across persons, the effects of stable characteristics are
statistically controlled. The individual fixed effects thus remove
between-person differences in illegal earnings, leaving the within-person
variation to be explained by changes in levels of the variables in our
conceptual model—drug use, legal income, opportunities, criminal and
conventional embeddedness, and perceptions of risk and reward. For
example, the estimated drug effects are the amount that drugs raise or
lower illegal earnings above each respondent’s own baseline level.

Functional Form of Earnings and Coding of Zero Earners
The proper functional form of earnings is frequently debated in attainment
research (Hauser 1980; Hodson 1985; Peterson 1989, 1999; Portes and
Zhou 1996). Researchers’ choice of raw dollars or its natural logarithm
has proven important in both the segmented labor market (Beck, Horan,
and Tolbert 1978; Hauser 1980) and immigrant attainment (Portes and
Zhou 1996) literatures. Logging dollars reduces skewness and the influence
of extreme observations, which generally improves model fit. The esti160
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mates in logged models are interpreted as the average percentage change
in earnings associated with a unit change on the independent variables.
By contrast, analyzing raw dollars preserves the influence of outliers,
which may have significant substantive implications. For example, some
effects may be detected only in the full dollar range of earnings (Portes
and Zhou 1996) or frequency range of crime (Elliott and Ageton 1980).
Coefficients are directly interpreted in these models, as dollar increases
or decreases associated with a unit change on the independent variables.
In light of this debate, we follow McCarthy and Hagan (2001) in estimating both types of models. We emphasize the raw dollar results for
ease of interpretation but discuss differences where they arise in the text
and notes.
The coding of zero earners is also an important specification decision
(Hauser 1980), and many studies restrict analysis to those earning at least
$1 (Portes and Zhou 1996) or $100 (Hodson 1985). Since the transition
from $0 to $1 is conceptually important in this case, signaling recidivism
or a parole violation for many respondents, we include the zero earners.
Because these zero earners skew the earnings distribution and raise important concerns about sample selectivity (Heckman 1979), we also conduct all analyses on an “earners only” subsample. Again, we report all
differences in the text or notes.

RESULTS

An Illustrative Case History
To illustrate our data structure, tables 3, 4, and 5 show a simple case
history detailing the legal and illegal activities of Paul, a 33-year-old
African-American male program participant. We track changes in his drug
use, earnings, embeddedness in social relationships, opportunities, and
perceptions. Table 3 shows that Paul was jailed for some portion of each
of the first five months of the program. Nevertheless, he reported both
cocaine use and illegal earnings during this period. Paul entered program
work in month 5, earning a monthly income of $433 (in unadjusted
dollars). He reported monthly illegal earnings of $867 for six of the first
10 months of the program and used cocaine throughout this period. His
drug use escalated to include heroin at the tenth month, and his illegal
earnings increased to over $3,000 by month 11. Paul was arrested twice
in month 8, and following these arrests he separated from his wife and
began to use heroin. His friendship patterns also shifted during this period,
such that his best friend was now unemployed and engaged in deviance.
Paul’s case shows the changing social circumstances associated with
desistance or cessation from crime as well as continuity or growth in
161

TABLE 3
An Illustrative Case History Showing Within-Person Changes in Earnings and Other Characteristics
Month
Variable

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

162

Drugs and money:
Drug use . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . cocaine cocaine cocaine cocaine cocaine cocaine cocaine cocaine cocaine cocaine cocaine cocaine
heroin heroin heroin
Earned legal income ($) . . . . . . . . . . . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
433
433
433
433
. . .
. . .
. . .
Earned illegal income ($) . . . . . . .
867
867
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
867
867
867
867
3,342
3,342
Unearned legal income ($) . . . . . . . . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
84
146
146
146
Opportunity structure:
Incarceration status . . . . . . . . . . . . .
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
Unemployment rate (%) . . . . . . . . . 11.6
11.6
11.6
11.2
11.2
11.2
11.0
11.0
11.0
10.6
10.6
10.6
Illegal opportunities . . . . . . . . . . . . . high
high
high
high
high
high
high
high
high
high
high
high
Criminal embeddedness:
Unemployed deviant friend . . . . . . . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
yes
yes
yes
yes
Arrest experience . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
8
8
8
8
8
8
8
10
10
10
10
10
Age . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33.0
33.1
33.2
33.3
33.3
33.4
33.5
33.6
33.7
33.8
33.8
33.9
Conventional embeddedness:
Ties to spouse/partner . . . . . . . . . . .
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
Regular employment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
Program employment . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
. . .
. . .
. . .
School attendance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
Subjective risks and rewards:
Perceived risk of prison . . . . . . . . .
low
low
low
low
low
low
low
low
low
low
low
low
Earnings expectations . . . . . . . . . . .
350
350
350
350
350
350
350
350
300
300
300
300

TABLE 4
An Illustrative Case History Showing Within-Person Changes in Earnings and Other Characteristics
Month
Variable

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24
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Drugs and money:
Drug use . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . cocaine cocaine cocaine cocaine cocaine
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
Earned legal income . . . . . . . . . . . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
Earned illegal income ($) . . . 2,475
2,475
2,475
2,475
2,475
2,475
2,475
2,475
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
Unearned legal income
($) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
146
146
146
146
146
146
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
Opportunity structure:
Incarceration status . . . . . . . . . . . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
Unemployment rate (%) . . . . .
9.3
9.3
9.3
8.6
8.6
8.6
8.3
8.3
8.3
7.6
7.6
7.6
Illegal opportunities . . . . . . . . . high
high
high
high
high medium medium medium medium medium medium medium
Criminal embeddedness:
Unemployed deviant
friend . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
Arrest experience . . . . . . . . . . . .
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
Age . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 34.0
34.1
34.2
34.3
34.3
34.4
34.5
34.6
34.7
34.8
34.8
34.9
Conventional embeddedness:
Ties to spouse/partner . . . . . . . . . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
Regular employment . . . . . . . . . . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
yes
Program employment . . . . . . . . . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
School attendance . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
Subjective risks and rewards:
Perceived risk of prison . . . . .
low
low
low
low
low
high
high
high
high
high
high
high
Earnings expectations ($) . . .
300
300
300
300
300
300
300
300
300
300
300
300

TABLE 5
An Illustrative Case History Showing Within-Person Changes in Earnings and Other Characteristics
Month
Variable

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

36

Drugs and money:
Drug use . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
Earned legal income ($) . . . . . 1,066
1,066
1,066
840
840
840
840
840
840
840
840
840
Earned illegal income ($) . . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
Unearned legal income . . . . . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
Opportunity structure:
Incarceration status . . . . . . . . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
Unemployment rate (%) . . . . .
6.2
6.2
6.2
5.6
5.6
5.6
6.9
6.9
6.9
5.1
5.1
5.1
Illegal opportunities . . . . . . . . . medium medium
high
high
high
high
high
high
high
high
high
high
Criminal embeddedness:
Unemployed deviant
friend . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
. . .
. . .
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
. . .
Arrest experience . . . . . . . . . . . .
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
10
Age . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
35.0
35.1
35.2
35.3
35.3
35.4
35.5
35.6
35.7
35.8
35.8
35.9
Conventional embeddedness:
Ties to spouse/partner . . . . . . .
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
Regular employment . . . . . . . .
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
yes
Program employment . . . . . . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
School attendance . . . . . . . . . . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
. . .
Subjective risks and rewards:
Perceived risk of prison . . . . .
high
high
medium medium medium medium medium medium medium medium medium low
Earnings expectations . . . . . . .
300
300
800
800
800
800
800
800
800
800
800
260
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offending. Table 4 shows that he desisted from crime shortly after ceasing
drug use in month 17. He resumed living with his spouse and reported
a more conventional best friend at month 18. By the twenty-fourth month,
he was working in a regular job as a health services attendant and began
reporting legal income of about $1,000 per month. Paul held this job
through the end of the follow-up period (table 5) and reported no new
illegal income. Nevertheless, he continued to perceive frequent illegal
opportunities and to associate with a “deviant” best friend after desisting
from crime.
Though tables 3, 4, and 5 provide only a bare outline of Paul’s case
history, they illustrate his major life events and the sequencing and intensity of his legal and illegal activity. They also show the strengths and
limitations of our data and analytical approach. Respondents were interviewed at nine-month intervals and asked to recall their circumstances
over the previous nine months.2 Although these data may be subject to
errors in recall and other sources of unreliability (Levitt and Venkatesh
2000; Wilson and Abrahamse 1992), they remain the best source of information on short-term changes in illegal earnings.
Trajectories of Drug Use and Illegal Income
Our fixed-effects analysis considers thousands of these cases simultaneously to test our conceptual model of within-person changes in criminal
earnings. Before proceeding, however, we first map some ideal-typical
trajectories of drug use and crime, drawing from an important typology
of adult male gang members. Hagedorn (1994) reports that some members
“go legit” and mature out of gang life, whereas others are “dope fiends”
who stay in the gang to maintain access to drugs, or “new jacks” who
envision long-term careers as dealers (see also Jacobs 1999; Venkatesh
and Levitt 2000). Based on respondents’ substance use and illegal earnings
at baseline and subsequent follow-up interviews, we developed five basic
patterns of drug use: (1) abstainers reported never using cocaine or heroin;
(2) desisters had used either cocaine or heroin at baseline, ceased drug
use, and did not resume it; (3) new onset users had no history of cocaine
or heroin prior to the baseline interview but began drug consumption
during the follow-up; (4) sporadic users had periods of alternately using
and not using drugs; and, finally, (5) persisters had used cocaine or heroin
at baseline and continued throughout the follow-up period.
2

Measures of conventional embeddedness and subjective risks and rewards were also
taken at nine-month intervals. Unlike other indicators, however, these measures are
fixed within each nine-month period and are therefore less sensitive to month-to-month
changes.
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We computed an analogous typology of illegal earnings and crossclassify the drug-use and illegal-earnings trajectories in figure 1. We find
a strong association between drug-use and illegal-earnings patterns, with
about 30% of the total sample desisting and about 18% abstaining from
each activity. The next most common pattern involved abstention from
drug use and desistance from criminal earnings (complete tables are available upon request).3 These trajectories show a bivariate relationship between drug use and illegal earnings. To understand how changes in drug
use affect illegal income, we move from this across-person perspective to
a within-person analysis that nets out stable individual preferences.
Within-Person Predictors of Illegal Earnings
Table 6 shows results of our fixed-effects models predicting monthly illegal
earnings.4 Model 1 includes lagged measures of drug use, legal earnings,
and unearned legal income, as well as contemporaneous incarceration and
unemployment indicators. Most strikingly, use of cocaine or heroin raises
illegal earnings by $678 in the following month, net of the individual fixed
effects. Legal earnings reduce criminal gains to some extent, with every
legal dollar diminishing illegal earnings by about seven cents. Net of the
other variables, unearned income is nonsignificant. Though incarceration
dramatically reduces illegal earnings, even this effect is smaller than the
positive effect of cocaine or heroin use.5 The unemployment rate is also
a strong positive predictor in model 1, suggesting that people commit
more crime when their local labor market is depressed. Each percentage
point rise in unemployment corresponds to a $25 increase in monthly
illegal earnings.
3

When we disaggregate drug use by substance, we find few differences in the trajectories, or their relation to illegal earnings, though a slightly higher percentage reported
onset of cocaine relative to onset of heroin (available from authors).
4
We estimated random-effects models as well as fixed-effects models. Because we found
large values of the Hausman statistic for each specification, the more demanding
assumptions of the random-effects model are unlikely to be met in this research setting.
We therefore report results from the more conservative fixed-effects models (Bushway,
Brame, and Paternoster 1999; Greene 1997:633).
5
In a supplementary analysis deleting all incarceration spells (see Piquero et al. 2001),
estimates are similar to those in table 6. Cocaine or heroin use raises illegal earnings
by $600 to $700, and legal income, regular, and program work significantly decrease
them. Because incarceration and opportunity are central to our conceptual model and
past research (Levitt and Venkatesh 2001), we also explored this link by creating a
running “incarceration counter.” We found that each additional month of incarceration
reduces illegal income by about $53. In models that include both contemporaneous
incarceration and the counter, the latter has a slightly smaller effect (about $43), and
the incarceration dummy continues to exert a strong negative effect (about $400) on
illegal income.
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Fig. 1.—Cross-classified individual histories of drug use and illegal earnings (N p
4,298).

Model 2 of table 6 adds indicators of criminal and conventional embeddedness and perceived risks and rewards. We expected that establishing close friendships with deviant associates would significantly increase criminal activity, but we find only weak effects once other factors
are controlled. We follow standard crime frequency (Osgood et al. 1996)
and earnings (Waldfogel 1997) specifications by including squared terms
for age and criminal experience. In studies of legal earnings, age and
experience are typically positive and their squares negative, indicating a
pattern of rising and then diminishing returns to experience. We find the
same pattern for illegal earnings and criminal experience, although age
and its square are nonsignificant.6 Nevertheless, inclusion of both squared
6

In standard OLS across-person models, age and its square conform to our theoretical
expectations. We suspect that age effects in the within-person model may be confounded
with the duration structure of recidivism. Our sample is primarily composed of recently
released offenders, who are at greatest risk of recidivism immediately after release (in
the initial months of the timeline). In the logged version of this model, the main effect
of age is statistically significant in model 2. We also conducted a supplementary analysis
to gauge the effect of different types of arrest on illegal income (table available from
authors). Rather than cumulating all arrests, we distinguished robbery/burglary, drug,
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TABLE 6
Fixed-Effects Estimates Predicting Monthly Illegal Earnings (U.S.$)
Variable

Drugs and money:
Cocaine or heroin use . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Earned legal income ($) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Unearned legal income ($) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Opportunity structure:
Incarceration status . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Unemployment rate . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Model 1

Model 2

678.23**
(25.99)
⫺.07**
(.01)
⫺.04
(.02)

717.79**
(28.95)
⫺.03*
(.01)
⫺.02
(.02)

⫺469.20**
(24.52)
25.45**
(3.99)

⫺506.89**
(29.13)
9.75
(5.41)
1.31
(7.71)

Illegal opportunities . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Criminal embeddedness:
Ties to unemployed deviant friend . . . . . .

13.32
(26.03)
22.79**
(6.12)
⫺1.07**
(.13)
⫺54.12
(39.69)
.38
(.71)

Arrest experience . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Arrests2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Age . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Age2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Conventional embeddedness:
Ties to spouse/partner . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

⫺150.66**
(25.58)
⫺108.18**
(23.96)
⫺196.49**
(26.16)
⫺2.27
(32.26)

Regular employment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Program employment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
School attendance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Subjective risks and rewards:
Perceived risk of prison . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

⫺18.23**
(5.83)
⫺.10*
(.04)

Earnings expectations . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

R2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
N ...............................................
Note.—Numbers in parentheses are SEs.
* P ! .05.
** P ! .01.

.443
77,627

.507
60,799
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terms significantly improves the model fit over an otherwise identical
model that excludes them (not shown).
The conventional embeddedness and subjective measures exert strong
and significant effects on criminal earnings. Cohabiting with a spouse or
partner reduces illegal earnings by about $150 per month net of the fixed
effects and other variables (but see Horney et al. [1995] and Piquero,
MacDonald, and Parker [2002] on the differences between marriage and
cohabitation effects). Program work and regular work also reduce illegal
earnings by $100–$200 per month, and the work variables mediate the
effects of the local unemployment rate. Moreover, their significance in
models that also include legal earnings indicates strong extraeconomic
effects of work on crime.
Among the subjective indicators, increases in perceived risks reduce
illegal earnings, implying that crime is responsive to changes in the perceived threat of prison. In contrast, we find that changes in perceived
criminal opportunities are unrelated to illegal earnings, although crime
and perceived opportunities are closely correlated across persons (Piliavin
et al. 1986). As expected, those perceiving higher legal earning potential
earn significantly less illegally. The effects of drug use are again strong
in model 2, suggesting that drug effects are not mediated by subjective
perceptions, conventional and criminal embeddedness, or the other covariates. Overall, the fixed-effects model explains over half of the variation
in illegal earnings, which compares favorably to prior research on legal
(Portes and Zhou 1996) and illegal (Matsueda et al. 1992; Levitt and
Venkatesh 2001) earnings.7

DRUG USE AS A FOREGROUND EARNINGS IMPERATIVE

Because of the large magnitude of the drug estimates, and the hypothesized mechanisms linking drug use and illegal income, we focus particular
attention on heroin and cocaine use as a foreground earnings imperative.
and other arrests. Although our data cannot completely disaggregate these effects, we
found that those arrested for more serious offenses experienced the greatest reduction
in illegal earnings, likely owing to incapacitation (or possibly deterrence). Each robbery
or burglary arrest reduces illegal earnings by approximately $343 the following month,
while the effects of drug arrests and other arrests are $163 and $53 respectively.
7
Because those in the supported work treatment group may have incentives to underreport illegal activity, we investigated the relationship between assignment to
supported employment and reported illegal income. We find that rather than underreporting illegal income, those assigned to the treatment status actually report slightly
higher levels of illegitimate income. Given the similarity of illegal income reported for
both treatment and control groups (e.g., $692 vs. $666 in model 1), it does not appear
that respondents who were randomly assigned to a program job significantly underreported criminal earnings (table available from authors).
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We present a series of alternative approaches to measuring drug effects:
difference models to explore the lag structure of drug use and crime;
disaggregated models that consider cocaine and heroin separately; specifications that allow drug effects to cumulate as habits are formed; and
others that relax assumptions of the fixed-effects model.
Lag Effects and Difference Specifications
The fixed-effects models deviate the monthly values of each independent
variable from their person-specific mean values over the observation period. To estimate the effects of more immediate month-to-month changes,
we use a first-difference specification:
D$illeg i p Da i ⫹ Ddrug i ⫹ D$leg i ⫹ incarc i ⫹ Dunemployi
⫹ D$unearn i ⫹ Dm i ,
where D$illeg i p ($illeg it ⫺ $illeg it⫺1 ), Ddrug i p (drug it⫺1 ⫺ drug it⫺2 ), and
so on, and where a i is an individual fixed effect, and m i is a disturbance
term. This model also controls for unobserved heterogeneity since all fixed
characteristics drop out of the equation by definition. In the difference
models shown in table 7, we estimate the effects of drug use, legal earnings,
and unearned income, net of incarceration (which is not differenced to
capture contemporaneous incapacitation effects) and unemployment.
To examine the lag structure of drug use and crime, we report both a
standard first-difference model (in which one month elapses between observations) and a range of longer difference models (in which 2–11 months
elapse). In the five equations summarized in table 7, a clear pattern
emerges: the greater the duration of the difference, the smaller the effect
of drug use on illegal earnings. Model 1 indicates that using drugs in
month (t ⫺ 1) increases illegal earnings by $238 among those not using
drugs in the previous month. In model 2, this drug effect is reduced to
$206 earned illegally for those not using in month (t ⫺ 3), but using in
month (t ⫺ 1). This implies that drug use has a sizable immediate effect
on illegal activity, though further specification is needed to model the
effects of the duration of use on illegal earnings.
Cocaine versus Heroin
Though drug effects remain strong and significant in the difference models, they are much smaller than in the fixed-effects specification. To investigate these differences, we disaggregate drug use and vary the functional form of earnings. Table 8 compares results from fixed-effects and
first-difference models predicting illegal earnings in logged and unlogged
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TABLE 7
Difference Specifications

Drug use . . . .
Earned . . . . . .
Unearned . . .
N ............

Model 1
(1–2 Months)

Model 2
(1–3 Months)

Model 3
(1–4 Months)

Model 4
(1–5 Months)

Model 5
(1–12 Months)

238.39**
⫺.02**
.04
72,879

206.42**
⫺.01*
.02
68,413

168.05**
⫺.01*
.006
63,980

101.77**
⫺.01*
.002
59,563

⫺5.59
⫺.005
⫺.003
33,814

Note.—Coefficients are from difference models in which the dependent variable is the difference
between the illegal earnings for an individual in one month and the illegal earnings for that individual
in the comparison month. The independent variables are expressed as differences as well (but are lagged
one additional month to ensure correct temporal ordering) and include drug use, earnings, and unearned
income, as well as contemporaneous incarceration status.
* P ! .05.
** P ! .01.

form. The logged estimates are stabler, with the fixed-effects and firstdifference drug effects closer in magnitude than in the raw dollar equations. Table 8 also suggests that drug effects are not solely attributable
to pharmacological properties. Heroin is a narcotic that lowers motor
activity and causes drowsiness, whereas cocaine is a stimulant that increases heart rate, blood pressure, and alertness (Akers 1992; Goode 1997).
Despite their different physical and psychoactive effects, cocaine and heroin have a comparable impact on illegal earnings ($603 and $769 respectively in fixed-effects and $416 and $470 in the first-difference models),
pointing to socioeconomic as well as biochemical mechanisms connecting
drug use and crime.8
The Length of the Habit
Since habitual users generally develop tolerances to heroin and cocaine,
they must gradually increase the dose to maintain a constant effect and
stave off withdrawal distress (Becker, Grossman, and Murphy 1991; Lindesmith 1938). Therefore, drug effects on illegal earnings may be tied to
the duration of past use as well as to current use. We consider the length
of the drug habit in table 9, with duration operationalized as the number
of consecutive months of drug use up to and including the current month.
In any given month, about 4% of the sample reported heroin use, 5%
8

We conducted a supplementary analysis of “speedballing” or combined heroin and
cocaine use, estimating a fixed-effects model with separate indicators for each drug
and an interaction term for use of both substances. In this analysis, the main effects
of cocaine and heroin are large and positive and the interaction product term is negative. The effect of heroin alone is similar to the combined effect of both drugs, while
the effect of cocaine alone is about $300 smaller.
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TABLE 8
Disaggregating Drug Use: Estimated Effects on Illegal Earnings
Logged
Drug

Cocaine . . .
Heroin . . . .
Either . . . . .

Unlogged

Fixed Effect

First Difference

Fixed Effect

First Difference

603
(181)
769
(231)
699
(210)

416
(125)
470
(141)
443
(133)

500

65

797

331

678

238

Note.—Estimates for the effect of drug use were taken from regression models that included legal
earnings, unearned legal income, incarceration, and the site unemployment rate (see model 1 of table 6
for the full variable list). Estimates for logged models were computed at mean. Numbers in parentheses
are percentages; all other numbers are 1998 U.S.$.

cocaine use, and 8% use of either drug (only cocaine, only heroin, or both
cocaine and heroin), with an average duration of active use of five months.
Table 9 shows coefficients from fixed-effects models predicting the natural logarithm of illegal earnings.9 We report the effects of drug use and
duration at the mean taken from models that include legal earnings, unearned legal income, incarceration, and the local unemployment rate. Consistent with theories of addiction (Lindesmith 1938), duration effects are
especially strong in the drug-specific models. The duration of cocaine use
is a strong positive predictor in model 2, with each month of use raising
illegal earnings by about $35, net of the fixed effects and the other covariates. When current drug use and the duration term are both included
in model 3, this effect is diminished to approximately $13. On average,
people increase their illegal earnings by about $562 after their first month
of cocaine use ($549 ⫹ $13) and about $705 after their twelfth month
($549 ⫹ $13[12]). The results for heroin parallel those for cocaine, though
heroin has a stronger contemporaneous effect. Illegal earnings rise by
about $734 after the first month and about $859 after the first year of
uninterrupted heroin use. After 12 months of using either drug (or alternating between them), illegal earnings are a bit lower—about $762 over
the person-specific baselines. Although active drug use remains a strong

9

The estimated duration effects are stabler and less sensitive to the particular specification of the duration parameters in logged models than in raw dollar models.
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TABLE 9
Current Drug Use and Duration of Drug Use: Coefficients from Fixed-Effects Models Predicting Logged Illegal
Earnings
Cocaine
Drugs

Cocaine (effect) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Model
1

Model
3

.11**
(35)

.66**
(549)
.04**
(13)

.81**
(603)

Duration (monthly effect) . . . . . .

Heroin

Model
2

Heroin (effect) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Model
1

Model
3

.15**
(49)

1.17**
(723)
.03**
(11)

1.31**
(769)

Duration (monthly effect) . . . . . .

Either Drug

Model
2

Either (effect) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Model
1

Model
3

.12**
(39)
77,627
.495

1.00**
(666)
.02**
(8)
77,627
.499

1.10**
(699)

Duration (monthly effect) . . . . . .
N .................................
R2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Model
2

78,341
.489

78,341
.488

78,341
.490

78,449
.494

78,449
.491

78,449
.494

77,627
.499

Note.—Effects computed at mean are in parentheses and represented in 1998 dollar amounts. Coefficients are from fixed-effects models that included legal
earnings, unearned legal income, incarceration, and unemployment rate (see model 1 of table 6 for the full variable list).
* P ! .05.
** P ! .01.

American Journal of Sociology
predictor in all models, the large duration effects show how criminal
earnings escalate with the duration of use.10
Crime and the Cost of Illegal Drugs
The use of expensive illegal drugs appears to create an immediate earnings
imperative—a need for quick cash—that increases economic crime. How
closely do our estimated drug effects approximate the actual economic
needs of serious users? To gauge economic need, we examined monthly
expenditures on cocaine and heroin reported by the Drug Use Forecasting
(DUF) system. DUF interviews arrestees in 23 U.S. cities about drug
expenditures, as well as the frequency of purchases and the amount paid
for the most recent purchase (ONDCP 2001, p. 44). These data suggest
that chronic cocaine users spent about $870 per month and heroin users
about $825 per month in 2000 (again in constant 1998 dollars), figures
somewhat higher than our estimated drug effects on illegal earnings of
up to $800 per month. Because the real costs of heroin and cocaine were
likely higher in the 1970s when Supported Work data were collected
(ONDCP 2001), however, the economic needs of chronic users may have
been even greater. By all reports, though, the income needs of cocaine
and heroin users are sizable and appear to be in line with our estimated
drug effects (see, e.g., Johnson et al. 1985).

DISCUSSION

Our analysis suggests that embeddedness in conventional social relationships, licit and illicit opportunities, and subjective perceptions of risks
and rewards all influence criminal earnings. We also find strong evidence
that drug use is an independent cause of illegal earnings rather than a
mere epiphenomenon. We must add, however, that such effects are observed in a historical period in which drug use is criminalized and drugs
are expensive relative to the means of users. Under such conditions,
chronic heroin and cocaine use create a need for money that is analogous
10

The fixed-effects and difference models assume a recursive relationship—that drug
use influences illegal earnings, but not the reverse (Finkel 1995). We relaxed this
assumption by using a two-stage least squares (2SLS) first-difference method to model
a potential reciprocal relationship. The drug effects of these 2SLS models are of comparable magnitude to those in our fixed-effects models, though the 2SLS estimates are
much more sensitive to the particular specification and much less efficient than the
fixed-effects or first-difference models (available upon request). In light of these results
and the difficulty identifying strictly exogenous instruments, we place greater confidence in the models reported in tables 6–9. Nevertheless, the similar drug effects
provide some evidence for the robustness of the models reported above.
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to the need for food: a biological, psychological, and social imperative.
Apart from statistical significance, the magnitude of drug effects is striking. While incarceration clearly reduces illegal earnings, drug use raises
criminal activity as much as incarceration suppresses it.
The Social and Institutional Context of Crime and Drug Use
Though we wish to explain more general social processes, our data are
limited to a U.S. recessionary period in the 1970s. How might this limit
our generalizations? Table 10 reports changes in crime, punishment, and
substance use since these data were collected. When available, we present
data for African-American males to correspond to the modal respondent
in our sample. First, the African-American male unemployment rate,
which rose above 11% in the 1970s, has since fallen significantly. Second,
there has been a drastic increase in incarceration and greater criminalization of drug users, both of which impact the opportunity structure for
legal and illegal earnings. The African-American male imprisonment rate
almost doubled from 1974 to 1986 and doubled again by 2000, with the
number serving time for drugs up almost 600% over the period. Thus,
economic conditions at the time of data collection were much worse for
noninstitutionalized African-American men, yet far more are imprisoned
today, especially for drug-related offenses (Western and Beckett 1999).
These changes inflate the risks associated with drug use and sales, but
they also show the extent to which incarceration has become a common
event in the life course for poor minority males (Western and Pettit 2002).
A third related change in social context is the rise of drug courts. In
response to drug incarcerations, jurisdictions in 44 states—and all nine
cities considered in our analysis—had set aside a specific court for drug
offenders by 2000. If such courts deliver on their promise to provide
effective treatment, they may decrease the duration of drug use and its
effects on illegal earnings (Jofre-Bonet and Sindelar 2002). Alternatively,
if these courts do nothing but diminish the risk of prison time, our model
suggests that they might increase illegal earnings.
Fourth, our data predate widespread use of crack cocaine, which significantly altered the drug landscape. When crack burst forth in the 1980s,
the potential profit to dealers far eclipsed that previously available from
street crime. Nevertheless, the rate of self-reported drug use in the United
States has not dramatically increased. Instead, cocaine and heroin use has
declined since the 1970s, particularly among African-American males.
Though the 1980s crack economy forever changed certain aspects of the
drug trade (Venkatesh and Levitt 2000), in some ways Supported Work
data reflect current conditions. For example, street-level “conduct norms”
appear to have passed from gun avoidance in the heroin injection era of
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TABLE 10
The Social Context of the Supported Work Data and Changes in the 1980s
and 1990s
Characteristic

African-American male unemployment rate* (%) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
African-American male imprisonment
rate† . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Inmates incarcerated for drugs‡ . . . . . . .
State prisoners incarcerated for
drugs‡ (%) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
States with drug courts* . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Self-reported drug use (%):§
All:
Cocaine (any type) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Crack . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Heroin . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
African-American males:§
Cocaine (any type) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Crack . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Heroin . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
TANF recipients* . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
% U.S. population receiving
TANF* . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

1970s

1980s

1997–2000

11.4

12.9

7.0

12.4
20,681

24.1
46,881

48.6
124,079

10.0
0

8.6
0

11.0
44

5.5

4.1
.5
.3

1.7
.5
.2

.5
11,386,371

6.3
1.7
.8
10,996,505

1.9
.8
.1
5,780,543

5.2

4.6

2.1

.3
8.1

Sources.—Unemployment rate: U.S. Department of Labor (1997, 2002); imprisonment rate: U.S. DOJ
(1976, 1986, 2000a); drug incarceration: U.S. DOJ (1976, 1988, 2000b); drug court data: U.S. DOJ (2002)
and U.S. GAO (1997); self-reported drug use: National Institute on Drug Abuse (1997), U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services 1999, 2003a); Temporary Assistance for Needy Families data: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2002, 2003b).
* 1970s column uses 1976 data, 1980s column uses 1986 data, 1997–2000 column uses 2000 data.
†
1970s column uses 1974 data, 1980s column uses 1986 data, 1997–2000 column uses 2000 data.
Numbers shown reflect incarceration per 100,000 population in state prisons across the United States.
‡
1970s column uses 1974 data, 1980s column uses 1988 data, 1997–2000 column uses 1997 data.
§
1970s column uses 1979 data, 1980s column uses 1988 data, 1997–2000 column uses 1999 data, for
U.S. population (age 12 and higher) in the past 12 months.

the 1970s, to the crack generation’s “subculture of assault” in the 1980s,
and back to a less violent “blunt” or marijuana era beginning in the late
1990s (Johnson, Golub, and Dunlap 2000). Finally, welfare reform in the
1990s may have constricted the opportunity structure for the under- and
unemployed, socially isolating impoverished drug users and altering earnings expectations. Today, a significantly smaller percentage of the U.S.
population receives public assistance than in the 1970s and 1980s.
Of these social changes, mass incarceration and improved job prospects
for those who are not institutionalized may be the most important. Western
and Beckett (1999) have shown how U.S. incarceration patterns reduce
unemployment in the short run by removing working-age men from the
labor force; they also show that this practice diminishes the long-run
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earning potential of an ever-larger number of prisoners and former prisoners. Because mass incarceration coincided with the drop in welfare
recipients, declining support for social welfare may reflect a broader punitive policy thrust in the United States (Beckett and Western 2001).
Nevertheless, despite the considerable social changes since the 1970s, the
effect of serious drug use on offending is likely to be relatively stable,
because the real costs of drugs remain high relative to the legal earning
prospects of users. Similarly, each of the factors specified in our conceptual
model is likely to operate today as it did in the 1970s: embeddedness in
criminal and conventional activities, opportunities, and the use of prohibitively expensive addictive substances will continue to drive illegal
income.
The Generality of Sociological Models of Earnings
By linking theories of crime and theories of attainment, sociologists can
benefit from a more parsimonious set of conceptual tools. The danger of
such efforts, of course, is “conceptual slippage” in plying such tools for
uses outside their practical application. In the present case, however, sociological concepts such as opportunity structure and embeddedness appear well-suited to explaining both illegal and legal earnings. Whether
earnings and attainment models adequately account for ill-gotten gains
is, in part, an empirical question.
When controlling for all stable individual characteristics and the structure of opportunity, we find that criminal and conventional embeddedness
and subjective aspirations generally explain illegal earnings as predicted
by sociological attainment models. Indeed, we find unambiguous support
for measures of conventional embeddedness; ties to a spouse or partner,
employment, and legal earnings generally reduce economic crime. Consistent with informal social control and bonding theories (Hirschi 1969;
Laub, Nagin, and Sampson 1998), even month-to-month changes in living
arrangements are strong predictors of illegal income. Similarly, while others have shown that those who earn more legally generally earn less
illegally (Levitt and Venkatesh 2001; McCarthy and Hagan 2001), our
within-person results demonstrate that people actually reduce their illegal
earnings below their own baseline level as they become more embedded
in conventional activities.
The findings on criminal embeddedness are also instructive. The number of arrests, an indicator of criminal experience, shows the curvilinear
relationship observed in models of work experience and legal earnings.
Previous research pointed to strong deviant-peer and illegal-opportunity
effects (Warr 2002), but we find these to be unrelated to illegal earnings
once individual fixed effects and other factors are statistically controlled.
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One speculative explanation for the null effects of illegal opportunities
and deviant friends is perceptual. In a qualitative study in Liverpool,
Shadd Maruna (2001) reports that as offenders desisted from crime, they
“differentiated themselves from their ‘partners in crime,’ seeing their
friends as the natural or ‘real’ criminals.” Perhaps former prisoners such
as Paul, the man profiled in our case study, judge their surroundings and
peers more harshly as their own illegal activity wanes. Whereas a friend
may be perceived as straight while one is actively offending, the same
person may appear deviant as one desists. Though we cannot confirm
such accounts with these data, the results call for more sensitive dynamic
studies of within-person change (and, perhaps, Travis Hirschi’s [1969]
control theory hypothesis that we honor our delinquent associates through
conforming rather than deviant behavior).
Of course, there are important differences between processes of legal
and illegal attainment, based to some extent on the comparative instability
of illegal structures and institutions. For example, drug use does not exert
such profound effects on legal earnings (Kandel and Davies 1990), in part
because labor markets and firms are relatively unresponsive to intensive
short-term income needs. By contrast, criminal earnings may be more
sensitive to network ties that determine access to wholesale suppliers of
illegal commodities or markets for their disposal. Stronger criminal embeddedness effects are likely to emerge in more representative samples
that include those lacking criminal experience or social ties to offenders,
or in analyses of across-person difference rather than within-person
change. Finally, the risk of punishment fosters secrecy and transience
rather than the visible pathways of upward mobility common in conventional careers (Luckenbill and Best 1981). Nevertheless, the core concepts of need, embeddedness, and opportunities are common to both
illegal- and legal-earnings determination.

CONCLUSION

The application of sociological models of earnings determination to illegal
earnings has shown notable parallels in the two processes and general
support for our conceptual model. We also find strong evidence for a
causal relationship between heroin and cocaine use and illegal earnings.
Specifically, people raise their illegal earnings following serious drug use
by approximately $500–$700 per month. Even if offenders overstate their
criminal earnings (Wilson and Abrahamse 1992), cocaine and heroin use
remains the strongest predictor in each of our multivariate models. We
believe that drug use is a basic cause of crime, rather than a mere epiphenomenon, although it remains difficult to disentangle the phenomena.
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Foreground characteristics such as drug use, hunger, and other situational
factors play an important causal role in criminal participation and remuneration. The sizable drug effects also suggest that effective drugtreatment programs or changes in the law and economics regulating heroin
and cocaine may dramatically reduce the social harm associated with
crime.
Finally, we note that the within-person picture is much different than
the across-person picture revealed in prior investigations (Matsueda et al.
1992; Tremblay and Morselli 2000; Venkatesh and Levitt 2000). That is,
the forces driving month-to-month changes in illegal earnings differ from
the predictors of the absolute level of illegal earnings at any given time.
One way to think about these differences is that the across-person picture
identifies correlates of criminality, while the within-person picture points
to the shifting life circumstances associated with changes in criminal behavior. People earn less illegally when they are working, when they are
living with a spouse, when they associate greater risks with crime, and
when the unemployment rate is low in their communities. Such withinperson results may help to craft policy interventions by identifying specific
factors that, if altered, would induce change in criminal behavior.
In their recent analysis of illegal earnings, McCarthy and Hagan (2001)
characterized their key findings—that competence, collaborative relationships, and some forms of human capital increase criminal prosperity—as
an unsettling challenge to beliefs about success and participation in conventional activities (p. 1053). Our results regarding change in illegal earnings are perhaps more assuaging. While we too find that criminal experience brings a return in criminal gains, we also identify clear pathways
to reducing illegal economic activity and its attendant social harm. As
offenders gain more lawful opportunities and become more embedded in
work and family relationships, their illegal earnings quickly diminish.
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This study documents and explains historical variation in U.S. criminal deportations. Results from time-series analyses suggest that criminal deportations increase during times of rising unemployment, and
this effect is partly mediated by an elevated discourse about immigration and labor. An especially strong association between deportations and unemployment emerges from 1941 through 1986, a period
in which the federal law enforcement bureaucracy and deportation
laws were well established and judges retained substantial discretion.
After 1986, changes in criminal deportation rates mirror the trend in
incarceration rates. The study connects the burgeoning sociological
literatures on immigration and punishment, revealing a historically
contingent effect of labor markets on the criminal deportation of noncitizen offenders.

As more and more U.S. citizens have been incarcerated over the past four
decades and the number of noncitizens continues to rise, extensive research
literatures have developed around the respective topics of criminal pun1
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ishment and immigration policy. Yet far less empirical work has arisen
around a topic that connects these ﬁelds: the punishment of noncitizens
and the phenomenon of criminal deportation. This dearth of research is
perplexing because deportation represents a primary mechanism of social
control for approximately 20 million noncitizen immigrants currently residing in the United States.
Some statistics are helpful in conveying the scale and growth of U.S.
deportation policy. Kanstroom (2007, p. 3), for instance, estimates that
over 44 million noncitizens have been ordered to leave the United States
since 1925, and the number deported by virtue of a criminal offense
increased sharply during the 1990s (Ellermann 2009). According to Homeland Security Secretary Janet Napolitano, deportations reached a record
high during ﬁscal year 2009, with nearly 390,000 noncitizens deported,
about half of whom were convicted criminals (Preston 2010). This represents an immense increase from the 391 criminals deported in 1980,
who constituted fewer than 3% of all deportees (Yearbook of Immigration
Statistics 2004). This increase affects many more than just the deported
individuals, as approximately 1.6 million U.S. residents are now separated
from a spouse or a child due to criminal deportation (Human Rights Watch
2007).2
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2
When referring to these numbers we should clarify a few legal aspects of criminal
deportations. For one, only noncitizens can be deported (i.e., naturalized immigrants
are not “at risk”). To avoid redundancies, we sometimes omit the adjective “noncitizen”
when referring to “immigrant” or “foreign-born” populations in the manuscript, although it should be assumed that only noncitizens are truly at risk of deportation.
Second, the majority of deportations are for civil as opposed to criminal reasons, such
as having insufﬁcient documentation (e.g., having entered illegally), not having legal
residence in the United States, or having violated the conditions associated with a
visa, although we will demonstrate that the proportion of criminal deportations has
varied over the last century. Third, “criminal deportations” are those in which the
reason for removal from the country was an offense committed after entry into the
United States. Typically, noncitizens are arrested for crimes and their immigration
status is discovered during criminal proceedings, although other possibilities exist. For
instance, federal authorities could make a concerted effort to target and deport noncitizens with criminal records. Fourth, the ofﬁcial deportation referred to here may
exclude some removals, such as those temporarily detained at the time of entry and
then ordered to leave without having established residency in the country. In addition,
after 1996 there have been a larger number of “expedited removals,” which “allow for
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Given the number of people affected by this practice and its dire implications for deportees and their families (Morawetz 2000), the time has
come for a thorough empirical investigation of this particular form of
state power and social control. At present, we know comparatively little
about how deportation has changed over the past century; whether trends
in criminal deportations are distinct from other kinds of expulsions; and
the relative inﬂuence of political, economic, and social factors in driving
these trends.
An investigation of these issues is thus timely and pertinent, but deportation also offers an important research setting to assess general sociological theories of punishment, immigration, and social exclusion.
Criminal deportations constitute a form of contemporary banishment—
the systematic removal of an offender from a state. Sociologists and historians of punishment have frequently identiﬁed this practice as a prominent form of social control, often with a focus on the American colonial
settlements (Erikson 1966) or the British transportation of criminals during the 18th and 19th centuries (Rusche and Kirchheimer 1939; Beattie
1986; Feeley 1999; Morgan and Rushton 2004; Willis 2005). While imprisonment and other types of conﬁnement (e.g., mental hospitals and
asylums) have largely replaced expulsion as the dominant forms of punishment for serious crimes, strategies emphasizing banishment and exclusion, such as civil commitment laws or off-limits orders, have experienced
a modern resurgence; “banishment is indisputably back” (Beckett and
Herbert 2010, p. 12).
Such work rightly points out that newer, subtler forms of banishment
have largely replaced more archaic types, such as transporting criminals
to colonial settlements. Still, the sheer number of U.S. deportations in
recent years suggests that these “old forms” of banishment cannot easily
be dismissed as relics of a bygone era. Our goal here is to specify and test
a sociological model of criminal deportation, leveraging nearly a century
of data to offer the ﬁrst quantitative analysis of U.S. deportation over the
past century.
Theory and research on punishment and immigration have long emphasized how economic and political forces shape the style, intensity, and
frequency of formal state sanctions or immigration policy changes. Nevertheless, the extent to which these factors inﬂuence criminal deportations
remains an open question, and we see reasons to question and empirically
assess their salience. With respect to politics, punishment scholars frequently identify conservatism and Republican Party strength as robust
summary deportation at ports of entry of nonresidents who arrive without valid travel
documents or who attempt entry through fraud” (Ellermann 2009, p. 24). These cases
bypass exclusion proceedings and judicial hearings.
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determinants of punitive policies and practices (Jacobs and Helms 1996;
Garland 2001; Jacobs and Carmichael 2002), particularly during the 1980s
(Beckett 1997). Yet, criminal deportation is also interwoven with immigration policy, which in the United States has historically entailed an odd
series of Left-Right political coalitions. As Tichenor (2002, p. 8) states, “it
would be hard to think of an area of U.S. public policy that has engendered
more incongruous political alliances in American history.” Pro-business
Republicans welcome inexpensive labor, while conservative defenders of
“cultural integrity” call for restrictions on immigration (Huntington 2004).
On the Democratic side, unions have sometimes favored restrictive policies (Zolberg 2006, pp. 218–19), while liberal and humanitarian constituents call for an “open borders” approach (Ellermann 2009). As such, we
question whether political party dominance is likely to be a primary driver
of changes in criminal deportations.
Historical work on banishment more often emphasizes economic conditions. This line of research is grounded in the foundational work of
Rusche and Kirchheimer (1939), who argued that penal practices are
largely determined by economic forces. Their thesis continues to resonate
in the contemporary punishment literature (Sutton 2004), offering a
springboard for the current analysis. Yet our consideration of economic
forces and banishment extends beyond Rusche and Kirchheimer’s classic
formulation in several notable respects. For one, we focus on the deportation of noncitizens rather than citizens. We also consider the 20th century
period of massive migration and globalization, as nations were increasingly confronted with the issue of how to punish individuals who are
“guests” of the state. Whereas earlier work pointed to changes in the mode
of production, we consider ﬂuctuations in labor markets and other social
conditions within a capitalist state. Speciﬁcally, we will argue that major
legal and bureaucratic changes during the 20th century reshaped the
deportation-unemployment nexus. Finally, prior work has not clearly established why labor markets matter. We will draw on Melossi (1985, 2008)
and Beckett and Sasson (2000) to empirically assess whether a changing
discourse on three related factors—immigration, labor, and employment—
partly mediates the association between deportation and economic conditions.
Perhaps due to the paucity of readily available time-series data on
deportations, no prior research has systematically examined historical variation in the use of this sanction. We thus begin by placing the issue in
historical context before explicating our theoretical argument. We then
describe the nature of our historical data and discuss the results and
implications of our analysis.
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LABOR MARKETS AND PUNISHMENT

At its core, modern deportation is the punishment of noncitizens via forced
expulsion from the United States, most often to the deportee’s country of
previous residence. To explain this practice over time, we develop and
test a model rooted in earlier work on criminal banishment, incarceration,
and immigration, all of which point to economic factors as key determinants.
Most prominently, Rusche and Kirchheimer (1939) proposed that punishments change with the mode of production. They argued that the rise
of mercantilism prompted nations to reconsider capital and corporal punishments that permanently removed convicts from the labor market, preferring instead sanctions such as galley slavery and imprisonment. The
latter punishments put convicts directly to work, trained them to work,
or warehoused them as a reservoir of labor, with obvious beneﬁts for the
owners of production. Rusche and Kirchheimer, in fact, wrote at length
about the deportation of convicts when discussing British transportation
during the Colonial Era. From their perspective, the rise of mercantilism
and its attendant focus on labor supply spurred rampant deportations
from Britain to the colonies. The British desired goods from the colonies,
the colonists desired labor power, and the convicts provided a cheap labor
source (Ekrich 1987; Morgan and Rushton 2004). The beauty of deportation, at least from the British perspective, was that it effectively moved
expendable labor from the mainland to the colonies so that products could
be inexpensively extracted. For Rusche and Kirchheimer, these economic
motives, above and beyond any humanitarian concerns, hastened the
decline of corporal punishment and the rise of deportation during the
18th century.
The transportation of British criminals to the United States effectively
ended with the Revolutionary War, although the practice of banishment
continued elsewhere. The newly formed U.S. government maintained the
power to deport, and an important commonality for our purposes is that
both the British and U.S. systems of deportation were motivated, in part,
by ﬁscal concerns (Kanstroom 2007). Just as economic conditions motivated the British legislation enabling criminal transportation (the Transportation Act of 1718; see Rusche and Kirchheimer 1939), late 19th century
American immigration and deportation law developed in the context of
debates about labor (Kanstroom 2007, p. 112). We thus draw a parallel
between the British transportation system, which moved convicts to where
labor was needed, and U.S. deportation laws that sought to exclude labor
when demand for workers was low. Deportation becomes a more appealing option—both politically and economically—when a labor market
is saturated.
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But how and why do economic conditions affect deportations? Implicit
in Rusche and Kirchheimer’s thesis is that the owners of production have
a signiﬁcant and direct inﬂuence on the administration of justice and law
enforcement. Scholarship in this tradition similarly views prisons as institutions for controlling populations perceived as threatening, groups
Spitzer (1975) termed “social dynamite.” From this perspective, punishment and social control rises when the “dynamite” becomes more volatile,
as is the case when labor markets are slack. A related neo-Marxian perspective implies that penal policies, and presumably immigration laws,
can effectively regulate the supply of labor (Jankovic 1977). Consistent
with this general thesis, immigration has long been considered a vehicle
for increasing the pool of workers during labor shortages, as evidenced
by the Bracero Program that allowed for Mexican guest workers in the
mid-20th century to address the wartime labor shortage (Calavita 1992).
To the extent that the state develops and implements programs like Bracero to import immigrant workers during labor shortages, it is reasonable
to expect state pressure to expel them when labor supply far outstrips
demand. Deportation offers a practical means to facilitate this exodus.
The above strands of work, however, remain somewhat vague on the
issue of agency and the speciﬁc mechanisms driving deportation. Which
individuals or groups, exactly, are most sensitive to changing economic
conditions and, hence, responsible for sanctioning the putatively dangerous classes? And how do rule enforcers themselves respond to changes in
the economy? Melossi (1985) notes that the lion’s share of work on labor
markets and punishment neglects any discussion of how “agents of penal
control” respond to labor market changes and subsequently justify their
decisions. We thus consider a line of research implicating the public discourse on labor and immigration as an important conduit linking labor
markets and punitive social control.
Speciﬁcally, we build on Melossi’s (1985) explanation of business cycles
and punishment, which draws attention to how public discourse about
crime speciﬁcally and social problems more generally ﬂuctuate with the
economy. The public discourse around social problems becomes increasingly fervent and widespread during economic downturns regardless of
actual crime rates or, in our case, immigration inﬂows. In short, during
good economic times, criminals and immigrants are less likely to be viliﬁed
and—to the extent that they constitute a real or perceived problem—more
easily addressed through a reformist agenda. For instance, crime was
relatively high during the roaring twenties and the booming sixties, but
imprisonment rates remained low and the general discourse on punishment lacked punitive overtones. During times of economic decline, in
contrast, Melossi (1985, p. 183) proposes that a “discursive chain” of punitiveness emanates from politicians, pundits, moral entrepreneurs, and
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opinion writers. As such, “in the downswing of the cycle, the social organization against crime is generally strengthened and extended. Society
becomes more ‘demanding’ about the behaviors of its members” (Melossi
1985, p. 183), particularly, we might add, its noncitizen members.
Consider, for example, passage of California’s Proposition 187, which
highlights the importance of structural economic conditions as well as
populist discourse consistent with a Gramscian “war of position” (Foucault
1977, pp. 229–38; see also Gramsci 1971) to establish cultural hegemony.
Passed by a wide margin in 1994 and serving as a model for federal
immigration reform, Proposition 187 barred undocumented immigrants
from attending public schools and receiving nonemergency health care,
while also requiring health and school personnel to report individuals
they suspected were undocumented. The prevailing economic conditions
at the time were mixed—stock markets were climbing, but employees’
real wages were declining (Phillips 1993). The discourse around the initiative focused almost entirely on the perceived ﬁnancial burden of illegal
immigration, evoking “a belief system in which illegal immigrants are the
scourge of efforts to control spending” and “thus responsible for all that
ails us” (Calavita 1996, p. 300). In many respects, this discourse and the
resulting vote may be viewed as a symbolic statement—and hegemonic
project—founded on economic uncertainty (Calavita 1996). Popular media personalities, such as Lou Dobbs and Bill O’Reilly, have since continued to advance this sentiment, although with greater emphasis on immigration and crime. For instance, Dobbs has lamented “the federal
government’s apparent unwillingness to protect us from criminal illegal
aliens” (March 3, 2005), while O’Reilly alleges that the “nation’s prisons
are full of men from foreign countries who have come to the USA and
hurt people” (May 11, 2005).3 Sensitive to such concerns, law enforcers
(e.g., those in the Department of Justice) and judges may ﬁnd it more
difﬁcult to grant leniency and thereby “tighten their grip” on noncitizen
criminals when the economy is performing poorly.4
3

While not all media coverage is slanted against immigration, most such reports are
negative. Among newspapers close to the U.S.-Mexico border, about 76% of the news
articles and 85% of the opinion pieces cast immigrants in a negative light. Even
newspapers over 700 miles from the border disproportionately portray immigrants
negatively in both opinion pieces and articles (Branton and Dunaway 2009).
4
The notion that judges are at least somewhat sensitive to public concerns rests on a
solid empirical foundation. Huber and Gordon (2004) show that judges sentence criminal offenders more harshly as elections approach. In addition, unelected federal judges
also respond to public sentiments (Cook 1977). Even at the level of the Supreme Court,
Mishler and Sheehan (1993, p. 96) show that the “public opinion exercises important
inﬂuence on the decisions of the Court,” although the latter association was particularly
strong prior to the Reagan years (1956–81 in their analysis). Immigration judges are
charged with exercising independent judgment and discretion but are appointed by
the attorney general and administratively located within the Department of Justice.
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Beckett and Sasson (2000) also draw on Gramsci in advancing a related
argument about discourse and punitiveness, describing the shift from the
welfare state to the “security state” as a hegemonic project of the ruling
class. By this view, representatives of the capitalist class seek popular
consent through cultural and ideological mechanisms, rather than coercion, shaping public opinion via mass media and educational institutions.
Strategies to portray immigrants as dangerous or criminal are thus consistent with efforts to secure hegemony around a vision of government
that “divests the state of responsibility for social welfare but emphasizes
its obligation to provide ‘security’ against foreign and domestic threats”
(Beckett and Sasson 2000, p. 62; see also Fernia 1981).
Although Melossi largely discusses public discourse with respect to imprisonment and Beckett and Sasson focus on the demonization of “welfare
queens” and “drug kingpins,” the logic of their arguments extends well
to criminal deportations. Just as the discourse on crime becomes more
punitive during a recession, concerns about illegal immigration grow more
restrictionist during economic downturns, with protectionism largely superseding more inclusive sentiments. We therefore suggest that public
discourse, as indicated through media reporting on immigration and its
consequences for American workers, becomes more heated as the economy
worsens. In turn, prosecutors and judges are more likely to deport noncitizens convicted of crimes during difﬁcult economic times. This argument is premised on the assumption, borne out in much research, that
anti-immigrant sentiment is partially rooted in economic conditions. Citizen opposition to immigration, for instance, tends to increase when the
economy performs poorly (Tienhaara 1974), during times of high unemployment (Wilkes, Guppy, and Farris 2008) or pessimism about the national economy (Citrin et al. 1997). For example, Quillian (1995) ﬁnds
that anti-immigrant feelings in European countries increase as economic
conditions worsen.
In sum, the respective literatures on banishment, incarceration, and
anti-immigrant sentiment suggest two general hypotheses.
Hypothesis 1.—The number of criminal deportations will increase
with the unemployment rate.
Hypothesis 2.—The relationship between unemployment and deportations will be partly mediated by the discourse on labor and immigration,
as measured by indicators such as newspaper coverage.
Yet, the correlation between unemployment and deportations is hardly
immutable, responding instead to the signiﬁcant legal and bureaucratic
changes of the 20th century. Indeed, there is precedent for this notion in
the literatures on criminal punishment, changes in immigration law, and
time-series analysis more generally (Isaac and Grifﬁn 1989). Most notably
for our purposes, Michalowski and Carlson (1999, p. 221) show that the
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unemployment-incarceration correlation changes over time, and Tichenor
(2002, pp. 22–23) suggests that the link between economic declines and
anti-immigrant fervor “can be transformed by political institutions and
the policymaking process” (p. 23, our emphasis). In short, changes in the
legal and political environment may alter the relationships between punishment and macroeconomic indicators. We thus consider changes in the
sociolegal context, which points us toward such period-speciﬁc predictions.

CONTEXTUAL FACTORS AND PERIODIZATION

In their historical analysis of incarceration and unemployment, Michalowski and Carlson (1999) argue that labor market conditions affect punishment differently based on the social, political, and economic arrangements of the time. For instance, they demonstrate that unemployment
and prison admission rates were positively correlated between 1948 and
1966 yet negatively correlated during the 1980s. Their key point, and one
with implications for our own research, is that changes in socioeconomic,
legal, and bureaucratic environments introduce contingencies in the association between labor markets and penal practices. We suggest that
signiﬁcant changes in at least three factors during the 20th century—the
nature of deportation law, the development of the immigration law enforcement bureaucracy, and the nature of punishment philosophy and
discretion—will yield temporal instability in the association between criminal deportations and labor market conditions. Below we test for structural
breaks in this association, with an eye toward notable political, bureaucratic, and legal changes.
Period 1 (1908–40): The Development of Criminal Deportation Law
and Bureaucracy
The ﬁrst period under consideration covers the pre–World War II years
(1908–40).5 During this era we expect, at most, a weak association between
criminal deportations and labor market conditions. While prior to World
War II the discourse on immigration was intertwined with concerns about
labor and crime (Hutchinson 1981, chaps. 5 and 6; Kanstroom 2007), this
was also a time in which the deportation system—both the law and the
enforcement bureaucracy—was still being constructed. With respect to
legislation, during the ﬁrst 10 years of this era (1908–17) aliens could only

5

The year 1908 is when annual data on criminal deportations ﬁrst became available.
We end in 1940 for reasons explained below.
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be deported for crimes committed at the time of entry (as opposed to
those committed after admission to the United States).6 Not until 1917
did legislation call for the deportation of aliens “sentenced to jail for two
or more crimes involving ‘moral turpitude’” (Maslow 1956, p. 313). Subsequent laws in 1918, 1924, and 1929 addressed related issues such as
anarchy and visa violations, further expanding the postentry social control
of noncitizens. This was thus a period when the legal underpinnings for
many types of deportation, both criminal and civil, were being established.
Notably, the number of deportable criminal offenses was still narrowly
deﬁned and, more importantly, the enforcement bureaucracy was still
developing.7 Kanstroom (2007, p. 163) points out that deportation law
enforcement, like federal criminal law enforcement more generally, was
still becoming centralized and increasingly bureaucratic as late as the
1920s and 1930s.8
For most of this period the social and political desire to expel criminals
and “immoral classes” was widespread. Yet, the legal foundation for criminal deportations and the bureaucratic machinery to execute any mandate
on a signiﬁcant scale remained a work in progress. We thus expect the
number of criminal deportations to have increased during this period as
the law expanded the range of deportable offenses, particularly after 1917.
Still, without the administrative capacity to deport large numbers of noncitizen criminals during this period, it is unlikely that structural factors
such as unemployment would strongly correlate with criminal deportations. State bureaucratic capacity and coordination had yet to catch up
to the prevailing sentiment of the times.
Period 2 (1941–86): The Entrenchment of Postentry Social Control
Our second period begins in 1941, which not only marks the onset of U.S.
involvement in World War II and the attendant need to recruit labor (e.g.,
the Bracero Program; see Hutchinson 1981, p. 311; Calavita 1989, pp.
6

There were, however, related laws on the books as early as 1907, such as legislation
mandating deportation for reasons such as abetting prostitution or coming to the
country for “immoral purposes.”
7
Given this developing legal and administrative structure, it is not surprising that
noncriminal deportations were much more likely during this period. Between 1911
and 1920, the top three administrative reasons for deportation (a total of 27,912 cases)
were “likely to become a public charge” (9,086), “mental or physical defect” (6,364),
and “immoral classes’” (4,324); “criminals” ranked ﬁfth (1,209) (U.S. Department of
Justice 1954, table 33).
8
Simon (2007) makes a related point with respect to the crime control complex more
generally, noting that the Department of Justice had “swollen into a planetary giant
within the executive solar system” (p. 45) as Roosevelt’s New Deal came to fruition
(see Simon [2007], pp. 46–48, for discussion of these changes).
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20–21, 1992; Kanstroom 2007, pp. 221–22), but this period also follows
on the heels of the 1940 Alien Registration Act (ARA). Title III of the
ARA required any alien seeking to enter the United States, as well as
those already in the country, to be registered and ﬁngerprinted, with
deportation as a potential consequence for noncompliance. The ARA thus
expanded the state’s capacity to track and monitor noncitizens and systematized the entire deportation apparatus.9 In addition, Title II of the
ARA added new grounds for criminal deportation (e.g., possession of
weapons) and allowed for deportation for violations of part 1 of the act,
which effectively criminalized advocacy with intent to overthrow any
government in the United States.
In contrast to the ﬁrst period, the postwar years were not marked by
great legislative activity. The 1952 McCarran-Walter Act largely brought
previous immigration and nationality laws under a single, more coherent
set of statutes. The only other major legislation prior to 1986 was the
1965 Immigration and Nationality Act, which abolished the national origins formula but had few direct implications for criminal deportations.
By 1941 the machinery of deportation was effectively in place and, relative
to the previous era, a more encompassing list of criminal offenses now
qualiﬁed as “deportable.” At the same time, signiﬁcant discretion remained
in the system (Simon 1998, p. 581). As Justice Stevens recently noted in
his majority opinion in Padilla v. Kentucky (2009), “even as the class of
deportable offenses expanded, judges retained discretion to ameliorate
unjust results on a case-by-case basis.” In addition, administrative agencies such as the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) maintained
signiﬁcant administrative discretion that was sometimes employed to allow cheap and expendable labor into the United States (Calavita 1992,
p. 9). This point is worth emphasizing given our argument that discretionary relief is a key factor linking deportations and economic conditions.
All in all, we expect an especially strong correlation between labor market
conditions and criminal deportations during this period.
Period 3 (1987–2005): The “Culture of Control” and the Curtailment of
Discretion
The year 1987 is in many respects a watershed for the study of criminal
deportations. With respect to immigration law enforcement more generally, Massey, Durand, and Malone (2003) mark the post-1986 period as
“The Great Divide.” Akin to the pre–World War II years, this was also
9

The agency responsible for deportation also moved from the Department of Labor
to the Department of Justice in 1940, institutionally housing deportation within the
agency charged with federal criminal law enforcement.
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a time of extensive legislative activity, much of it punitive and oriented
toward crime. In this era, the deportation bureaucracy was well established, with substantial new funding now being directed toward criminal
deportations. This period also captures a categorical shift in crime control
more generally, one that severely curtailed administrative and judicial
discretion and reemphasized punitive sanctions (Garland 2001; Simon
2007). For these reasons, and as delineated below, the number of criminal
deportations should have increased dramatically after 1986. At the same
time, unemployment should be less strongly tied to criminal deportation
in this era, given strong political pressures to crack down on criminal
aliens, including allegedly threatening immigrants after 9/11, and the diminution of discretion.
The principal reason to expect dramatic changes in deportation after
1986 is the Immigration Reform and Control Act (IRCA), which took
effect on January 1, 1987. In theory and rhetoric, the IRCA was principally
concerned with sanctioning employers who knowingly employed illegal
immigrants. In reality, IRCA had tremendous ramiﬁcations for criminal
deportations. As Juffras (1991) notes in his assessment of IRCA’s impact
on the enforcement mission of the INS, the law had some unforeseen
consequences. Most notably, the key element of the law—sanctions on
employers for hiring undocumented immigrants—was largely compromised by the growth of INS’s other law enforcement tasks (Calavita 1989,
p. 36; Juffras 1991, p. 38). Speciﬁcally, renewed political pressure to elevate
“the importance within the INS of criminal alien removal and drug interdiction” further diffused the agency’s resources and attenuated the
importance of employer sanctions (Juffras 1991, p. 6).
This renewed focus on criminal deportation was propelled by a short
but consequential section of IRCA (sec. 701; the MacKay Amendment)
mandating that in cases in which aliens are convicted of a deportable
offense, the attorney general shall begin any deportation proceeding as
expeditiously as possible. This provision enabled INS to use IRCA funding
to implement the Alien Criminal Apprehension Program (ACAP), a criminal deportation initiative that had been at the planning stage for several
years. The IRCA effectively became a funding vehicle for ACAP, increasing the budget for criminal alien removal by 14% in 1987 and another
23% in 1988 ( Juffras 1991).10 Also, in 1986, the Anti–Drug Abuse Act
(Public Law 99-570, 100 Stat. 3207) expanded INS powers to deport

10

Massey et al. (2003, p. 96) also report that the INS budget remained relatively ﬂat
prior to 1986, but then doubled during the next four years.
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noncitizens convicted of drug violations.11 The latter powers were further
expanded two years later with the 1988 Anti-Drug Abuse Act (Public Law
100-690, 102 Stat. 100, 4181), which mandated deportation of noncitizens
convicted of aggravated felonies.12
The trend toward restrictive crime-control legislation simultaneously
curtailed judicial discretion (Padilla v. Kentucky 2009). Kanstroom (2007,
p. 228) observes that the 1990 Immigration Act “in effect, eliminated most
forms of discretionary relief from deportation. The longstanding power
of judges to prevent deportation through [Judicial Recommendation
against Deportation] was also eliminated.”13 In short, IRCA set in motion
a wave of punitive legislation that practically eliminated discretionary
relief and, we suggest, increased the frequency of criminal deportations
irrespective of labor market conditions.
This latter spate of legislative activity around deportation parallels a
more general and monumental shift in American crime control policy and
strategy during this same period, which Beckett and Sasson (2000) identify
as the “security state” and Feeley and Simon (1992) labeled “the new
penology.” Among the distinct features of this era were a new focus on
risk avoidance, a greater emphasis on conﬁnement and incapacitation,
and a penal policy oriented to the efﬁcient management of broad groups
deemed threatening by the public and politicians (Feeley and Simon 1992;
Garland 2001). The new era was also characterized by a dramatic curtailment of judicial discretion, limiting judges’ power to consider individual circumstances. In contrast to previous periods, year-to-year changes
in extralegal factors such as unemployment are expected to have little
impact on either the number of deportations or the number of prisoners
(see Michalowski and Carlson [1999] on the latter). In addition, the management of “dangerous” groups during this period became so institutionalized that levels of punishment were bound to increase independent of
any national shift in demographics, politics, or crime rates (Feeley and
Simon 1992, p. 470). In light of these wholesale changes, we hypothesize
the following:
11

This law also substantially limited judicial discretion by instituting mandatory minimums and clearly directed enforcement efforts toward crime and drugs. As noted by
Massey et al. (2003, pp. 99–100), after the 1986 drug law “one-third of all Border Patrol
agents were cross-deputized to enforce U.S. drug laws.”
12
Juffras (1991, p. 53) notes that the impact of these laws was felt almost immediately.
The number of noncitizens deported for violating drug laws more than quadrupled
between 1986 and 1988.
13
Two major laws passed in 1996—the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant
Responsibility Act (IIRIRA; Public Law 104-208, Stat. 3009-546) and the Antiterrorism
and Effective Death Penalty Act (AEDPA; Public Law 104-132, Stat. 100-1214)—
further reduced a judge’s power to grant relief from deportation (Human Rights Watch
2007, p. 25).
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Hypothesis 3: There was a positive correlation between imprisonment
and the criminal deportation of noncitizens from 1987 to 2005.
Imprisonment and deportation each represent manifestations of the new
“culture of control” (Garland 2001) characteristic of the times.

ETHNICITY, POLITICS, AND OPPORTUNITY FACTORS

Although our primary focus is on the role of labor market conditions,
prior work on criminal punishment and immigration policy also directs
attention to demographic and political factors. With respect to race and
ethnicity, much work takes guidance from Blalock’s (1967) classic group
threat perspective. Blalock argued that a large or growing racial minority
group is perceived as threatening by the majority population and ruling
elites. Such perceived threats, in turn, may elicit reactions that culminate
in discriminatory behavior. In the ﬁeld of criminal punishment, research
in this tradition supports a racial threat model whereby large or growing
African American populations are associated with more punitive sanctions
(Jacobs and Helms 1996; Greenberg and West 2001; Jacobs, Carmichael,
and Kent 2005). We test an extension of this threat model, focusing on
ethnic rather than racial shifts, particularly the inﬂux of Mexican immigrants.
Several lines of reasoning suggest an association between deportations
and Mexican immigration. For instance, there is evidence—both from
academia and the popular media—that immigration from Mexico is perceived by some as posing a special threat to the cultural integrity of U.S.
communities. Prior work on anti-immigrant sentiment ﬁnds that the concentration of the foreign-born has no effect on attitudes toward immigrants, yet individual beliefs about the impact of Hispanic and Asian
immigrants on employment and taxes are associated with support for
restrictive policies (Citrin et al. 1997). At a more abstract level, Huntington
(2004) has argued that Hispanic immigration threatens to tear apart the
cultural fabric of the United States.14
In addition, Mexican immigrants may be perceived as presenting an
economic threat by virtue of job competition or by straining government
resources (Citrin et al. 1997). Job competition, real or perceived, could in

14

Some politicians have gone even further. As former Tennessee senator and presidential candidate Fred Thompson stated, “twelve million illegal immigrants later, we
are now living in a nation that is beset by people who are suicidal maniacs and want
to kill countless innocent men, women, and children around the world” (quoted in
Sampson [2008], p. 29). One likely reason for the persistent focus on immigrant criminality is that anti-crime sentiments are met with little resistance from either side of
the political aisle (see Ellermann 2009).
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turn mobilize working class political opposition against immigrants (see
Olzak [1992] for a related argument). Finally, and directly contrary to the
best empirical evidence (Sampson 2008), opinion polls suggest that the
public associates immigrants with crime. A 1993 poll, for example, found
that over 60% of respondents thought Latin American immigrants signiﬁcantly increased crime, a percentage that decreased as the economy
improved in the 1990s (Pew Research Center 1996).
While this constellation of factors directs attention to the ethnic composition of immigrant groups, we also acknowledge two rationales that
would limit the impact of Mexican immigration on criminal deportations.
First, research on prejudice in the United States suggests that it is a
population’s racial composition, rather than its ethnic composition, that
arouses bigotry among majority group members (Taylor 1998). Second,
studies of race and punitive sanctions, such as legalization of capital
punishment, suggest that race, not ethnicity, plays a signiﬁcant role (Jacobs
and Carmichael 2002).
Apart from race and ethnicity, punishment is an inherently political
affair, a theme running through Foucault (1977) and more recent statements by Beckett and Sasson (2000), Garland (2001), and Simon (2007).
All challenge researchers to question the meaning and sources of political
power and who is served by the expanding “carceral archipelago” of
disciplinary control. Deportation is, of course, a harsh and incapacitative
punishment, and as such it is consistent with crime control policies favored
by conservatives. Although contemporary empirical work often reports a
positive association between political conservatism and punishment (Sutton 2000; Jacobs and Carmichael 2001, 2002), U.S. incarceration rates
ascended for 35 years—regardless of whether Democrats or Republicans
held sway. Such patterns suggest that imprisonment, and perhaps banishment as well, today reﬂects a broad hegemonic “security” project as
much as any given partisan environment (Beckett and Sasson 2000). The
former directs attention to the general rise in punishment, whereas the
latter draws a tighter link between political conservatism and harsh punishment.
Scholars of immigration policy similarly point to the complex and inconsistent political conﬁgurations of immigration policy, historically resulting in “strange bedfellow coalitions for or against particular proposals”
(Zolberg 2006, p. 19; also see Calavita 1989; Freeman 1995; Tichenor
2002). Stated differently, issues such as immigration and state social controls can often subvert traditional political ideologies. The Clinton era,
for instance, simultaneously dismantled the public assistance programs of
the welfare state and bolstered the correctional control of the security
state. Here, too, such developments can be viewed as part of a larger
hegemonic strategy intended to portray the poor and foreign-born as dan1800
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gerous. Most notably, changes in deportation law show that punitive immigration legislation cuts across partisan lines.15 Regardless of whether
this punitive dialogue is part of a directed strategy or simply pluralistic
group conﬂict, extant research provides ample grounds for investigating
political inﬂuences on criminal deportations.
Finally, we test the above-mentioned hypotheses while also considering
the basic opportunity structure for criminal deportations. For instance,
the absence of noncitizens would render deportation irrelevant, and it
follows from this standpoint that criminal deportations would rise and
fall with the size of the noncitizen population. Along similar lines, criminal
deportations are premised on the commission of crimes, and thus such
expulsions may simply ﬂuctuate with the crime rate.

DATA, VARIABLES, AND METHODS

Although the federal government has recorded and disseminated statistics
on deportations since the late 19th century, deportations were ﬁrst categorized by reason for removal in ﬁscal year 1908 (U.S. Department of
Justice 1954, table 33, endnote 1), just as federal immigration and naturalization agencies were becoming more centralized (e.g., Naturalization
Act of 1906) and ofﬁcial inspections of the system were undertaken (e.g.,
Immigration Act of 1907). For this analysis, we constructed a data set
with information on deportations dating back nearly a century (1908–
2005). Our compilation is based on statistics published in the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service Reports prior to 1960, the Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics through the 1980s, and thereafter from
the Yearbook of Immigration Statistics (U.S. Department of Homeland
Security 2005). While the data are published in different venues, there is
continuity with respect to original source and type of information provided. Accordingly, for each year between 1908 and 2005 we tallied the
total number of aliens deported along with the number deported for reason
of criminal behavior. As discussed below, we derive our dependent variable from the latter information.16
Figure 1 shows the number of deportations by year along with the
percentage of all deportations for which criminal behavior was the administrative reason for removal. As shown in this ﬁgure, there were rel15

For example, IRCA was passed by a Democratic congress and signed into law by
a Republican president in 1986.
16
In some years, noncitizens removed because of narcotics violations were recorded
under a separate heading. When this occurred, we pooled the narcotics and criminal
deportations into a single category so that our dependent variable includes narcotics
violations throughout the entire period of interest.
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atively few such removals throughout much of the 20th century. A clear
spike in criminal deportations—measured by either the raw frequency or
as a percentage of all deportees—was evident during the Great Depression
years. The practice was less common until the 1980s, when a dramatic
upsurge in criminal deportations paralleled the expansion of punitive
social control in other parts of American society. By 1994, nearly 25,000
noncitizens (comprising 50% of all deportees) were deported because of
a criminal offense. While the raw number continued to increase thereafter,
criminal deportations as a percentage of all deportations declined during
the 1990s, although they remained at high levels compared to earlier
decades.17
In the multivariate analyses below, we measure the outcome variable
as year-to-year changes, or ﬁrst-differences. Speciﬁcally, we obtain the
yearly change in criminal deportations per 100,000 foreign-born residents
by subtracting the previous year’s rate from that of the current year
((criminal deportations per 100,000 foreign-born)t ⫺ (criminal deportations
per 100,000 foreign-born)t⫺1). Although the number of noncitizens would
be a preferable measure of the population at risk of deportation, these
data are only available decennially after 1920, whereas the number of
foreign-born persons is reported decennially throughout the 20th century.

17

The deportation ﬁgures shown in ﬁg. 1 and subsequently used in our analysis are
lower than those reported in recent publications on criminal deportations. For example,
Human Rights Watch (2007; e.g., ﬁg. 1, p. 38) suggests that over 70,000 noncitizens
were deported from the United States “on criminal grounds” each year since 1990,
while our numbers are roughly half of these values. The reason for this difference is
that Human Rights Watch reported data from tables 41 and 42 of the Yearbook of
Immigration Statistics. These tables, respectively, are titled “Aliens Formally Removed
by criminal Status and Region and Country of Nationality” (table 41) and “Aliens
under Docket Control Required to Depart by Criminal Status and Region and Country
of Nationality” (table 42). These ﬁgures include noncitizens who may have been picked
up at some point for a crime but were ultimately deported for other reasons, such as
overstaying a visa. (This interpretation was conﬁrmed in a personal correspondence
with an ofﬁcial at the Ofﬁce of Immigration Statistics in July of 2007.) Hence, the
Human Rights Watch numbers include cases where criminal behavior was not necessarily the administrative reason for removal. We do not use that set of deportation
statistics because they are not available for the full observation period. Our data reﬂect
the yearly frequency of noncitizens removed by administrative reason of criminal
behavior, which means that criminal behavior was the decisive reason for the deportation. We also point out that some removals occur without formal deportation hearings, for instance, when a noncitizen “voluntarily” exits the country when apprehended
at the border. These deportations are not reﬂected in the data, and hence we may
underestimate the total number of deportations (e.g., in ﬁg. 1). In addition, at certain
times in U.S. history federal authorities have coerced noncitizens to leave without
formal proceedings, as was the case in “Operation Wetback” following the Bracero
Program (see Calavita [1992] on coercion and voluntary departure during this operation).
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We thus use the foreign-born population as a proxy for the noncitizen
population.18 All predictor variables are also measured as ﬁrst-differences.

INDEPENDENT VARIABLES

Data for our focal independent variable, the unemployment rate, are taken
from Dunlop and Galenson (1978, table 1.12) for 1908–76 and from Bureau
of Labor Statistics tables for subsequent years. These annual ﬁgures represent
employment among the noninstitutional population. Our two measures of
partisan control are (a) a variable capturing partisan change in the presidency
and (b) the year-to-year change in the ratio of Republicans to Democrats in
the House of Representatives.19
In addition to labor market conditions and politics, our analysis also
includes two demographic indicators. First, we account for the number
of immigrants from Mexico, an indicator of ethnic threat that is measured
by the change in the number of recorded immigrants arriving from Mexico
in each year per million total U.S. population. Second, we measure yearly
change in the number of total immigrants, again per million U.S. population.20
Beyond these demographic measures, we also include an indicator of
the crime rate and the number of persons imprisoned in a given year.
The homicide rate is used as a proxy for the overall crime rate. Although
homicides capture but a fraction of all criminal violations in any given
18

This proxy appears quite reasonable in light of the correlation between the noncitizen
and the foreign-born populations. When we interpolate ﬁgures for noncensus years,
the correlation for the post-1920 period is .985.
19
Data are from the Historical Statistics of the United States (2006; see tables Eb
296–308 for data on Congress) and the House of Representatives’ Ofﬁce of the Clerk.
These are also change scores, and hence for the “Republican president” variable the
values are 1 when there is a change to a Republican president, 0 when no change
occurs, and ⫺1 when a Republican lost the presidency to a Democrat. Multiple alternatives to this coding were used in additional models. For instance, in some models
we did not treat these variables as change scores, in others we used dummy variables
if a party controlled Congress and the presidency, and in others we used the partisan
ratio for the Senate or the combined House and Senate. The results below are robust
to such changes in the coding scheme.
20
Immigration data are from the Historical Statistics for the United States: Millennial
Edition (online, 2000), table Ad162–172, and from various U.S. Census Bureau ﬁles.
We considered using the annual net immigration (arrival of alien passengers minus
departures), but reliable data were not readily available for the full time series on this
measure. Using data on this measure (net immigration) for the years 1908–57—years
for which the net immigration data are available in the Historical Statistics volume
(Dodd 1993, table Ad21–24)—the correlation with the number of total immigrants is
.97. While these measures are thus conceptually distinct, they are likely to produce
similar results.
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year, there are notable advantages to this indicator. First, data on homicide
rates are available for our entire observation period, while other types of
crime were not systematically recorded until the advent of the Uniform
Crime Reports in the 1930s and, in some cases, the National Crime Victimization Survey (NCS/NCVS) in the 1970s. Moreover, homicides are
measured with substantially greater accuracy than other types of crime,
and they track the general crime rate very closely—the Pearson correlation
between the homicide rate and the NCS/NCVS violent victimization rate
between 1973 and 2005 is 0.93.
To capture levels of criminal punishment we included a variable measuring the rate (per 100,000 total population) of sentenced prisoners under
correctional jurisdiction at the state and federal level. From 1925 to 2005
the data are taken from the Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics
Online (2007). Data for earlier years are drawn from Historical Corrections Statistics in the United States, 1850–1984 (Cahalan 1986). These
data are derived from Census Bureau reports in 1904, 1910, and 1923,
and we interpolated when estimates were not available from the census.21
We leverage historical data from the Gallup Poll and the New York
Times to assess the importance of public opinion on crime and discourse
about labor, employment, and immigration. The Gallup and Times data
are furnished by the Policy Agendas Project. Given year-over-year changes
in the measurement of policy and opinion data, the goal of the Policy
Agendas Project is to house and disseminate historically valid and reliable
data on policy changes and public opinion. We take two measures from
this database. First, we use historical data from the New York Times on
the number of articles addressing “Labor, Immigration, and Employment.” Spanning more than 60 years and over 44,000 articles, the Times
data help assess the salience of employment and immigration in the public
discourse that was both reﬂecting and helping to shape public and political
debate. Second, our public opinion data on crime comes from Gallup
surveys taken from 1947 to 2005. The Gallup survey asks respondents
what they view as the most important problem facing the nation, so we
use the percentage of respondents who viewed crime as the most important
issue in each available year. Because the Gallup and Times data were not
available for all years under investigation, we only introduce these var-

21

In supplementary analyses we included the rate of noncriminal deportations in a
given year as a control variable. Results of these models, which are not shown here
but which are available from the ﬁrst author, Ryan D. King, upon request, are entirely
consistent with those reported below.
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iables in a subset of analyses. Descriptive statistics for all variables are
shown in appendix A (table A1).22

ANALYTIC STRATEGY

Several issues inherent to the analysis of time-series data render simple
linear regression models inappropriate. For one, a fundamental problem
arises from autocorrelation, or the correlation between the values of a
time series and previous values of the same series. A Durbin-Watson test
identiﬁed signiﬁcant autocorrelation in our analyses of both the overall
observation period and the second period prior to detrending. Reduced
models in which criminal deportations were regressed on unemployment
showed signiﬁcant autocorrelation for all periods.
A second issue concerns nonstationarity, a condition in which the statistical parameters characterizing a process are not independent of time.
When variables are nonstationary their means and variances can change
over time, which violates the homoskedasticity assumption of standard
ordinary least squares regression models. Moreover, a predictor and outcome variable that trend in the same direction over time may be statistically correlated simply because of their mutual correlation with time,
even in the absence of a causal association between the variables beyond
this shared directional trend. In our case, the outcome variable clearly
trends upward over time. The common remedy for the problem of nonstationarity is to detrend the data, typically by controlling for year in the
model or by analyzing ﬁrst-differences, which capture year-to-year ﬂuctuations in the variables. The precise method of detrending can be consequential (O’Brien 1996), and the decision to control for year or assess
ﬁrst-differences should be guided by assumptions about the data. Raffalovich (1994) recommends a Dickey-Fuller (DF) test for unit root to
determine whether a trend-stationary process should be assumed. Controlling for year would be sufﬁcient when assuming a trend-stationary
process, yet an analysis of ﬁrst-differences would be warranted if the
outcome variable reﬂects a nonstationary process. The DF test for the
full time series and for two of the three periods described above indicated

22

We also considered two additional variables. Drawing from the racial and ethnic
threat perspective, we tested whether change in the percentage of immigrants who
were non-European was associated with criminal deportations. In addition, unions in
the early years of our analysis were at times supportive of restrictive immigration
policies (e.g., Zolberg 2006, pp. 218–19, p. 331), so we tested whether deportations
were associated with the percentage of the nonagricultural labor force that was unionized. Neither variable showed robust, signiﬁcant effects in either the full time series
or the period-speciﬁc analyses.
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a nonstationary process, which further suggests detrending by use of ﬁrstdifferences in all variables (xt ⫺ xt⫺1).
There is yet another reason to detrend via ﬁrst-differences instead of
controlling for year. Our outcome variable trends to such a degree that
the Pearson correlation between the logged rate of criminal deportations
and year is .73 for the full period, .96 for the ﬁrst period, ⫺.59 for the
second period, and .81 for the ﬁnal period. These high correlations further
support our decision to analyze year-over-year changes in the variables
because this method of detrending sharply decreases the correlation with
year. Moreover, we detect no autocorrelation in the data when using ﬁrstdifferences.
A ﬁnal consideration, and one again relevant to the issue of nonstationarity, is whether key coefﬁcients of interest change over time. Indeed,
our explanatory framework suggests that the effects of our predictor variables should change over time, with pronounced structural breaks in
parameters in 1940–41 and 1986–87. We use a two-step process to identify
structural breaks in the data. First, we follow Isaac and Grifﬁn (1989;
building on Quandt 1958) and conduct a “moving regression” or “moving
correlation” analysis. We begin by showing the correlation for a portion
of the time series (1908–30), which represents the ﬁrst mark on the left
side of ﬁgure 2 (r p 0.3). We then sequentially add each additional year
(1931, 1932 . . . 2005), plotting the correlation between the change in
unemployment and the change in criminal deportations.
Figure 2 indicates two breaks in the data that align well with the legal
and bureaucratic changes discussed above. The correlation between unemployment and criminal deportations bounces from about .25 to .35 prior
to World War II but then rises in magnitude beginning in about 1940.
Following a few years in which the correlation is quite high during and
just after the war, a remarkably stable correlation is apparent until 1986.
Then, with the addition of a single year to the time series—1987, when
the IRCA took effect—the coefﬁcient drops dramatically, from about .34
to .19, and the standardized correlation continues to decline thereafter.
In short, the evidence is congruent with our explanatory model suggesting
structural breaks in the time series.
Our second step is to conduct a series of Chow tests for the statistical
signiﬁcance of the structural breaks in the deportation-unemployment
association.23 We ﬁrst test for a break in 1986–87, which yields a signiﬁcant
Chow statistic (F p 7.91; P ! .001). To test for subsequent breaks, Hansen
(2001, pp.120–21) recommends a second Chow test for the remaining years
(1908–86 in this case). This test was also statistically signiﬁcant (F p
7.23; P ! .01), indicating a signiﬁcant difference in the unemployment
23

Chow tests were conducted using the AUTOREG procedure in SAS.
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Fig. 2.—Moving Pearson correlation between change in unemployment and change in criminal deportations, 1908 through 1930–2005. Each data
point represents the correlation between the two variables between 1908 and the corresponding year. For instance, the ﬁrst data point is the correlation
for the period 1908–30 and the last data point is the correlation for the full period (1908–2005). The ﬁgure thus shows how the correlation changes
as subsequent years are added.
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coefﬁcient before and after 1940. This set of tests, in tandem with our
theoretical expectations, suggests that period-speciﬁc analyses are warranted.24

RESULTS

Table 1 presents the regression coefﬁcients for our analysis of the full time
series and for each period.25 Beginning with model 1, which shows results
for the full 1908–2005 period, only one variable is signiﬁcantly associated
with criminal deportations. Perhaps not surprisingly, criminal deportations are correlated with yearly changes in the imprisonment rate (b p
.379; P ! .01). This association suggests that, over the long term, levels
of punishment and exclusion tend to rise and fall together. We ﬁnd no
signiﬁcant association between the change in criminal deportations and
changes in the homicide rate, immigration, or the unemployment rate.
However, we again note that the relationship between unemployment and
deportations is likely contingent on larger legal, bureaucratic, and social
shifts that occurred throughout the 20th century, and as such we estimate
period-speciﬁc models.
Model 2 in table 1 shows the coefﬁcients for the ﬁrst period, and the
results can be summarized succinctly: no covariates are signiﬁcantly associated with criminal deportations in these early years. The unemployment coefﬁcient is positive and slightly larger than its standard error, but
it does not approach statistical signiﬁcance. We think the lack of a signiﬁcant correlation during this period is in large part attributable to an
underdeveloped deportation apparatus, as discussed above. Nevertheless,
the Great Depression years warrant speciﬁc attention. Although the association between unemployment and the rate of deportations was not
signiﬁcant for the entire ﬁrst period and we did not detect a structural
break around 1929, the rate of criminal deportations clearly rose during
the economic crisis of the 1930s. The pace of criminal deportations also
showed a secular increase during the preceding decade, attributable in
part to the beginnings of a deﬁnable body of deportation legislation and
a budding enforcement bureaucracy. Yet the tremendous spike in un-

24

The Chow test results were based on a bivariate regression model. The test results
when using the full model were nearly identical for the 1986–87 breakpoint. The results
were also signiﬁcant for the 1940–41 breakpoint (P ! .05) when all variables except
the incarceration rate were in the model, but the F-value did not reach a level of
signiﬁcance (P ! . 05) when all variables, including the incarceration rate, were in the
model.
25
The ﬁrst year of observation is not used in analyses of ﬁrst-differences, so the total
sample size is 97 years.
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TABLE 1
OLS Regression Coefﬁcients: First-Differences in
Criminal Deportations on Predictor Variables

Labor market:
D Unemployment rate . . . . . . .
Political context:
D Republican president . . . . .
D House of Representative
Republicans to Democrats
ratio . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Crime and punishment:
D Homicide rate . . . . . . . . . . . . .
D Imprisonment rate . . . . . . . .
Immigration:
D Total new immigrants per
million . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
D New Mexican immigrants
per million . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Constant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
N .................................
R2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
F-value . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Model 4
(1987–
2005)

Model 1
(All
Years)

Model 2
(1908–40)

Model 3
(1941–86)

⫺.006
(.249)

.049
(.045)

.400*
(.155)

2.883
(4.795)

⫺1.403
(1.756)

⫺.336
(.559)

⫺.767
(.688)

⫺2.769
(9.245)

⫺1.390
(2.231)

.009
(.508)

.003
(1.145)

⫺55.328*
(23.224)

.026
(1.200)
.379**
(.072)

.166
(.315)
.061
(.042)

⫺.043
(.465)
.069⫹
(.038)

⫺6.009
(6.601)
.729⫹
(.343)

⫺.0002
(.0004)
⫺.002
(.002)
⫺.478
(.616)
97
.287
5.11**

.00003
(.00007)
⫺.001
(.001)
.291⫹
(.162)
32
.239
1.07

⫺.002⫹
(.001)
.004
(.003)
⫺.055
(.217)
46
.375
3.25**

⫺.010
(.006)
.011
(.008)
⫺4.181
(5.569)
19
.612
2.48⫹

Note.—SEs are in parentheses. Criminal deportations are measured as the rate per
100,000 foreign-born population.
⫹
P ! .10.
* P ! .05.
** P! .01.

employment in the early 1930s likely contributed to higher levels of deportation as well—despite this relatively limited administrative capacity.
This suggestion aligns well with recent and related work on immigration.
As Fox (2010, pp. 495–96) notes in her work on social welfare spending
by cities on the eve of the Great Depression, the faltering economy fostered
resentment toward some immigrants, namely, Mexicans. Agencies designed to provide assistance actually “invited the U.S. Immigration Service
to conduct raids in their communities, and they asked them to set up shop
in their relief ofﬁces, with an eye on deporting dependent Mexicans who
had violated immigration laws” (p. 496). It thus seems that local government and nongovernmental agencies became actively involved in deportation at the onset of the depression, which likely contributed to the higher
number of removals.
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Moving to the postdepression years, model 3 of table 1 reveals a noticeably different pattern from 1941 to 1986, particularly with respect to
unemployment. During this four-and-a-half decade stretch of relative stability in deportation law, a larger federal law enforcement bureaucracy,
and signiﬁcant judicial discretion, unemployment emerges as a strong
predictor of criminal deportations (b p .400; P ! .05). Figure 3b powerfully
depicts the close association between unemployment and criminal deportations over this second period, which is noteworthy in at least two
respects. First, the year-to-year changes in deportations track remarkably
closely with changes in unemployment, a pattern not at all apparent in
either ﬁgure 3a or 3c. Indeed, for nearly every year in which unemployment spikes, we witness a corresponding spike in criminal deportations.
A separate bivariate regression model (not shown, available upon request)
reveals that changes in unemployment explain 26% of the variation in
changes in criminal deportations. Second, and equally noteworthy, the
correlation depicted in ﬁgure 3b entails a noticeably small degree of error,
with the trend lines in the ﬁgure nearly moving in sync. In the multivariate
models, this association remains signiﬁcant even after controlling for related practices concerning punishment (the imprisonment rate) and the
treatment of noncitizens (the noncriminal deportation rate; see n. 20).
However, the robust effect of unemployment for the pre-1987 years
collapses during the 1987–2005 era of punitive social control represented
in model 4 (see also ﬁg. 2 and ﬁg. 3c).26 Neither the economic nor the
demographic indicators emerge as signiﬁcant predictors during this period
(in either the multivariate or bivariate [not shown] case). This pattern is
not unexpected, given that deportations increased steeply and nearly monotonically while most of the predictor variables ﬂuctuated from year to
year during this period. The one exception in model 4 is the partisan
composition of the House of Representatives. The signiﬁcant coefﬁcient
indicates that criminal deportations decreased when the House became
more Republican. This effect is largely driven by the post-IRCA years
when the sharp rise in criminal deportations coincided with a Democratically controlled House. The rate of criminal deportations remained
at a historic high after Republicans took control of the House in the mid1990s, although the rapid increase in deportations had generally leveled
off by that point. We also note that the explained variance as indicated
by the R2 is largest in this model. About half of the impressive coefﬁcient
of determination in model 4 is attributable to imprisonment, which is
26

The N in model 4 (19) is obviously quite small, which affects the standard errors
and t-ratios. We note, however, that Isaac and Grifﬁn (1989) encourage the use of
small Ns in periods as opposed to arbitrarily choosing longer periods for the sake of
improving the likelihood of statistical signiﬁcance.
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Fig. 3a.—Criminal deportations and unemployment by year, 1909–40
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Fig. 3b.—Criminal deportations and unemployment by year, 1941–86

Fig. 3c.—Criminal deportations and unemployment by year, 1987–2005
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statistically signiﬁcant when employing a one-tailed test (P ! .05; t p
2.12).27 The latter result is wholly consistent with theories that emphasize
the sea change in punishment and control since the early 1980s (Feeley
and Simon 1992; Beckett and Sasson 2000; Garland 2001; Tonry 2004;
Simon 2007). This line of thought emphasizes the security state’s focus
on managing groups perceived as dangerous, often through incapacitation.
Thus, it appears that deportation of noncitizens has become a close ally
to the incarceration and social exclusion of citizens during this era, consistent with new work on the modern resurgence of banishment (Beckett
and Herbert 2010).
This recent period spans an era in which the number of undocumented
migrants in the United States was high by historical standards, and these
migrants grew increasingly visible to the public (Massey et al. 2003, p. 47).
The number of undocumented immigrants, many crossing the Mexican
border, likely explains part of the rise in noncriminal deportations during
this period, as many more immigrants were at risk of deportation for improper documentation. Yet, in supplementary analyses (not shown), we ﬁnd
no consistent relationship between the estimated inﬂow of undocumented
migrants and the rate of criminal deportations. Hence, the undocumented
population may contribute to the raw number of deportations, but it cannot
explain changes in criminal deportations.28
Labor Markets and the Discourse on Immigration and Employment
We next turn to the ﬁnal question posed by this work, why is unemployment so strongly tied to criminal deportations from 1941 to 1986? As
discussed earlier, Melossi (1985, and see also 2008) argues that the discourse surrounding social problems rises, and minority groups and the
lower class are more fervently viliﬁed, if and when the economy is performing poorly. This discourse, in turn, makes it more difﬁcult for pros27

A one-tailed test is likely warranted given the clear directional hypothesis and the
comparably small N of 19 in this period. The R2 is .27 in a bivariate regression model
with imprisonment as a predictor (not shown).
28
We estimated the inﬂux of undocumented migrants dating back to 1990 using data
from Passel and colleagues (Passel and Suro 2005, see table a1; Passel and Cohn 2010,
see ﬁg. 2). In supplementary analyses we examined the correlation between the estimated ﬂow of undocumented immigrants and both criminal and noncriminal deportations. Few data points are available for these supplementary analyses (N p 16 for
years 1990–2005), but the results largely align with expectations. Without taking the
ﬁrst-differences, the per capita rate of undocumented immigrants is signiﬁcantly associated with both outcomes, although the correlation is stronger for noncriminal
deportations. When analyzing ﬁrst-differences in the outcome variables, the correlation
weakens but remains positive for noncriminal deportations but negative (though nonsigniﬁcant) for criminal deportations.
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ecutors or judges to justify leniency. We can partially test this idea using
New York Times articles on employment, immigration, and labor to measure changes in the quantity of public discourse on this theme. It would
be consistent with Melossi’s thesis—and the hegemonic project suggested
by Beckett and Sasson—if we can demonstrate two ﬁndings: ﬁrst, that
the unemployment coefﬁcient for the 1941–86 period decreases by a nontrivial degree when adding this measure of public discourse to the model;
and, second, that the public discourse measure is independently associated
with criminal deportations.
The results of this analysis are shown in a set of reduced models in
table 2. Model 1 serves as a baseline, revealing a signiﬁcant and positive
unemployment coefﬁcient for a ﬁrst-differences model for 1947–86 (b p
.306; P ! .05, one-tailed test).29 We begin with 1947 in this case because
the Times data are ﬁrst available from the Policy Agendas Project in 1946,
and we lose the ﬁrst year in calculating the ﬁrst-difference. Model 2 adds
the change in the number of Times articles discussing employment, immigration, and labor to the model, revealing two ﬁndings of interest. First,
we observe a signiﬁcant association between newspaper coverage and
criminal deportations during this period (b p .033; P ! .05), and this
coefﬁcient remains practically unchanged when adding the full set of
control variables to the model (see model 4). Second, the unemployment
effect is reduced by about 12% when newspaper coverage is added to the
model. It thus appears that the discourse on immigration and labor rises
in times of high unemployment, and this discourse is associated with
changes in criminal deportations. Model 3 suggests that change in the
perception of crime as a social problem, as measured by Gallup data, has
little effect on criminal deportations or the unemployment coefﬁcient during this period. Hence, public concerns about immigration and labor appear more consequential than concerns about crime in explaining deportations in this era.30
Finally, and consistent with recent arguments about crime and modern
governance (Simon 2007), perceptions of crime as a serious problem (as
indicated by the Gallup data) are associated with criminal deportations
during the ﬁnal period (post-1986; b p .940), although the discourse on

29

We refer to a one-tailed test here because of the clear directional hypotheses in these
models.
30
We also considered potential interactions between unemployment and the media and
opinion variables. Consistent with our conceptual framework, we ﬁnd greater evidence
that media discourse serves as a mediator (as shown in table 2) than a moderator (as
would be the case under an interaction coding).
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TABLE 2
OLS Regression Coefﬁcients: First-Differences in Criminal Deportations
on Public Opinion and Discourse Indicators

D Unemployment
rate . . . . . . . . . . . . .
D New York Times
articles on labor
and immigration . . . . . . . . . . . . .
D Gallup poll—
crime as most
important problem . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Constant . . . . . . . . . .
N ..................
R2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
F-value
Includes control
variables (from
table 1)? . . . . . . . .

Model 1
(1947–86)

Model 2
(1947–86)

Model 3
(1947–86)

Model 4
(1947–86)

Model 5
(Post-1986)

.306*
(.179)

.269
(.171)

.267
(.175)

.189
(.163)

3.549
(5.410)

.033*
(.014)

.034*
(.016)

.039*
(.013)

.105
(.507)

⫺.017
(.209)
40
.071
2.92⫹

.018
(.199)
40
.189
4.32*

.030
(.060)
.020
(.208)
39
.180
2.57⫹

⫺.003
(.213)
40
.484
3.63*

.940*
(.455)
6.466*
(2.783)
19
.243
1.61

No

No

No

Yes

No

Note.—SEs are in parentheses. Model 3 has one fewer case because of a missing data
point (1947) on the Gallup Poll indicator. Criminal deportations are measured as the rate
per 100,000 foreign-born population.
⫹
P ! .10 (one-tailed test for individual coefﬁcient).
* P ! .05.

immigration and labor is not remotely signiﬁcant during the ﬁnal period.31
This pattern of ﬁndings suggests that immigration and deportation enforcement became increasingly linked with public opinion about crime
and punishment in what Garland (2001) and others term the “late modern
era,” a period characterized by concerns about crime in everyday life.

DISCUSSION

Although research is increasingly drawing attention to the implementation
and enforcement of deportation law (Ellermann 2009), the present work
is among the ﬁrst to systematically assess the macro-level determinants
of U.S. criminal deportations over the past century. Our inquiry into the
31

We omit the control variables because of the small N in model 5. We note, however,
that the Gallup poll coefﬁcient remains positive and statistically signiﬁcant (P ! .05,
one-tailed) when controlling for change in the incarceration rate, which may also be
associated with public opinion and was signiﬁcantly associated with deportations in
model 4 of table 1.
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banishment of noncitizen criminals from the United States suggests that
this practice has been highly variable over time and that the number of
persons affected by criminal deportation is high and rising. We ﬁnd that
surplus labor is a strong determinant of criminal deportations but only
under two historical conditions: (a) when the federal law enforcement
bureaucracy was highly organized and the Alien Registration Act allowed
for a more efﬁcient accounting of noncitizen residents and (b) when judicial discretion was considerable and judges could grant discretionary
relief to noncitizen criminals facing potential deportation. To this end,
unemployment was most consequential and closely correlated with criminal deportations during the four decades following World War II.
Our work is in many ways consistent with historical accounts of the
economy and banishment, such as prior investigations of British transportation. Just as labor market conditions in Britain and colonial America
partly dictated whether convicts were shipped across the Atlantic, we ﬁnd
that labor surpluses during the middle part of the 20th century similarly
inﬂuenced U.S. expulsions for criminal behavior. Yet, consistent with prior
work on incarceration (Michalowski and Carlson 1999), we ﬁnd a contingent effect of labor market conditions. We concur with Michalowski
and Carlson’s assessment that an immutable association between punishment and labor markets over time is untenable and that theoretical
arguments in this tradition should give due attention to legal and political
shifts and perhaps also to qualitative changes in labor markets that are
not at the heart of our argument.
Our ﬁndings are also consistent with Melossi’s suggestion that the discourse on marginalized populations, in this case immigrants, surges during
economic downturns, perhaps as part of a hegemonic strategy to secure
popular consent. We found that the effect of unemployment on criminal
deportations during the post–World War II years was partly mediated—
approximately 12%—by the discourse on immigration and labor, as measured by newspaper coverage of such issues. Although we acknowledge
that our interpretation entails a degree of speculation, we contend that
impassioned discourse may yield strict justice, especially during periods
of economic contraction. In this case, press accounts of labor, employment,
and immigration may have rendered judges more susceptible to scrutiny
and public pressure and thus less likely to show leniency during hard
times.
Notably, and in contrast to the effect of labor markets, we found no
evidence linking criminal deportations with crime rates. Likewise, the
analysis offered little support for a partisan political explanation. It is
perhaps not surprising that partisanship was inconsequential. Much of
the punitive immigration legislation occurred during the 1980s and 1990s
when Democratic politicians were closing the gap with Republicans on
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law and order issues (Beckett 1997). Equally important, and as discussed
in convincing detail by Tichenor (2002) and others (Calavita 1989; Freeman 1995; Zolberg 2006), immigration policy has long been replete with
intra- and interparty rifts, with laws frequently the products of political
compromises that can appear disjointed (Kanstroom 2007). For example,
recent legislation allows for admitting more immigrants and eases the
requirements for attaining citizenship, while it simultaneously mandates
tougher sanctions and streamlining deportation procedures. To the extent
that immigration laws are the result of political compromises entailing
both lenient and punitive provisions, it is difﬁcult to identify partisan
control as the driving force behind deportations.
The legislation in the 1980s and 1990s, along with the more punitive
public sentiment of the time (Tonry 2004), might also account for two
unique ﬁndings in the post-1986 period. First, as shown in table 1, the
imprisonment rate explained a healthy proportion of the variation in
criminal deportations during the latter period. We characterized this era
as one of limited judicial discretion, such that extralegal factors could
exert little inﬂuence when judges’ hands were bound so tightly by statutory guidelines. Second, this was also a period of immense increases in
the number of criminal deportations, which we attribute in part to a more
general punitive turn in U.S. punishment and welfare policy.
The data are consistent with this explanation, with the steep rise in
deportations paralleling larger strategies for managing dangerous groups
(Feeley and Simon 1992) and the emergence of a “culture of control”
(Garland 2001) in American society. Garland (2001), for instance, argues
that a backlash against the rehabilitative ideal, categorical changes in
labor market structure, and an increased reliance on “economic style”
reasoning characterize this era. The recent incarceration boom is thus the
product of a larger cultural shift rather than simple year-to-year ﬂuctuations in the economy or partisan political control (see also Feeley and
Simon 1992; Beckett and Herbert 2010). So too with the recent deportation
boom: as a harsh and exclusionary punishment targeting marginalized
populations, criminal deportation represents an additional manifestation
of this punitive culture.
We close by noting some limitations and suggesting directions for future
work. While we investigate the contextual role of political power and
discourse on criminal deportations, our analysis cannot directly assess the
underlying intent of a given political agenda or discourse. A Gramscian
account is largely consistent with our results, but our data cannot clearly
distinguish between discourse bubbling up from populist concerns and
discourse generated by elites as part of a hegemonic strategy to portray
immigrants as dangerous. Future work would beneﬁt from a focus on the
sources, content, and motivation behind such discourse.
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Another area for future consideration is the role of noncitizens. One limitation in our analysis is that we could not statistically control for the number
of crimes perpetrated by noncitizens. We instead relied on the homicide rate
as a proxy for the crime rate. If the crimes of noncitizens are different—either
substantively or in their trend over time—than the crimes of citizens, then
we may have crudely estimated the number of eligible criminal deportees in
each year. In addition, while we took steps to empirically explain the unemployment effect with newspaper coverage, information about judicial decision making is difﬁcult to measure directly. As such, part of our interpretations rest on prior work that has investigated how individuals, in particular
legal decision makers, respond to macroeconomic conditions. Additionally,
one area still ripe for future work is the impact of 9/11. In our view, many
restrictive policies characteristic of the post 9/11 environment—both with
regard to detainment and deportation of noncitizens—are consistent with the
culture of control we describe. Moreover, immigration judges are housed in
the executive branch of the U.S. government, a branch that witnessed a
remarkable expansion of power with the passage of laws such as the
PATRIOT Act. Given our historical emphasis and the comparatively short
time since 9/11, additional work is needed to more fully address executive
power during the post-9/11 period.
Mindful of these limitations, we nonetheless have provided the ﬁrst empirical analysis of the determinants of criminal deportations and highlighted
conditions under which the economy is a salient predictor of punitive social
control. Much like work on the origins of deportation law (Kanstroom 2007),
our analysis of the enforcement of these statutes suggests that surplus labor,
at times, plays a signiﬁcant role. Future work might build on the present
research by further investigating the treatment of noncitizens in immigration
courts, for instance, by examining deportation cases or political asylum dispositions at the case level. With respect to the latter, a cursory look at asylum
decisions suggests that, even within the same court, the likelihood of having
an asylum claim denied varies from less than 10% to over 90% depending
on the judge (Transactional Records Access Clearinghouse 2007). Such disparities have been infrequently investigated in sociolegal scholarship, and it
remains an open question whether characteristics of judges, claimants, or
macro-level political and economic conditions inﬂuence such outcomes.
Given the number of noncitizens residing in the country and the expansion of what Kanstroom (2007) calls postentry social control, the sanctioning of immigrant populations is a potentially fruitful, yet underdeveloped, area of inquiry that speaks to pressing social problems while
informing long-standing theoretical debates. Finally, future work might
investigate the collateral consequences of deportations. Prior research in
this area has focused on the political repercussions of criminal convictions
for citizens (Uggen and Manza 2002), while research on the life-changing
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ramiﬁcations of criminal processing for noncitizens (see, e.g., Padilla v.
Kentucky 2009) has been notably absent.
After a 1948 plane crash in California’s Los Gatos Canyon killed 28
deportees, folksinger Woody Guthrie offered poignant commentary on
their anonymity. When press accounts reported only the names of the U.S.
guard and ﬂight crew, he wrote, “You won’t have your names when you
ride the big airplane / All they will call you will be ‘deportees.’” Six decades
later, hundreds of thousands of immigrants to the United States have been
subject to deportation, yet their stories remain largely untold. We here
examined the extent to which economic and political forces were associated with criminal deportation, yet there is room for far more research
in this vein. For instance, to what extent does mass deportation subsequently inﬂuence labor markets? Do economic conditions inﬂuence the
social control of noncitizens differently than citizens convicted of crimes?
And what factors inﬂuence the decision to deport immigrants for reasons
other than criminal behavior? In light of the increasing centrality of immigrants to American culture, politics, and labor markets, understanding
why and how they are banished becomes all the more important.
APPENDIX A
TABLE A1
Descriptive Statistics
Variable
D
D
D
D
D
D
D
D
D
D

Criminal deportation rate per 100,000 foreign born . . . . . . . . . . .
Homicide rate . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Imprisonment rate . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Total new immigrants per million . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
New Mexican immigrants per million . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Unemployment rate . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Republican president . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
House of Representatives Republicans to Democrats ratio . . .
New York Times articles on labor and immigration* . . . . . . . . . .
Gallup poll—crime as most important problem* . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Mean

SD

1.17
.008
4.34
⫺51.96
4.91
⫺.04
0
⫺.002
⫺.98
.06

5.93
.494
7.90
1,438.91
376.63
2.32
.32
.25
14.02
3.48

Note.—N p 97 years unless otherwise noted.
* Descriptive statistics for this variable are for the period 1947–86.
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Conceptions of adulthood have changed dramatically in recent decades. Despite such changes, however, the notion that young people
will eventually “settle down” and desist from delinquent behaviors
is remarkably persistent. This article unites criminology with classic
work on age norms and role behavior to contend that people who
persist in delinquency will be less likely to make timely adult transitions. The empirical analysis supports this proposition, with both
arrest and self-reported crime blocking the passage to adult status.
The authors conclude that desisting from delinquency is an important part of the package of role behaviors that define adulthood.
The transition from youth to adulthood represents a pivotal passage in
the life course, typically marked by several meaningful transitions: entrance into the labor force, movement toward residential and economic
independence, and independent family formation. Although movement
away from delinquency also characterizes this transition (Gottfredson and
Hirschi 1990; Sampson and Laub 1993), extant theory and research have
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yet to consider desistance as a marker of adult status. We here propose
and test an interactionist model that emphasizes how delinquency and
contact with the justice system shape the transition to adulthood.
Two related lines of research link the movement away from crime to
traditional markers of adult status such as employment and marriage: (1)
a well-established body of work specifying how these transitions affect
crime or desistance (Horney, Osgood, and Marshall 1995; Laub, Nagin,
and Sampson 1998; Uggen 2000; Laub and Sampson 2003) and (2) a
burgeoning new literature tracing how crime and punishment, in turn,
slow transitions to work (Hagan 1991; Western and Beckett 1999; Pager
2003; Western 2006) and family formation (Hagan and Dinovitzer 1999;
Western, Lopoo, and McLanahan 2004; Lopoo and Western 2005).
Apart from its effects on other adult transitions, however, desistance
from delinquency may itself constitute a dimension or facet of the transition to adulthood. The term juvenile delinquency generally refers to law
violation committed by persons who have not yet reached the age of
majority—typically age 18 or 19 in the contemporary United States. For
most criminal offenses, the age-crime curve reaches its peak during the
juvenile period (Hirschi and Gottfredson 1983). Although our interest
extends beyond adolescence, we deliberately use the term delinquency
throughout this article to emphasize the historical and cultural link between criminality and youth—and the age-inappropriateness of delinquent behavior in adulthood.
Classic research on age norms (Neugarten, Moore, and Lowe 1965) has
shown how widely held beliefs about age-appropriate behaviors guide
processes of adult socialization. Consistent with this research, we draw
on work from the symbolic interactionist tradition (Mead 1934; Matsueda
1992; Maruna 2001; Giordano, Cernkovich, and Rudolph 2002) to argue
that adults who persist in delinquency will recognize the age-inappropriateness of their behavior and internalize the appraisals of others,
especially when delinquent behavior is made public through criminal
justice system processing. The result of this recognition and internalization
is a delayed passage to adult status, both objectively and subjectively.
Although U.S. correctional populations have risen to historically unprecedented levels (U.S. Department of Justice 2009), many people rarely
encounter the criminal justice system. How can desistance constitute a
facet of the transition to adulthood when some individuals have no criminal history from which to desist? First, a long line of self-report research
establishes that almost all adolescents engage in some form of delinquency
(Porterfield 1943; Wallerstein and Wyle 1947; Short and Nye 1957; Elliott
and Ageton 1980; Gabor 1994) and that rates of both official and selfreported delinquency decline precipitously during the late teens and 20s
(Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990; Laub and Sampson 2003). According to
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the national Monitoring the Future survey, for example, most U.S. high
school seniors have used illicit drugs (primarily marijuana) and participated in binge drinking (Johnston et al. 2009). By age 30, however, the
vast majority of these young people will have ceased or significantly
reduced their illegal substance use and “settled down” into adult work
and family roles (Bachman et al. 2002).
Second, as with other markers of adulthood, such as marriage, childbearing, and financial self-sufficiency, desistance alone is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for attaining adulthood. It is not any
single marker in isolation—for instance, many have children but never
marry—but rather a constellation of behaviors that constitutes adult
status. We therefore place movement away from crime into the context
of these more traditional indicators, examining the extent to which delinquency is embedded in and related to adult status. In doing so, we
build on classic and emerging work on the changing nature of adulthood
(Rindfuss, Swicegood, and Rosenfeld 1987; Buchman 1989; Furstenberg
et al. 2004; Arnett 2007) and criminal punishment as an increasingly
common life event in the United States (Pettit and Western 2004).
Before testing these ideas, we first draw connections between criminological work and research on the behavioral and subjective dimensions
of adult status. We conceptualize behavioral adult status in terms of the
events or role behaviors long associated with adulthood, such as marriage
and full-time employment (Hogan and Astone 1986; Modell 1989; Goldscheider and Goldscheider 1999). We conceptualize subjective adult status
as self-perceptions regarding the extent to which people feel like adults
(Furstenberg et al. 2004) and whether they feel “on time” or “off time” in
making particular transitions (Hogan and Astone 1986). We then specify
and test six hypotheses about desistance and adulthood using two longitudinal surveys with repeated measures of behavioral and subjective
adult status.

AGE NORMS, DELINQUENCY, AND ADULT TRANSITIONS

Age norms are shared prescriptions and proscriptions regulating the timing of life transitions, especially the collective evaluations of when these
transitions “should” or “ought to” occur (Marini 1984; Settersten and
Mayer 1997). Neugarten et al. (1965) posited that expectations about adulthood and age-appropriateness are deeply embedded in U.S. culture, finding consistent evidence that behaviors deemed appropriate at one life
course stage are deemed inappropriate at other stages. A pervasive network of informal social controls and accompanying sanctions thus govern
the initiation, continuation, and cessation of social behavior, which is
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internalized as a “social clock” (Neugarten and Hagestad 1976, p. 35) or
“normative timetable” (Elder, Johnson, and Crosnoe 2003). This line of
research extends beyond the prescriptive ages for adult status markers,
such as settling on a career, to include widely shared age proscriptions
regarding behaviors that range from returning home to live with one’s
parents (Settersten 1998) to wearing a bikini in public (Neugarten et al.
1965).
Symbolic interactionist theories stressing social and temporal comparisons suggest two processes by which falling off time with respect to the
social clock may vitiate adult status. First, interactionist accounts stressing
social comparisons (Festinger 1954; Suls, Martin, and Wheeler 2002)
would emphasize how those who delay transitions lag behind a key reference group—others their own age. Second, interactionist accounts stressing temporal comparisons (e.g., Fry and Karney 2002) would emphasize
how people mark progress relative to earlier points in their own lives.
Building on this interactionist tradition, social and temporal and reference
comparisons should coalesce around a global assessment about whether
one has achieved adult status (Shanahan, Porfeli, and Mortimer 2005;
Johnson, Berg, and Sirotzki 2007).
Unquestionably, there is greater differentiation in the timing and sequencing of particular life markers today than in previous decades (Shanahan 2000). Nevertheless, contemporary research continues to find strong
consensus about what it means to be an adult. In their analysis of General
Social Survey data, Furstenberg et al. (2004) show that 90% of Americans
believe that it is important for adults to be financially independent, to
complete their education, to work full-time, and to support a family.
Moreover, to be considered an adult, the vast majority of Americans think
that these markers should be attained by the age of 30. Similarly, Settersten
and Hagestad (1996) report that over 75% of their U.S. sample perceive
timetables or deadlines for attaining behavioral markers such as getting
married and establishing an independent residence. Both classic and
emerging research thus suggest that part of becoming an adult is engaging
in age-appropriate behavior and attaining life course markers associated
with adulthood in a timely fashion.
To date, this line of inquiry has yet to consider age-linked behaviors
such as delinquency. If ideas about age-appropriateness extend to crime,
a cultural expectation of desistance should parallel cultural expectations
about family formation and other transitions. While few have explicitly
connected delinquency with adult status, there is some precedent for this
idea in the psychological literature on the life course. In an influential
series of articles, Jeffrey Arnett suggests that becoming an adult means
relinquishing behaviors such as reckless driving that may be “condoned
for adolescents but viewed as incompatible with adult status” (1994, p.
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218). Using samples of students (1994) or respondents interviewed in public places (1997, 1998, 2003), Arnett finds that both young people and
older adults (2001) regard avoiding illicit behaviors such as drunk driving,
shoplifting, and vandalism as necessary criteria for a hypothetical person
to attain adult status. Such findings do not appear to be limited to the
U.S. context, since “norm compliance” is tied to conceptions of adulthood
in nations such as Israel (Mayseless and Scharf 2003) and Argentina (Facio
and Micocci 2003). Within the United States, this pattern appears to hold
across racial and ethnic groups, since African-Americans, Latinos, whites,
and Asian Americans all identify crime as incompatible with adult status
(Arnett 2003).
Similarly, criminologists have long identified criminality with adolescence and desistance with adult maturation (Goring 1913; Glueck and
Glueck 1945). In fact, G. Stanley Hall, whose two-volume treatise Adolescence (1904) ushered in the scientific study of child development, was
a strong advocate for the separate juvenile court system emerging in the
early 20th century (Rothman 1980, p. 210). Since this time, age norms
have been formally codified in distinct juvenile and criminal codes. In
keeping with these age-based behavioral standards, Greenberg (1977) and
Moffitt (1993) have argued that some children and adolescents engage in
delinquency precisely to mimic or attain the status accorded young adults.
In the contemporary United States, for example, binge drinking is widely
considered illegal and age-inappropriate for young adolescents, illegal yet
age-appropriate for 20-year-olds, and legal yet age-inappropriate for those
over 30 (McMorris and Uggen 2000; Schulenberg and Maggs 2002). Those
who violate these and other age norms by persisting in delinquency are
thus less likely to feel like adults or to be considered adults by others.2
To the extent that desistance is linked to other adult role transitions, a
steep rise in criminal punishment may even play some part in a more
general societal extension of the adolescent period. Furstenberg et al.
(2004) attribute lengthening adolescence to the increased time needed to
obtain jobs that support families. Similarly, Arnett (2000) identifies a distinctive “emerging adulthood” life course stage for those 18–25 in societies
requiring prolonged periods of education. While most emerging adults
thrive on the freedom characterized by this period, Arnett (2007, p. 71)
notes that others “find themselves lost” and begin to experience mental
health problems and other difficulties. Such problems are especially likely
for vulnerable populations, including youths with a history of mental or
2

To take but one illustration, a graduate student told us of a 30-year-old friend dating
a man serving time on house arrest for graffiti. Not only did peers view the “tagger”
as violating age norms, but his partner was also stigmatized for being involved with
someone who had yet to desist from minor deviance.
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physical health problems and those caught up in the justice system (Osgood et al. 2005; Arnett 2007).
Troubled transitions are especially common for those subject to harsh
punishment and its attendant effects on life chances and self-perceptions
(Uggen, Manza, and Behrens 2004; Western 2006; Wakefield and Uggen
2010). By interrupting schooling and employment, for example, incarceration inhibits financial self-sufficiency and prolongs dependency. The
criminal justice system today cuts a wider and deeper swath through the
life fortunes of young adults than it did a generation ago: more people
are formally marked as criminals, and the long sentences they serve inhibit
their future prospects (Pager 2003; Uggen and Wakefield 2005). Over 7.3
million Americans are currently under correctional supervision, up from
1.8 million as recently as 1980 (U.S. Department of Justice 2009).3 As
longer sentences are meted out, young people remain in a dependent status
for correspondingly longer periods. Not surprisingly, both prisoners and
those self-reporting delinquency (Tanner, Davies, and O’Grady 1999) are
off time relative to their age cohort in traversing the behavioral markers
of marriage, full-time work, school completion, and independent residency
(Western and Pettit 2002; Wakefield and Uggen 2010).
To illustrate the macrolevel association between contact with the justice
system and adulthood, figure 1 plots incarceration rates against the percentage of young adults attaining status markers in the United States (the
latter adapted from a similar analysis by Furstenberg et al. [2004]). Incarceration trends clearly coincide with rising numbers of young people
who have yet to traverse the markers of self-sufficiency, marriage, parenthood, and school completion. Over the last 40 years, imprisonment has
increased almost eightfold. At the same time, the number of 25-year-olds
attaining all markers has declined significantly: a drop from 1960 levels
of about 34% among men and almost 60% among women. Some portion
of the latter decline is due to the rise of single-parent families, particularly
among persons involved in the justice system, as well as more general
trends in fertility and education attainment.
Although young adults across the socioeconomic spectrum are attaining
traditional adult markers later than in recent generations, entanglement
in the justice system is clearly delaying the adult transition for more
Americans today than ever before. While incarceration represents the most
invasive criminal sanction, any public justice system processing that similarly dramatizes the consequences of age-inappropriate behavior may
affect self-perceptions of adult standing (Tannenbaum 1938; Lemert 1951).
3

As of December 31, 2007, 4,293,163 adults were under probation supervision, 824,365
were on parole, 1,512,576 were incarcerated in state or federal prisons, and 780,581
were held in local jails (U.S. Department of Justice 2009).
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Fig. 1.—The behavioral transition to adulthood and incarceration, 1955–2000. Complete
transitions include attaining financial self-sufficiency, marrying, having a child, and completing education. Men are defined as self-sufficient if they have entered the labor force and
have established independent residence. Women are defined as self-sufficient if they have
entered the labor force or have established independent residence. Incarceration rates include
state and federal prisons (U.S. Department of Justice 2004). Transition data are taken from
the U.S Census, Integrated Public Use Microdata Series 1% sample in 1960, 1980, and 2000.

AN INTERACTIONIST PERSPECTIVE ON DELINQUENCY AND
ROLE TRANSITION

We here elaborate and test an interactionist model of delinquency and
the transition to adult status, uniting research on conceptions of adulthood
(Arnett 2001, 2007; Furstenberg et al. 2004) with work on the life course
consequences of crime (Laub and Sampson 2003; Pettit and Western 2004)
and desistance (Maruna 2001; Farrall 2002; Bottoms et al. 2004). Before
presenting specific hypotheses, we outline our conceptual model.
As noted, researchers are today specifying subjective as well as behavioral dimensions of adult status. The former line of research considers
individual perceptions of adulthood, or the extent to which people believe
that they are adults (Arnett 1994, 2003; Shanahan et al. 2005; Eliason et
al. 2007). For example, those who are married or self-sufficient are more
likely to see themselves as adults than those who are unmarried or dependent (Johnson et al. 2007). To link such work to the sociology of crime
and punishment and to explain why “desisters” may feel more like adults
than “persisters,” a conceptual model linking age norms, role behaviors,
and self-perceptions is needed.
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A basic societal consensus about the role transitions, responsibilities,
and capacities that signify adult status informs individuals’ perceptions
about whether they “measure up” as adults (Arnett 2001; Furstenberg et
al. 2004). Alongside traditional markers such as parenthood and full-time
employment, we posit that delinquency—both serious and petty—is central to shared understandings of adult status. We stress petty as well as
serious delinquency because the age-inappropriateness of the conduct,
rather than its severity, guides feelings of adult status.
In assessing whether and how they measure up as adults, people consider both temporal comparisons, in the form of individual assessments
of behavior relative to that of earlier in the life course, and social comparisons, in the form of individual assessments of behavior relative to
that of important reference groups. Symbolic interactionist models have
long recognized the importance of reference groups and the appraisals of
others in shaping behavior and role identity (Blumer 1969; Felson 1985;
Matsueda 1992). Developmental criminologists place particular emphasis
on peer networks, since peers may supplant the family as the central
reference group in adolescence, before the family or workplace rises in
salience in adulthood (Warr 1998; Haynie 2001; Giordano et al. 2002;
Laub and Sampson 2003; Giordano, Schroeder, and Cernkovich 2007).
From an interactionist perspective, the appraisals of significant others
play a large part in determining how people come to see themselves (Kinch
1963). Consistent with Cooley’s (1922) notion of the looking glass self (see
also Matsueda 1992; Maruna et al. 2004), we suggest that those who persist
in delinquency will be less likely to be seen as adults by their reference
group (others’ appraisals), more likely to perceive that others see them as
less than adults (reflected appraisals), and thus more likely to understand
themselves as less than adults (self-appraisals).
Structural symbolic interactionist theories provide a more general
framework to explain the social psychology of subjective adulthood (Mead
1934; Stryker 1980; Wells and Stryker 1988; Stryker and Burke 2000). By
this view, the self is organized into multiple identities corresponding to
positions in the social structure. As people accumulate the responsibilities
and perform the role behaviors commonly expected of adults, they begin
to see themselves as adults in particular domains, such as the home or
workplace. The collective adherence to domain-specific roles supports the
development of a generalized adult identity that is played out across
different situations. Over time and with the accumulation of behavioral
transitions and the accompanying role adaptation across different domains, the generalized adult role grows more central to individual identity.
Empirical studies linking subjective perceptions of adulthood to adult
role behavior generally support this account. Shanahan et al. (2005), for
example, find that family transitions are key predictors of subjective adult550
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hood and that some situations and settings are especially conducive to
adult role behavior, such as spending time with colleagues in the workplace. These settings provide reference groups and foster behaviors that
increase commitment to adult roles and encourage beliefs and attitudes
culturally identified with maturity, thereby influencing perceptions of
adult status. For example, accepting responsibility for oneself, achieving
financial independence, and making decisions autonomously are associated with both adult role behavior and subjective perceptions of adult
status (Greene, Wheatley, and Aldava 1992; Scheer, Unger, and Brown
1996; Arnett 1998).
Both delinquency and official sanctions, however, can disrupt adult role
transitions, and those subject to such sanctions are well aware of this fact.
In their influential Dover Borstal study, Bottoms and McClintock (1973,
p. 381) found incarcerated young men to be prescient in forecasting the
problems they would experience in traversing life course markers. Criminal punishment activates labeling processes that handicap offenders in
marriage and labor markets (Thornberry 1987; Matsueda 1992; Matsueda
and Heimer 1997, p. 178; Pager 2003; Maruna et al. 2004; Western 2006).
Symbolic interactionist theories further suggest that “criminal role commitments” (Heimer and Matsueda 1994; Matsueda and Heimer 1997) encourage persistence in delinquent behavior, in part because the relevant
reference groups tend to support criminal rather than conforming behavior (Giordano et al. 2002).
The key point is that many forms of delinquency are widely recognized
as age-inappropriate for adults, and thus the continuation of such behaviors is inconsistent with adult status. At first blush, the contribution
of minor delinquency to our conceptual model may seem counterintuitive.
Yet less serious forms of delinquency, such as petty theft or defacing
buildings, may be particularly likely to suppress feelings of adult status.
It is precisely because of their petty—indeed childish—nature that such
peccadilloes diminish feelings of adulthood, even in the absence of a formal
response by the justice system. In contrast, more serious criminal acts are
likely to invoke criminal sanctions, which themselves have implications
for adult status.
With regard to such sanctions, George Herbert Mead (1918, p. 597)
contrasted the “reconstructive attitude” of the then-emerging juvenile justice system with the hostile “retribution, repression, and exclusion” of the
adult criminal courts (p. 590). For Mead, as for Durkheim ([1893] 1984),
only the adult criminal courts were capable of “uniting all members of
the community in the emotional solidarity of aggression” (p. 591). The
common revulsion against criminality calls out the response of a generalized other—an organized attitude against crime—and thus affirms one’s
own status as an adult of good standing. By this view, society cannot
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treat older criminals with the same understanding and forgiveness accorded “wayward” children, since to do so would diminish social solidarity
and shared conceptions of appropriate adult conduct. Indeed, even against
the recent tide of “get tough” crime policies, the public supports the notion
of a separate juvenile justice system and maintaining different standards
for adult and youthful offenders (Mears et al. 2007). Such support for agebased disparate treatment signals widely held conceptions regarding the
age-appropriateness of illicit acts.
Given the societal consensus on age-appropriate behavior and the expectations of settling down accompanying aging, persistence in delinquency undermines claims to adult status. A symbolic interactionist model
suggests that conventional adult role behavior gradually fosters desistance
by increasing commitments and thereby discouraging behaviors that may
jeopardize the role. This view is largely consistent with the age-graded
social control mechanisms hypothesized by Laub and Sampson (2003). In
addition, however, interactionists specify processes of role taking and reflected appraisals (Matsueda 1992) and cognitive and emotional identity
transformation (Giordano et al. 2007) as the social psychological mechanisms linking age-graded role behavior and desistance. To the extent
that those who persist in crime view themselves from the standpoint of
a generalized other—the law-abiding adult citizenry—they will have great
difficulty understanding themselves as adults.
Following Lemert’s (1951) classic distinction between primary and secondary deviance, Maruna and Farrall (2004) have distinguished between
primary and secondary desistance. Whereas primary desistance involves
any lull or gap in offending, secondary desistance involves “the movement
from the behaviour of non-offending to the assumption of the role or
identity of a ‘changed person’” (Maruna, Immarigeon, and LeBel 2004,
p. 19). As Meisenhelder (1982) describes the interactive process of desistance, “individuals convince themselves that they have convinced others
to view them as conventional members of the community” (p. 138). By
voluntarily forgoing delinquent opportunities, desisters also signal to potential spouses and employers that it is safe to build them into their future
plans in an orderly and effective manner. The less delinquency and uncertainty in their lives, the more society can make use of young adults
(Goffman 1967, p. 174). In contrast, youths who have yet to desist from
crime lack the stability and continuity desired for social organization. To
be sure, many adults seek excitement or “action” in disciplined or attenuated forms. Organized sports and legal gambling, for example, fall within
a socially approved range of respectable adult leisure activities (Berger
1962). Nevertheless, the transition from “hell-raiser to family man” (or
family woman) is one of identity change over the life cycle: adults are
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expected to settle down to fulfill the roles of spouse, parent, and provider
(Hill 1974, p. 190).
The failure to desist also triggers sanctions that increase in severity
with age, further impeding the behavioral and subjective transition to
adulthood. Such punishment should affect self-conceptions of adult status,
independent of the effect of criminal persistence. In his classic study of
prison life, Sykes (1958) observed how incarceration reduces prisoners to
“the weak, helpless dependent status of childhood” (p. 75). By making
age-inappropriateness public, even less intensive sanctions such as arrest,
jail stays, and probation impose a stigma that vitiates claims to adult
status. As Erikson (1962) has noted, some societies consider deviance to
be a natural mode of behavior for the young, with defined ceremonies to
mark the transition from delinquent youth to law-abiding adult. In the
contemporary United States, there are no such institutional means to
remove the stigma of a criminal label and, hence, to clear passage to adult
status (Becker 1963; Goffman 1963; Pager 2003). Those who persist in
delinquency and those publicly identified as delinquent should therefore
be least likely to think of themselves as adults.

HYPOTHESES

On the basis of prior research and an interactionist understanding of the
adult transition, we develop six hypotheses to test our conceptual model.
Our first hypothesis predicts the same general pattern of association noted
by Sampson and Laub (1993), Maruna (2001), Giordano et al. (2002, 2007),
Laub and Sampson (2003), and other criminologists: desistance is associated with transitions to full-time employment and marriage, as well as
other adult markers, such as having children and achieving financial
independence. To test this idea, we undertake a latent class analysis (McCutcheon 1987) of the transition to adulthood, assessing whether the data
support a model that places desistance alongside other behavioral markers. This empirically locates patterns of desistance alongside more traditional markers of adult status without imposing any a priori structure
as to the patterns of association on the data. The relative support for
various model specifications will help show whether desistance is associated with or independent of other adult markers, just as the data reveal
whether having a child is associated with or independent of marriage.
Given the increasing individualization of the adult transition, we expect
at least three classes to emerge. In particular, we expect that having
children may be associated with successful socioeconomic transitions for
some and problematic transitions for others.
Hypothesis 1: Desistance and other behavioral markers of adult553
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hood.—Desistance from delinquency will be positively associated with
other behavioral markers of adulthood, such that a latent class model that
includes desistance, family formation, childbearing, school completion,
and financial self-sufficiency will be supported by the data.
Hypothesis 2 examines a mechanism suggested by symbolic interactionist theory, linking social expectations about the age-appropriateness
of role behavior to respondents’ actual performance in such roles. We
anticipate that performing roles associated with conforming activities,
such as spending time with one’s children, working, or voting, will evoke
self-appraisals of adult status. In contrast, because of the widely held
societal views of the age-inappropriateness of such behavior, engaging in
delinquency will retard feelings of adult status.
Hypothesis 2: Delinquent activities, conforming activities, and the
subjective transition to adulthood.—Given the strong societal consensus
around age-appropriate behavior and adult status, individuals will feel
less like adults while engaged in delinquent activities and more like adults
when engaged in conforming activities.
Entanglement in the justice system often disrupts the timely and orderly
attainment of school, work, and family markers of adulthood. Hypothesis
3 extends the age norms literature (Neugarten et al. 1965) to propose that
this disruption similarly affects subjective perceptions of timely attainment. This hypothesis addresses the relationship between justice system
contact and domain-specific adult self-appraisals—measured as being on
time or off time in the passage of various markers of adulthood. Those
arrested will be more likely to report being off time with regard to socioeconomic transitions, family transitions, and other adult role behavior.
Hypothesis 3: Arrest and the timing of adult markers in specific domains.—People who have been recently arrested will be less likely to
appraise themselves as being on time in attaining the behavioral markers
of adulthood than people who have not been recently arrested.
Arrest represents an application of formal social control, publicly labeling behavior as delinquent and, we suggest, age-inappropriate. According to labeling and symbolic interactionist conceptions of punitive
justice, such sanctions mark individual rule violators as outsiders, unfit
to stand “shoulder to shoulder” with their fellow citizens (Mead 1918;
Becker 1963). Given the importance of the appraisals of reference groups,
the fourth hypothesis predicts that arrestees will be less likely to appraise
themselves as adults.
Hypothesis 4: Arrest and the subjective transition.—People who have
recently been arrested will be less likely to report “feeling like an adult
most of the time” than people who have not been recently arrested.
While desistance is generally conceptualized as an individual-level phenomenon, people also measure their behavior against that of the gener554
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alized other (Warr 1998; Maruna 2001). Of course, desistance may imply
something quite different for those living in high-crime neighborhoods
than for those living in low-crime neighborhoods or in an ideal-typical
“society of saints” (Durkheim [1895] 1982). In addition to assessing desistance in terms of absolute levels or thresholds, we therefore also consider
desistance relative to friends and others. This hypothesis is rooted in the
symbolic interactionist emphasis on reference groups and social comparisons and the criminological emphasis on peers in the etiology of delinquency (e.g., Warr 1998). Hypothesis 5 predicts that those who believe
that they are less delinquent than others in their reference group will be
more likely to view themselves as adults.
Hypothesis 5: Relative desistance and reference groups.—People who
believe that they now commit less delinquency than others their age will
feel more like adults than people who believe that they are committing
delinquency as much as or more than others their age.
Our sixth hypothesis links people’s judgments of their own desistance
with their judgments about whether they are adults. This “subjective
desistance” hypothesis is perhaps most central to the symbolic interactionist model, rooted in classic work on temporal comparisons, contemporary “narrative” theories of desistance (Maruna 2001), and widely held
views on age-appropriate behavior. Individuals who have moderated their
delinquent behavior should be more likely to self-appraise as adults than
individuals whose delinquency has increased or remained stable. Even if
perceptions about desistance are erroneous or inconsistent with measured
behavior, our model predicts a strong tie between an internalized selfimage as a desister and an internalized self-image as an adult.
Hypothesis 6: Subjective desistance and adult status.—People who
report committing less delinquency than they did five years ago will feel
more like adults than people who report committing delinquency as much
as or more than they did five years ago.

DESIGN STRATEGY: DATA AND MEASURES

Evaluating the Hypotheses
To evaluate hypothesis 1, we will test a model of the transition to adulthood that includes desistance among more traditional behavioral markers
of adult status. For this portion of the analysis we use latent class techniques (Lazarsfeld and Henry 1968; McCutcheon 1987; Clogg 1995) to
ask whether the covariation between desistance and other transition
markers is due to their mutual relationship to an unobserved or latent
“behavioral adulthood” construct.
The next two hypotheses are premised on the idea that behaviors linked
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to roles such as parent and spouse intensify feelings of adult status,
whereas behaviors linked to delinquent roles diminish these feelings. To
bring some evidence to bear on hypothesis 2, we use self-reported survey
data to compare whether respondents feel more or less like adults while
they are engaged in various delinquent and conforming activities. To test
hypothesis 3, we compare the extent to which arrestees and nonarrestees
feel off time in traversing the markers of adulthood. These self-appraisals
offer a direct test of key predictions from interactionist theory.
Our final hypotheses specify the effects of three conceptualizations of
delinquency and desistance on subjective feelings of adult status. Hypothesis 4 considers arrest, hypothesis 5 assesses “reference group desistance” based on social comparisons, and hypothesis 6 tests “subjective
desistance” based on respondents’ temporal comparisons with themselves
five years ago. In each case, we estimate the effects of delinquency and
desistance on subjective adulthood before and after adjusting for the
effects of transition markers such as work and marriage.
Even after statistically controlling for the effects of behavioral transition
markers, however, it is possible that the observed effects of desistance on
subjective adulthood are spurious as a result of a common or correlated
cause. In particular, we are concerned with underlying differences across
respondents in unmeasured factors, such as intelligence or ambition,
which influence both the decision to desist and adult self-conceptions.
Moffitt’s (1993) influential developmental taxonomy, for example, might
suggest stability in both delinquency and subjective adulthood among
“life course persistent” offenders. We therefore introduce a lagged measure
of perceived adult status in our final models. By statistically controlling
for a prior sense of oneself as an adult, this model provides a variant of
the static score or conditional change regression (Finkel 1995, pp. 6–11).
The resulting estimates offer a more stringent test of desistance effects
on subjective adulthood because they adjust for the influence of stable
and unmeasured person-specific differences affecting both desistance and
self-appraisals of adult status. Such models also help address concerns
about potential social desirability effects and other biases: because we use
a lagged measure to capture change in adult perceptions, the effects of
stable person-specific response biases should be minimized.

Data and Measures
Our primary data source is the Youth Development Study or YDS (Mortimer 2003), supplemented with the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (see the appendix) and a small sample of interviews with
convicted felons, collected as part of a project on criminal sanctions and
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civic participation.4 The YDS is a longitudinal survey of 1,000 young
people who attended St. Paul, Minnesota, public schools in the 1980s.
Since 1988, when respondents were high school freshmen, they have reported information about their school, work, and family activities, civic
participation, and delinquent involvement. In 2002, when most respondents were 29–30 years old, we added a battery of questions developed
to test the preceding hypotheses on desistance, self-appraisals, normative
age expectations, and the transition to adulthood.
Descriptive statistics are presented in table 1. Approximately 75% of
the sample is white and 43% is male. By 2002, 45% of the respondents
were married and 55% had children. The sample size for most analyses
presented below is 708. The panel remains generally representative of the
St. Paul cohort from which it was drawn, although attrition has been
somewhat greater among racial minorities and less advantaged respondents (see Mortimer [2003, pp. 37–43] for details on panel attrition). More
specifically, the sample remains substantively similar to that of the first
wave of data collection across key indicators, including socioeconomic
background, mental health, substance use, and achievement (p. 39).
Our measures of behavioral markers of adulthood include marriage,
educational attainment, employment status, and whether respondents
have children, all taken in 2002. Given debates around the conceptualization and measurement of desistance (Bottoms et al. 2004; Maruna and
Farrall 2004; Massoglia 2006), we assess delinquency and desistance four
different ways: behavioral self-reports, official contact with the justice
system, behavior relative to peers, and behavior relative to earlier in the
life course. We then judge the collective weight of the evidence bearing
on our hypotheses rather than basing conclusions on any single measure.
To assess behavioral change in self-reported delinquency in our latent
class analysis, we examine prior and contemporaneous information on
drunken driving, theft, and violence. To test hypotheses 3 and 4, we use
self-reported arrest data from 2000–2002, the time intervening between
our subjective adulthood measures and self-appraisals. To examine hypotheses about relative and subjective desistance, we crafted items asking
respondents to compare their behavior to that of others their age and to
the levels they displayed five years ago. These measures were specifically
4

The 33 interviews were carried out at two state penitentiaries and an urban community corrections office in 1991. Prisoners were recruited by placing an invitation in
the daily announcements. Inmates then sent a response (or “kite form”) to a staff contact
person for scheduling. Probationers and parolees were recruited by a posted invitation.
The interviews lasted from 45 to 90 minutes and were recorded and transcribed. To
protect participants’ confidentiality, we use pseudonyms when quoting from the transcripts. All major offense categories were represented among the interviewees, and all
had been convicted of serious index offenses (see Manza and Uggen [2006] for details).
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Variable

0pno,
0pno,
0pno,
0pno,

Presence of children
Marital status
Postsecondary degree (AA or higher)
Respondent and/or partner responsible for all of
their living costs
Participation in 2000 election
No crime (drunk driving, shoplifting, or simple
assault) before 1998 or during 1999–2000
Crime prior to 1998 but not during 1999–2000
Crime both prior to 1998 and 1999–2000

43
36
6
60

75

71

0pno, 1pyes
0psame or more, 1pless

0psame or more, 1pless

0pno, 1pyes

67
20

55
45
39
72

43
75

.45

.43

.22
.49

.49
.48

.47
.40

.50
.50
.48
.45

.49
.43

Mean (%) SD

0pno, 1pyes
0pno, 1pyes

0pno, 1pyes
0pno, 1pyes

1pyes
1pyes
1pyes
1pyes

0pfemale, 1pmale
0pother, 1pwhite

Coding

Self-reported sex
Self-reported race

Description

Desist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Persist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Deviance (1999–2002):
Arrest . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Arrested in 2000, 2001, or 2002
Reference group desistance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Compared to others your age, do you do less,
more, or about the same amount of partying,
breaking work rules, or breaking other rules
(such as drunk driving)?
Subjective desistance . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Compared to five years ago, do you do more,
less, or about the same amount of partying,
breaking work rules, or breaking other rules?
Subjective adulthood (1999, 2002):
Subjective adulthood 2002 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Do you feel like an adult most of the time?

Voting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Abstain . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Ascribed characteristics:
Male . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
White . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Behavioral adult transitions (2002):
Children . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Marriage . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Educational attainment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Self-sufficiency . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

TABLE 1
Descriptive Statistics
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Becoming a parent?
Get married?
Become financially independent?
Complete school?
Get a full-time job?
Start a career?

.27
.43
.46
.34
.41
.48
.42

80
36
23

.48
.47
.46
.46
.43
.44

.45
.35

91
75
69
86

64
68
68
69
75
74

0poff time: very early or very
late; 1pright on time or
slightly early or late
0poff, 1pon time
0poff, 1pon time
0poff, 1pon time
0poff, 1pon time
0poff, 1pon time
0poff, 1pon time
0pnot at all or somewhat like
an adult; 1pentirely like an
adult

58
15

0pno, 1pyes
0pno, 1pyes

When I vote?
0pno, 1pyes
When doing volunteer work?
0pno, 1pyes
When I am with my child/children?
0pno, 1pyes
When I limit my drinking because I am driving 0pno, 1pyes
or a “designated driver”?
Working . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . When I am at work?
0pno, 1pyes
Something wrong . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . When I do something I know is wrong?
0pno, 1pyes
Violating law . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . When I do something against the law?
0pno, 1pyes

Parent . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Married . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Financial independence . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Education . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Full-time job . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Start a career . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Subjective adulthood by domain (2002):
“People feel more or less like an adult in different situations. . . . Please indicate if you
feel like an adult in the following situations?” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Voting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Volunteering . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
With children . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Limiting drinking . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Subjective adulthood 1999 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Do you feel like an adult most of the time?
Missing dummy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Missing 1999 subjective adulthood
Subjective adult transitions (2002):
“Do you feel early, on time, or late for each
of the following events?” . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
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designed to tap the hypothesized temporal and social comparisons with
peers and reference groups.
To test hypothesis 2 about delinquency and subjective adulthood, we
use domain-specific questions regarding illicit and conforming behaviors.
Respondents reported whether they feel more or less like an adult while
hanging out with friends, caring for children, voting, and doing something
against the law. Our outcomes for testing hypothesis 3 are self-reported
perceptions of the timeliness of reaching behavioral markers of adulthood.
We test whether arrest decreases the likelihood that respondents feel on
time with respect to parenthood, marriage, financial independence, school
completion, and the attainment of a full-time job and career.
Finally, our key outcome for testing hypotheses 4, 5, and 6 is a global
measure of subjective adult status, taken in 2002. This item is a selfappraisal of whether respondents “feel like an adult” most of the time,
paralleling Arnett’s (1998) “personal conception” indicator and other research on the subjective transition (Shanahan et al. 2005). To test how
delinquent and conforming activities alter subjective perceptions, we exploit the longitudinal YDS design, incorporating a lagged subjective adulthood measure in our multivariate models. That is, we estimate the effect
of delinquency and desistance from 1999 to 2001 on whether one feels
like an adult in 2002 while statistically controlling for earlier subjective
feelings of adulthood. For arrest, these models take the form
log

[

]

prob (Adult i2002 p 1)
p a ⫹ b1 Arrest i2000–2002 ⫹ b2 Adult i1999
prob (Adult i2002 p 0)
⫹ … ⫹ bk Xi2002 ,

(1)

where i represents individual respondents, Adult indicates the probability
of feeling like an adult in 2002 and the lagged measure taken in 1999,
Arrest represents an arrest occurring between 2000 and 2002, b signifies
the effect of the independent variables, X denotes other explanatory variables, and a represents a constant term.5
In sum, the YDS is a rich longitudinal data set that tracks changes in
delinquency and the behavioral and subjective transition to adulthood.
Because the questionnaire items were tailored to our hypotheses, these
data are well suited for testing the proposition that desistance is a separate
facet of the adult transition. In addition, we report two supplementary
analyses based on a nationally representative survey (Add Health) and a

5

Supplemental analysis, available by request, shows consistent results under a dichotomous probit specification and in models treating adult status as a scale ranging
from “not at all like an adult” to “feeling like an adult all the time.”
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smaller set of semistructured interviews with persons in prison or under
community supervision.

RESULTS

To assess our first hypothesis on behavioral markers, we use latent class
analysis to model the behavioral transition to adulthood. This latent class
analysis has two main functions. The first is to use patterns of covariation
among the observed indicators to test whether the data support a model
that includes desistance along with other behavioral markers of adult
status. The second is to cluster individuals into classes or groups based
on their transition patterns. Latent class techniques thus tell us whether
the data are consistent with including desistance as a facet of the transition
to adulthood, the number of distinctive patterns of transition behavior
evident in the data, and the specific probabilities associated with traversing each of the markers in each class. For these models, we measure
adult roles using indicator variables for having a child, being married,
earning a postsecondary degree, and achieving financial self-sufficiency.
For the latent class analysis, we sought a simple behavioral measure
of common delinquency to parallel the marital, employment, and other
behavioral indicators in the model. This measure indicates the persistence
(or, for a handful of cases, the initial onset) of delinquent involvement,
desistance, and stable abstinence based on self-reported violence, property
crime, and substance use.6 To be classified as a desister for this analysis,
respondents must have participated in at least some of these activities
prior to 1998 (when they were in their mid-20s) but abstained from at
least 1999 to 2000. We specified models with one to five latent classes,
finding that the three-class model shown in table 2 best fits the data
(McCutcheon 1987; Dayton 1998). All fit statistics support a specification
that includes delinquency among other facets of the transition to adulthood, consistent with hypothesis 1.
The model suggests that the behavioral transition to adulthood can be
summarized by three patterns, which we identify as multifaceted, socioeconomic, and problematic transitions. Approximately 31% of the population from which the sample was drawn make up the multifaceted
transition group. They are most likely to have desisted from our delinquency items (probability p .53), to be married (.90), and to have become
self-sufficient (.90). They also report a high probability of having children

6

Driving while intoxicated (“driv[ing] a car after having too much to drink”), shoplifting
(“taking something from a store without paying for it”), and simple assault (“hitting
or threatening to hit”).
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TABLE 2
Behavioral Desistance and the Latent Structure of the Transition to
Adulthood

Type of Behavioral
Transition
Children . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Marriage . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Educational attainment . . . . .
Self-sufficient . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Desistance:
Abstain . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Desist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Persist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Latent class probabilities . . .

Conditional Probabilities
Response

Multifaceted

Socioeconomic

Problematic

No
Yes
No
Yes
No
Yes
No
Yes

.281
.719
.101
.898
.400
.600
.099
.901

.989
.010
.884
.116
.195
.805
.257
.742

.267
.733
.876
.123
.674
.326
.351
.649

Yes
Yes
Yes

.204
.532
.264
.306

.184
.478
.337
.456

.199
.264
.537
.237

Note.—N p 648; x2 p 37, df p 27; index of dissimilarity p .075. Desistance is measured on the basis
of three offenses: driving while intoxicated (“driv[ing] a car after having too much to drink” on multiple
occasions), shoplifting (“taking something from a store without paying for it”), and simple assault (“hitting
or threatening to hit”).

and earning a postsecondary degree. In sum, they appear to have made
a multifaceted or complete behavioral transition.
A larger group, constituting 46% of the population, appears to have
made successful education and employment transitions while avoiding
marriage and childbearing. We identify this pattern as indicating a socioeconomic transition. Members of this group are much more likely to
desist (.48) than to persist in delinquency (.34), and they are more likely
to have attained a postsecondary degree than those in the other latent
classes. In contrast to the multifaceted group, few have married or had
children. Nevertheless, their socioeconomic behavior and their desistance
over the past three years clearly signal a successful transition to adult
roles.
The final latent class, constituting approximately 24% of the population,
may indicate a problematic transition. This group shows the lowest levels
of degree completion (.33) and financial self-sufficiency (.65), the highest
rates of persistence in delinquency (.54), and the lowest probability of
desistance (.26). While they also report low rates of marriage (.12), they
are approximately as likely as those making multifaceted transitions to
be parents (.73). Aside from childbearing, members of this class have yet
562

Settling Down and Aging Out
to transition into roles associated with adult status. In keeping with hypothesis 1, they are unlikely to have desisted from delinquency.7
If models that include desistance among the other markers had provided
a poor fit to the data, it would have provided evidence against our first
hypothesis that desistance is a facet of the transition to adulthood. Instead,
however, we find that including desistance from common delinquency
among other adult markers is consistent with these data. Those who fail
to move away from delinquency are far and away the least likely to have
made other adult transitions. Moreover, because rates of abstention are
similar across the three classes (.18–.20), this pattern is unlikely to be
accounted for by stable differences between abstainers who never participated in delinquency and others who had some history of delinquent
behavior. Having modeled how desistance covaries with other behavioral
markers, we now consider how delinquent and conforming activities influence perceptions of adult status.
Figure 2 shows the relationship between participation in delinquency
and feeling like an adult in different domains. Consistent with hypothesis
2, behaviors associated with performing adult roles as parents, workers,
volunteers, and law-abiding citizens—the latter measured by limiting
drinking and serving as a designated driver—are much more strongly
associated with adult status than illegal or even unethical behaviors. For
example, a clear majority of respondents feel like adults when voting,
working, and spending time with children, but only 39% feel like adults
when violating the law and 36% when doing things they know are wrong.
This pattern supports the interactionist view that behaviors supporting
parent or worker roles intensify feelings of adult status, whereas behaviors
linked to roles such as law violator diminish such feelings. To the extent
that the YDS sample represents a cross section of U.S. society, figure 2
also helps establish the views of the generalized other and potential reference groups with regard to the age-appropriateness of delinquency and
conformity.
Hypothesis 3 returns to behavioral indicators of adult status and delinquency, in this case self-reported arrest. Figure 3 shows the percentage
of respondents who believe they are on time in attaining each marker,
comparing those who had been arrested in the past three years with
nonarrestees. As hypothesized, the recently arrested are significantly less
likely to believe that they are making timely progress in five of the six
domains: marriage, schooling, employment, financial independence, and
the start of a career. Having children is the only marker in which we
7

Latent class models were also estimated separately for men and women. The results
(available by request) are substantively similar to the full sample results presented in
table 2.
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Fig. 2.—Feelings of adulthood when engaged in each behavior. Percentages reflect those
who report participation in each behavior (e.g., the time with children indicator reflects
only those with children). The comparable percentages for the full sample are 81% for
voting, 67% for limiting drinking, 72% for working, 46% for volunteering, 39% for spending
time with children, 31% for doing something wrong, and 23% for violating the law.

failed to detect a significant difference. Strikingly, only 44% of recent
arrestees feel on time with regard to completing their educations, relative
to 70% of the nonarrestees.8
While the preceding analysis provides evidence linking delinquency to
widely shared conceptions of adulthood, it does not explicitly tap respondents’ subjective sense of adult status. We next examine how delinquency is linked to a global self-appraisal of adult status. Each set of
models incorporates demographic factors, behavioral markers, and lagged
mirror measures of adult status taken prior to measures of delinquency
and desistance. This lagged variable helps adjust for the effects of enduring differences across persons in stable characteristics such as impulsiveness or criminal propensity over the life course. We consider the effects
of arrest in table 3 and the effects of reference group desistance and
subjective desistance in table 4.
Estimates from logistic regressions of subjective adulthood on arrest
are shown in table 3. Model 1 reveals a strong bivariate association, with
8

We also estimated multivariate logistic regression models to adjust the estimated
effects of arrest on feeling on time in each domain for race and gender (not shown;
available by request). The results echo the bivariate comparison above, although the
financial independence model is no longer statistically significant (P p .13).
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Fig. 3.—Percentage reporting feeling on time by arrest status. Respondents were asked
to report whether they felt they were on time for each behavioral marker. Response categories
ranged from very early to on time to very late. Each outcome is coded 1 for on time and
0 for early or late in the attainment of these markers. *P ! .05.

arrestees being about 74% less likely to report feeling like an adult
(e⫺1.362 p .26). Model 2 shows the basic relationships between background
indicators, behavioral markers such as marriage and employment, and
subjective adult status. We find no significant racial differences but sizable
gender differences in subjective adulthood. On average, married respondents are more likely to feel like adults and those with higher levels of
educational attainment are less likely to feel like adults.9 Model 3 folds
in other adult markers, attaining financial self-sufficiency and having
children, using items mirroring those in the latent class analysis. Having
children and attaining self-sufficiency, both positively associated with subjective adult status, reduce the effects of marriage and education to nonsignificance in model 3. Next, model 4 incorporates voting, an adult role
behavior seldom considered in life course research, as well as the lagged

9

Further investigation revealed that those with postsecondary degrees are more likely
to aspire to further schooling, which may account for the negative effect of education
on the subjective adulthood measure.
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TABLE 3
Arrest and Subjective Adult Status: Logistic Regression Estimates
Variable

Model 1

Arrest (1 p arrest in 2000–
2002) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Male . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

⫺1.362***
(.337)

Model 2

⫺.574***
(.169)
⫺.080
(.197)
.468**
(.173)
⫺.364*
(.173)

White . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Marriage . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Educational attainment . . . . .
Self-sufficiency . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Children . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Model 3

⫺.473**
(.173)
.079
(.205)
.079
(.193)
⫺.156
(.183)
.405*
(.192)
.866***
(.197)

Voting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Prior adult status (1999) . . . . .
Missing dummy for prior
adult status . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Intercept . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
⫺2 log likelihood . . . . . . . . . . . .

.999***
(.087)
831.94

.715**
(.306)
825.93

⫺.296
(.326)
802.82

Model 4

Model 5

⫺.420*
(.194)
.031
(.232)
.089
(.213)
⫺.134
(.211)
.436*
(.216)
.748***
(.219)
.464*
(.217)
2.222***
(.219)
.071
(.271)
⫺1.075**
(.400)
677.14

⫺1.528***
(.404)
⫺.291
(.199)
.026
(.237)
.016
(.216)
⫺.209
(.215)
.424*
(.219)
.867***
(.224)
.494**
(.221)
2.205***
(.221)
.162
(.277)
⫺.971*
(.502)
662.47

Note.—N p 708. Numbers in parentheses are SEs.
* P ! .05.
** P ! .01.
*** P ! .001.

measure of adult status. Both voting and, not surprisingly, prior subjective
adult status are strong positive predictors of subjective adulthood.10
Finally, model 5 of table 3 incorporates each of the behavioral markers
and a measure of arrest in the three years intervening between the subjective adulthood measures. Consistent with hypothesis 4, arrest reduces
the probability of feeling like an adult by approximately 78% (e⫺1.528 p
.22). Including arrest in the model reduces the effect of gender to nonsignificance, suggesting that young men’s greater likelihood of arrest partially explains why they are less likely to feel like adults than young
women. With the exception of the lagged measure of adult status, the
arrest coefficient is as large as any other predictor in the final model. The
results in table 3 thus provide strong evidence that arrest retards subjec10

Including the lagged dependent adult status measure reduces the sample size by
approximately 100 cases. We therefore imputed values for prior subjective adulthood
for these cases and add a missing values indicator variable (Little and Rubin 1987),
which does not approach standard significance levels. The results shown are consistent
with those obtained using listwise deletion on the smaller sample and those based on
alternative imputation methods. The results were also substantively similar when using
a self-reported delinquency scale rather than arrest and in ordinary least squares
regression models that treat adult status as a five-point continuum.
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TABLE 4
Reference Group Desistance, Subjective Desistance, and Subjective Adult
Status: Logistic Regression Estimates
Variable

Model 1

Model 2

Reference group desistance . . . .

.472**
(.168)

.245
(.200)

Subjective desistance . . . . . . . . . .

.626***
(.183)

Arrest (1 p arrest in 2000–
2002) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Male . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
White . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Marriage . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Educational attainment . . . . . . .
Self-sufficiency . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Children . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Voting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Prior adult status (1999) . . . . . . .
Missing dummy for prior adult
status . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Intercept . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
⫺2 log likelihood . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Model 3

.630***
(.125)
841.72

⫺1.491***
(.406)
⫺.304
(.199)
.035
(.237)
⫺.013
(.219)
⫺.187
(.215)
.407*
(.218)
.860***
(.225)
.521**
(.221)
2.171***
(.220)
.157
(.278)
⫺1.082**
(.415)
663.78

.457***
(.154)
837.04

Model 4

Model 5

.557**
(.221)
⫺1.552***
(.406)
⫺.236
(.202)
.015
(.238)
⫺.040
(.218)
⫺.207
(.216)
.402*
(.219)
.823***
(.225)
.451*
(.222)
2.223***
(.224)
.091
(.281)
⫺1.247***
(.426)
656.12

.096
(.215)
.518**
(.235)
⫺1.537***
(.408)
⫺.238
(.202)
.023
(.239)
.049
(.220)
⫺.201
(.216)
.405*
(.219)
.817***
(.226)
.452*
(.223)
2.226***
(.224)
.084
(.280)
⫺1.268***
(.426)
655.47

Note.—N p 708. Numbers in parentheses are SEs. Reference group desistance: Do you do less (a)
partying, (b) stealing from work, (c) other acts (such as driving after having too much to drink) than
friends your age? Subjective desistance: Do you do less (a) partying, (b) stealing from work, (c) other acts
(such as driving after having too much to drink) than you did five years ago?
* P ! .05.
** P ! .01.
*** P ! .001.

tive adulthood, even net of behavioral transition markers, background
factors, and prior feelings of adult status.
Having established a link between arrest and subjective adulthood,
table 4 considers the two conceptions of desistance suggested by our symbolic interactionist model and narrative accounts of desistance (Maruna
2001), as specified in hypotheses 5 and 6. Reference group desistance refers
to committing less delinquency than one’s peers of the same age, and
subjective desistance refers to committing less delinquency than one had
committed five years previously. Model 1 shows a significant correlation
between reference group desistance and subjective adult status. Those
who report doing less delinquency than others their age are about 60%
more likely to report feeling like adults than those who report doing at
least as much delinquency as their cohorts (e.472 p 1.60 ). In model 2, however, this relationship is rendered nonsignificant with the inclusion of a
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lagged indicator of adult status, voting, and other markers. As in table
3, the negative effect of arrest remains statistically significant and large
in magnitude.
In table 4, model 3, we introduce our final delinquency indicator, subjective desistance. This measure taps whether respondents report committing less delinquency than they did five years ago. Model 3 shows that
those who believe that they are desisting are almost twice as likely to see
themselves as adults as others (e.626 p 1.87). In contrast to reference group
desistance, subjective desistance remains statistically significant when a
lagged subjective indicator and the behavioral markers are introduced in
model 4. Those reporting subjective desistance are significantly more
likely to feel like adults, whereas those who are arrested are significantly
less likely to feel like adults. As in the preceding models, attaining financial
independence, voting, and having children are all linked to subjective
adulthood. Finally, model 5 of table 4 includes all three delinquency measures. Although some precision may be lost because of collinearity across
our multiple measures of delinquency and desistance, the results are again
consistent with the preceding analyses. Arrest and subjective desistance
predict subjective adulthood, with effects approximating or exceeding
those of established markers such as marriage and employment.
To test the robustness of these findings, we undertook a supplementary
analysis using the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add
Health) in the appendix. In all cases, the Add Health results support the
findings above. We emphasize the YDS analysis, however, because repeated subjective adulthood measures are needed for our lagged dependent variable approach to modeling individual change and because the
subjective and reference group desistance items are available only in the
YDS. The Add Health analysis nevertheless helps confirm that the patterns observed in our Minnesota data may be generalized to a representative national sample. The appendix shows that both serious and minor
forms of delinquency are associated with diminished subjective adulthood
in Add Health. Given the age structure of Add Health, we also tested for
age effects in the relationship between offending and adult status. As the
sample ages, delinquency becomes increasingly inconsistent with feelings
of adult status, in keeping with our interactionist model and the YDS
results (not shown; available from authors).11
11

Our primary concern is to establish a link between delinquency and subjective
adulthood in the general population, but we also undertook an examination of a
subsample of more serious offenders using Add Health data. The results of these
analyses strongly support the patterns shown in tables 2 and 3 and appendix table
A1. When we restrict the full models shown in the appendix to the most delinquent
25% of the sample, the relationship between delinquency and adult status remains
statistically significant for all four offending measures. Moreover, there is considerable
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INTERVIEW DATA

While the relationships observed in both the YDS and Add Health surveys
are consistent with an interactionist account, no survey can speak to the
hypothesized mechanisms implied by this framework. To elaborate these
results among those with more intensive involvement in the adult criminal
justice system, we draw on the semistructured interviews with Minnesota
felons described in note 4. Consistent with our conceptual model and the
preceding analysis, interview participants clearly recognize the appraisals
of others and the stigma associated with age-inappropriate delinquent
behavior. Moreover, many linked movement away from crime to the process of becoming an adult, both behaviorally and subjectively. Their accounts are largely consistent with the interactionist model and our quantitative findings. For example, Michael, an African-American probationer
in his 20s, is acutely sensitive to the appraisals of others in recounting
how a new robbery charge jeopardizes his standing as an adult in his
neighborhood:
[I] caught a brand new case like three days ago, for narcotics. Now I’ve
got to go to trial with that. . . . For real. I’m about 25 now, and I need a
decent family, decent job, car, going to work every day. I want to be there
[in my neighborhood] so people would know, “Hey, man, [Mike’s] doing
something, going to work every day, family going to church. He was out
there wild, look at him now, he’s changed.”

For Michael, part of becoming an adult is “doing something” to attain
the behavioral markers of adulthood, such as “going to work every day.”
Also embedded in Michael’s idea of adulthood, however, is moderating
his “wild” earlier behavior, desisting from delinquency, and having a “decent” family (see, e.g., Anderson 1999). Michael’s account is consistent
with our survey results on moving away from delinquency—and forward
with other life plans—during the passage to adulthood. Scott, another
probationer in his mid-20s, also pointed to his neighbors in distinguishing
a “progression” toward adulthood from the simple passage of time:
You see the same alcoholic that you grew up with, or you seen drinking
on the corner or you seen drinking around, or the same guy that used to
be the best thief, that could steal anything, he’s still doing it . . . the same
girls, they’ve grown older, and they’re doing the same things, you know?
Then you got some people that . . . had the proper upbringing and the
evidence that the effect of deviance on adult identity becomes stronger among more
serious offenders. When the analysis is restricted to the most delinquent 8% of the
sample, the magnitude of the coefficient for general delinquency is approximately 25%
greater, and the coefficients for theft (65%) and breaking and entering (57%) were also
substantially larger (not shown; available from the authors).
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father and . . . you see them progress, or you hear about their progression,
you know in the time that you were gone. This is just things that I noticed
when I was locked up and this is the things that I seen. That’s why I believe
that things just don’t change just because time goes by.

Scott’s account echoes those of recent narrative models of desistance
(Maruna 2001; Farrall 2002) and Sheldon and Eleanor Glueck’s classic
distinction between maturation and “chronological age” (Glueck and
Glueck 1945, p. 81). Returning from prison, he saw both desistance and
persistence among the “guys and girls” in his neighborhood. Scott judges
his adult passage against the actions and assessment of these peers—what
we term reference group desistance—and against earlier points in his life—
what we term subjective desistance. More generally, Scott’s comments
underscore the centrality of desistance in understanding progress toward
adult status.
Other interview participants made more explicit temporal comparisons,
referring to themselves as children or juveniles in recalling times of active
offending. Thomas, a parolee in his 20s, noted he “was a kid back then,”
but prison and “the fast life” grew incompatible with desired adult family
roles:
You can’t be a father when you’re in jail. . . . I never had a father, [he]
was out doing God knows what. And I don’t want my children to have to
go through that, so knowing that, as you grow, the older you get, the wiser
you become. The more right. You know what I’m saying? ’Cause you can
party ’til your head fall off, but you know it ain’t all about that. I wanted
to live the fast life, but it ain’t all about that anymore.

Such accounts are not limited to males. Pamela, a woman in her 40s
imprisoned on drug charges, similarly viewed fellow inmates as “kids” or
children: “That’s how the women are here, just beaten up. Beaten up
little kids who grew up. They’re like little kids walking around in woman
bodies.”
While Thomas and Pamela associated offending with childhood and
adolescence, others elaborated on how the status of delinquent cuts against
other adult roles. Karen, a prisoner in her 30s, ticked off examples of
successful adult role behavior, while noting that her passage was blocked
by her felon status: “I am so much more than a felon, I am educated, I’m
hard working, I’m a good mother, I am dependable, all of those things.”
Dylan, who served over a decade in prison for a crime committed while
a teenager, lamented his slow progress toward adult markers: “I have so
much to make up for, like lost time, and I have nothing to show for it.
I’ll get out when I’m 34. I have no house, no car, no anything.”
Dylan clearly understood and internalized the widely held cultural ex570
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pectations surrounding a successful adult transition. He was thus keenly
aware how his years in the justice system stunted his passage to adulthood,
in both a material and a subjective sense.
Taken together, the interviews and the more systematic analysis of YDS
and Add Health survey data present a consistent picture. Across multiple
indicators of desistance and contact with the justice system, movement
away from delinquency emerges as an important part of the passage to
adulthood. In the YDS analysis, the magnitude of the association between
desistance and adult status is consistently exceeded only by having a child,
placing desistance among the strongest predictors of subjective adulthood.
These findings are similarly rendered in felons’ accounts of their own
passage. People measure their progress toward adult status against their
earlier behavior and the expectations and behaviors of key reference
groups. Those who do not move away from delinquency do not typically
make a smooth adult transition, either subjectively or behaviorally. Such
evidence supports conceptualizing desistance as a separate and important
component of the multifaceted transition to adulthood.

TOWARD AN INTERACTIONIST THEORY OF DESISTANCE AND
ADULTHOOD

Over four decades ago, classic life course studies identified strong societal
consensus in the age norms governing social behavior (Neugarten et al.
1965). By this time, theory and research in the sociology of deviance had
begun to link crime and punishment to conceptions of adulthood (Sykes
1958; Erikson 1962; Becker 1963). As correctional populations swell, scholars are increasingly blending these research traditions to consider crime
and punishment as a stratifying mechanism and important life event
(Laub and Sampson 2003; Western 2006; Wakefield and Uggen 2010).
Our kernel notion here is that movement away from delinquency is a
distinct dimension of the transition to adulthood. With the unique and
perhaps expected exception of parenthood, those who fail to desist generally fail to attain the markers of adulthood in a timely fashion and are
not accorded adult status by others. Internalizing these appraisals, they
come to see themselves as less than adults.
Some have suggested that the expansion of the penal state has reduced
the number of “marriageable” male partners in some—predominantly
African-American—communities (Wilson and Neckerman 1986; Staples
1987; but see Lopoo and Western 2005), but “doing time” impedes the
timely transition to adulthood in a more general sense. Aside from involvement with the correctional system itself, a strong social expectation
of desistance accompanies aging, such that cultural expectations about
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leaving crime parallel expectations about attaining markers such as marriage and self-sufficiency. People connect desistance with adulthood because they have internalized ideas about the age-appropriateness of delinquent conduct and its inconsistency with a sense of oneself as an adult.
Continued criminal justice involvement and the failure to settle down or
desist from delinquent behaviors further diminish these subjective feelings
of adulthood.
We first tested a model of the adult transition that includes desistance
from delinquency alongside work and family transition markers. Consistent with the predictions of developmental psychologists from G. Stanley
Hall (1904) to Jeffrey Arnett (2000), the latent class analysis reported in
table 2 shows how desistance is tightly bound up with other adult markers.
We then asked whether people feel more like adults while engaged in
conforming activities and less like adults while engaged in delinquency.
Consistent with our interviews and symbolic interactionist theories of role
behavior (Mead 1934; Wells and Stryker 1988), figure 2 shows that prosocial acts such as voting evoke feelings of adulthood, whereas law violation inhibits such feelings. Figure 3 offered support for our hypotheses
about formal sanctions (Erikson 1962; Becker 1963; Matsueda 1992; Maruna et al. 2004), as arrest diminishes perceptions that one is making
timely progress toward adult family, school, and work transitions. We
then considered the effects of delinquency and desistance on a global
indicator of subjective adulthood. Consistent with labeling variants of
symbolic interactionism, being arrested sharply diminishes the probability
of feeling like an adult in our tables 3 and 4. Moreover, as predicted by
interactionist models of role transitions (Heimer and Matsueda 1994),
subjective desistance increases the likelihood that individuals come to
view themselves as adults.
The overall consistency and magnitude of the effects suggest that desistance is a strongly predictive, and likely a constitutive, element of adulthood. In the final model of table 4, those who subjectively desist are
approximately 68% more likely to report feeling like adults than those
who persist. Net of subjective desistance, formal justice system contact
further bars passage to adulthood, since arrested individuals are about
79% less likely to report feeling like an adult than those who are not
arrested. With the exception of having children and our lagged subjective
adulthood indicator, these effects are stronger than all other variables in
the model.
Settling down or transitioning from “hell-raiser to family man” or
woman (Hill 1974) is thus closely tied to both the behavioral transition
to adulthood and a subjective sense of attaining adult status. Considered
in life course perspective, this study complements work positing that adolescents engage in delinquency to attain adult status (Greenberg 1977;
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Moffitt 1993) and work linking minor deviance with precocious adult
transitions among younger teens (Staff and Kreager 2008). When the current research is contrasted with studies on children and adolescents, it
reveals an important irony regarding the relationship between delinquency and adult status: while delinquency may look like adult behavior
to the teen or “tween,” we have shown that it consistently diminishes
feelings of adult status for those in their late 20s and beyond.
The current study also helps refine research on identity shifts and desistance from crime (Maruna 2001; Giordano et al. 2002). Investigations
based on interview data, case studies, and small-scale surveys are detailing
a dynamic “secondary desistance” process, distinguishing simple gaps in
offending from more fundamental identity shifts (Maruna, Immarigeon,
and LeBel 2004, p. 19; see also Giordano et al. 2007, p. 1613). The present
analysis leverages longitudinal data from a representative community
survey to explicitly model one such transformation—the development of
an identity as a full-fledged adult. By examining repeated measures of
subjective adulthood across multiple conceptions of delinquency and desistance, we find general support for the transformation processes described in other work.
It is perhaps noteworthy that the extension of adolescence has coincided
with large-scale incarceration practices that increase the visibility and
penetration of the justice system in everyday life. Our findings thus accord
with work on the extended adolescent period and recent documentation
of a more halting and individualized progression toward adulthood in
modern America (Shanahan 2000; Furstenberg et al. 2004), as well as
research identifying incarceration as a common life event, particularly
among less educated African-American men (Dickson 1993; Bonczar 2003;
Pettit and Western 2004; Wakefield and Uggen 2010). Whereas prior work
establishes the direct effect of punishment on adult status markers (Staples
1987; Pager 2003; Lopoo and Western 2005; Western 2006), however, we
find that it also erodes individuals’ sense of themselves as adults. We
might speculate that erosion of adult status will, in turn, further delay
progression into adult roles in the workplace, the family, and the community.

CONCLUSION

Just as Neugarten et al. (1965) identified cultural norms regarding the
ages of events such as marriage and childbirth, we point to parallel cultural expectations governing cessation from delinquency. Although delinquency is generally considered normative in adolescence, it becomes ageinappropriate by the late 20s, when adult roles of parent, employee, and
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partner support development of a generalized adult identity. Moreover,
the failure to desist produces appraisals and assessments at odds with
adulthood. Accordingly, those who persist are less likely to see themselves
as adults or to be perceived by others as adults, marking desistance as a
facet of the adult transition in the contemporary United States.
Across multiple data sources, we find a tight linkage between desistance
from delinquency and adult status, whether measured by behavioral
markers or by respondents’ own sense of themselves as adults. While
these results are largely consistent with interactionist accounts of desistance and the adult transition (Heimer and Matsueda 1994; Giordano et
al. 2007), more work is needed to specify the relationship between delinquency and subjective understandings of what it means to be an adult.
Two lines of inquiry are particularly important.
First, further work is needed to understand how historical context and
cohort-specific experiences shape the relationship between illicit behavior
and identity. A historical or cohort analysis might illuminate when, where,
and for whom desistance matters most in shaping conceptions of adult
status. In this regard, a more focused analysis of the role of peer and
reference groups in the adult transition would be particularly fruitful, as
would work on samples more diverse than those of the YDS and Add
Health. Second, beyond more diverse samples, additional work is needed
on the transition to adulthood for especially vulnerable populations, including those in foster care, those with mental or physical health problems,
and those in the justice system (Osgood et al. 2005; Arnett 2007). Given
the results presented here, it is likely that members of such groups may
also have difficulty traversing the subjective transition and understanding
themselves as adult citizens. Along similar lines, research on the life course
consequences of punishment might specify how such punishment disrupts
the transition to adulthood and, in turn, affects well-being and social
functioning.
While much work remains, the core findings of this paper are important
for understanding delinquency and identity in the transition to adulthood.
Growing out of delinquency appears to be a key element of the subjective
and behavioral transition to adulthood, consistent with our symbolic interactionist account of desistance and the adult transition. Our results
support the contention that people internalize widely shared norms about
delinquency and age-appropriateness. Continued involvement in the delinquent activities of adolescence is largely inconsistent with adult roles
and incompatible with a global perception of oneself as an adult. Settling
down or desisting from delinquency is thus an important component in
the bundle of role behaviors that define adulthood in the contemporary
United States.
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APPENDIX

Supplemental Analysis of National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent
Health
This appendix supplements and replicates the findings presented in tables
3 and 4 with the National Longitudinal Survey of Adolescent Health (Add
Health). Add Health is a nationally representative study of adolescents
and young adults. Starting in 1994, data at the individual, family, school,
and community levels were collected over multiple waves. In the 2001–
2 survey, respondents were asked about the impact of adolescent experiences on young adulthood. Of particular relevance to this article is a
question on subjective adulthood that closely matches our YDS indicator.
We therefore conduct a supplementary investigation to test the robustness
of our YDS results on the national Add Health sample.
The results in table A1 are clearly consistent with our YDS analysis.
Even after we account for the effects of other life course markers, delinquency is significantly associated with diminished feelings of adult status.
This relationship holds for petty delinquency, serious delinquency, and a
summary scale. Moreover, when models are restricted to the most delinquent 25% of the sample, the relationship remains statistically significant
for all four measures. We repeated this process among progressively more
delinquent subsamples, finding stronger effects among more serious offenders. For example, when the analysis is restricted to the most delinquent 8% of the sample, the magnitude of the general delinquency coefficient is approximately 25% greater whereas the coefficients for theft
(65%) and breaking and entering (57%) are also substantially larger (not
shown; available from the authors).
As with the YDS analysis, delinquency is among the strongest predictors
in these models predicting subjective adult status. The consistency of the
relationship between crime and subjective adulthood is striking in light
of differences in the analytic sample and collection protocol of the Add
Health and YDS data. Such results provide further evidence linking desistance from delinquency to conceptions of adulthood in the contemporary United States.
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TABLE A1
Logistic Regression Estimates Predicting Subjective Adult Status: National
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health)
Variable

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Male . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

⫺.292**
(.04)
.353**
(.05)
.058**
(.01)
.286**
(.05)
.089*
(.04)
.366**
(.07)
.013
(.05)
.302**
(.05)
.259**
(.04)
⫺.092**
(.02)

⫺.303**
(.04)
.353**
(.05)
.062**
(.01)
.278**
(.05)
.091*
(.04)
.382**
(.07)
.019
(.05)
.295**
(.05)
.263**
(.05)

⫺.275**
(.04)
.341**
(.05)
.059**
(.01)
.274**
(.05)
.092*
(.04)
.371**
(.07)
.017
(.05)
.306**
(.05)
.259**
(.05)

⫺.307**
(.04)
.353**
(.05)
.063**
(.01)
.277**
(.05)
.092*
(.04)
.386**
(.07)
.016
(.05)
.301**
(.04)
.263**
(.04)

Race (black p 1) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Age . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Educational attainment . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Voting . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Married . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Children (living at home) . . . . . . . . . . . .
Household ownership . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Employment . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Wave 3 delinquency scale . . . . . . . . . . .
Petty (theft of less than $50) . . . . . . . .
Petty (property damage) . . . . . . . . . . . . .
Serious (breaking and entering) . . . . .

⫺.394**
(.11)
⫺.374**
(.07)
⫺.322*
(.14)

Note.—N p 11,580. Numbers in parentheses are SEs. Delinquency scale includes a range of both
serious (e.g., assault, gun violence) and minor (e.g., theft) indicators. The dependent variable is “Do you
feel like an adult most of the time?”
* P ! .05.
** P ! .01.
*** P ! .001.
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Universal suffrage is a cornerstone of democratic governance. As levels of criminal
punishment have risen in the United States, however, an ever-larger number of citizens have lost the right to vote. The authors ask whether felon disenfranchisement
constitutes a meaningful reversal of the extension of voting rights by considering its
political impact. Data from legal sources, election studies, and inmate surveys are
examined to consider two counterfactual conditions: (1) whether removing disenfranchisement restrictions alters the outcomes of past U.S. Senate and presidential elections, and (2) whether applying contemporary rates of disenfranchisement to prior
elections affects their outcomes. Because felons are drawn disproportionately from
the ranks of racial minorities and the poor, disenfranchisement laws tend to take more
votes from Democratic than from Republican candidates. Analysis shows that felon
disenfranchisement played a decisive role in U.S. Senate elections in recent years.
Moreover, at least one Republican presidential victory would have been reversed if
former felons had been allowed to vote, and at least one Democratic presidential
victory would have been jeopardized had contemporary rates of disenfranchisement
prevailed during that time.

T

he right to vote is a cornerstone
of democratic governance and a fundamental element of citizenship in democratic
societies—one that “makes all other political rights significant” (Piven and Cloward
2000:2). Although the timing and sequencing of the establishment of formal voting
rights has varied from country to country, it
has almost always been a slow, contested,
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and uneven process (Bowles and Gintis
1986:43–44, 56; Collier 1999; Rokkan 1970:
31–36; Rueschemeyer, Stephens, and
Stephens 1992; Therborn 1977). As Dahl
(1998) puts it, “In all democracies and republics throughout twenty-five centuries the
rights to engage fully in political life were
limited to a minority of adults” (p. 89). Political and economic elites often resisted the
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groups, including women, youth, the nonpropertied, workers, poor people, racial and
ethnic groups, and others (Keyssar 2000;
Markoff 1996:45–64; Wiebe 1995).
Yet over the course of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, restrictions on the franchise within countries claiming democratic
governance have gradually eroded, and universal suffrage has come to be taken for
granted as a key component of democracy in
both theory and practice (Dahl 1998:90).
One recent survey reports that by 1994, fully
96 percent of nation-states claimed to formally enfranchise adult men and women
citizens alike (Ramirez, Soysal, and
Shanahan 1997:735). 1 To proclaim democratic governance today means, at a minimum, universal suffrage for all citizens.
We consider a rare and potentially significant counter-example to the universalization
of the franchise in democratic societies: restrictions on the voting rights of felons and
ex-felons. Felon disenfranchisement constitutes a growing impediment to universal political participation in the United States because of the unusually severe state voting
restrictions imposed upon felons and the
rapid rise in criminal punishment since the
1970s. While a number of other countries
(including the United Kingdom, Russia, and
many of the post-Soviet republics) deny voting rights to prison inmates, the United
States is unique in restricting the rights of
nonincarcerated felons (who, as we show
below, make up approximately three-quarters of the disenfranchised population). In
many European countries, including Ireland,
Spain, Sweden, Denmark, and Greece, as
well as Australia and South Africa, inmates
retain the legal right to vote even while in
prison (Australian Electoral Commission
2001; Ewald 2002; Fellner and Mauer
1998).2 In a number of other countries, voting restrictions are contingent on the length
1

To be sure, many of these countries have incomplete or “façade” democracies without fully
competitive elections (Markoff 1996, chap. 5).
Even within the most democratic countries, barriers to participation inevitably persist (e.g., registration requirements, barriers faced by disabled
voters, difficulties accessing polling places, especially when elections are held on working
days). Every country excludes noncitizen immigrants from voting in national elections.

or type of sentence imposed (among these
countries are Austria, Belgium, Italy, and
Norway in Europe, and Canada, Australia,
and New Zealand elsewhere). Among
postindustrial democracies, the United
States is virtually the only nation to permanently disenfranchise ex-felons as a class in
many jurisdictions, and the only country to
limit the rights of individuals convicted of
offenses other than very rare treason or election-related crimes. Finland and New
Zealand disenfranchise some ex-felons for
specific election offenses, but only for a limited time (Fellner and Mauer 1998). Germany allows, by judicial discretion, the disenfranchisement of those convicted of election offenses and treason for a maximum of
five years beyond their sentence (Demleitner
2000). The United States stands alone in the
democratic world in imposing restrictions on
the voting rights of a very large group of
nonincarcerated felons.
As many recent analysts have documented
(Donziger 1996; Lynch 1995; Savelsberg
1994; Sutton 2000), the United States is also
exceptional for the rate at which it issues
felony convictions (and thus removes the
right to vote). For example, the incarceration
rate in the United States in 2000 was 686 per
100,000 population, compared with rates of
105 in Canada, 95 in Germany, and only 45
in Japan (Mauer 1997a; U.S. Department of
Justice [henceforward USDOJ] 2002;
Walmsley 2002), and similar disparities can
also be found for nonincarcerated felons.
Whether felon disenfranchisement in the
United States actually constitutes a threat to
democracy, however, is not a simple question. Modern democratic governance entails
a set of macro-political institutions that register citizens’ preferences through (among
other things) regular competitive elections
(Bollen 1979; Dahl 1998; Przeworski 1991,
chap. 1). For democratic governance to be
threatened, disenfranchisement must reach
levels sufficient to change election outcomes. Raw counts of the size of the disen2 We thank Joe Levinson at the Prison Reform
Trust, and Femke van der Meulen at the International Centre for Prison Studies, both in London,
for making the results of their international survey of felon voting rights in Europe available
to us.
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franchised felon population are inconclusive: However much the loss of voting rights
matters for affected individuals, there may
be no effect on political outcomes and
hence, no substantive macro-level impact.
Group-level analyses face the same limitations. Some analysts have focused on the
disproportionate racial impact of felon disenfranchisement (Harvey 1994; Shapiro
1993) and on the widely reported statistical
estimate that approximately one in seven African American men are currently disenfranchised (Fellner and Mauer 1998). While unquestionably important for many reasons,
the disproportionate racial impact of felon
disenfranchisement cannot by itself address
the implications for American democracy as
a whole. Given these considerations, we develop an appropriate, macro-level test. We
suggest that determining whether felon disenfranchisement has had an impact on
American democracy requires examining the
extent to which it has directly altered actual
electoral outcomes.
Because felon voting rules are state-specific, the handful of earlier studies of the political consequences of felon disenfranchisement estimated the average impact of disenfranchisement on election turnout rates
across the states (Hirschfield 2001; Miles
2000). In the analyses developed here, by
contrast, we advance an alternative, counterfactual approach. We examine specific elections and test whether the inclusion of felon
voters at predicted rates of turnout and party
preference would have been sufficient to
change actual election outcomes. We use
data on voter turnout from the Current Population Survey’s Voter Supplement Module,
and data on voting intention from the National Election Study, to estimate the likely
voting behavior of the disenfranchised felon
population. We utilize information on felon
characteristics from censuses and surveys of
prison inmates to estimate the size and social distribution of the felon population.
Combining these data sources, we are able
to estimate the net votes lost by Democratic
candidates in closely contested U.S. Senate
and presidential elections, and to assess the
overall impact of felon disenfranchisement
on the American political landscape. Finally,
we use unique longitudinal data on criminal
background and political behavior to test the
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reasonableness of the assumptions we make
in our voting analyses, drawing on newly
available data from the 2000 wave of the
Youth Development Study (Mortimer forthcoming).
We present our paper in five parts. First,
we develop the theoretical and historical
background of our topic, situating our empirical analyses in the literatures on democratic theory and American criminal justice.
Second, we describe the logic of our investigation. Third, we address data sources and
methodological issues, presenting our estimates of the size of the disenfranchised felon
population in each state. Fourth, we offer two
sets of results: estimates of the likely turnout
and vote choice of felons if they had the right
to vote, and confirmatory analyses from the
Youth Development Study. Last, we discuss
some of the implications of our results.
THEORETICAL AND HISTORICAL
BACKGROUND
Models of Universal Suffrage and
American Democracy

The current state of democracy in America
is frequently characterized as troubled. Low
turnout rates (Piven and Cloward 2000;
Putnam 2000), high levels of public apathy
(Eliasoph 1998), poor information and citizen ignorance (Delli Carpini and Keeter
1996), declining trust in the political system
(Brooks and Cheng 2001; Nye, Zelikow, and
King 1997), a “crisis” of the party system
(Burnham 1982) characterized by rising independent partisanship, candidate-centered
politics, and voter dealignment (Wattenberg
1991, 1994) are among the symptoms most
frequently identified in the recent literature.
Yet, virtually no attention has been paid to
issues surrounding the right to vote.3
A lack of attention to voting rights reflects the predominant scholarly consensus
that suffrage has been a settled issue since
the passage and enforcement of the Voting
Rights Act of 1965. Observing the early ex3

A partial exception to this claim has resulted
from the aftermath of the 2000 presidential election and the controversies growing out of the
Florida vote (e.g., National Commission on Federal Election Reform 2001).
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tension of the franchise to nonpropertied
white men in the United States in the 1830s,
Tocqueville ([1835] 1969) famously asserted, “When a nation begins to modify the
elective qualification one can be sure that
sooner or later it will abolish it altogether.
That is one of the most invariable rules of
social behavior” (p. 59). To be sure, democratic governance has been overturned in
many countries over the course of the past
150 years, in some cases more than once
(Markoff 1996).4 Such societal-wide democratic reversals have typically entailed the
elimination of democratic institutions and
free elections as part of larger shifts to authoritarian forms of governance. In such
cases, the right to vote in meaningful elections is either completely eliminated or rendered irrelevant; selective disenfranchisement of particular groups, however, is
rarely the source of the turn away from democracy. Democratic theory suggests that
suffrage rights are exceptionally sticky:
Once the vote is extended to a particular
segment of the population, it is rarely removed as long as the polity as a whole remains democratic.
The history of suffrage rights in the United
States has appeared to many observers to
have more or less followed a Tocquevillian
model, even if unevenly. Although the
struggle to extend the franchise to all continued for some 130 years after Tocqueville
wrote, the history of suffrage has been generally viewed as a steady march toward universalism (Flanigan and Zingale 2002:31–
34; Verba, Nie, and Kim 1978:5; Williamson
1960). As keen an observer of the limitations
of American democracy as Schattschneider
(1960) could assert that “one of the easiest
victories of the democratic cause in American history has been the extension of the suffrage. . . . The struggle for the ballot was almost bloodless, almost completely peaceful,
and astonishingly easy” (p. 100). The dominant assumption in the literature today is that
4 Among the most important of these antidemocratic waves were the rise of fascist governments in Europe between the two world wars and
the uneven development of democratic governance in Asia and Central and South America after World War II (for a global overview, see
Rueschemeyer et al. 1992).

“at least since the voting rights reforms of
the 1960s, political rights have been universalized in the United States. With relatively
insignificant exceptions, all adult citizens
have the full complement of political rights”
(Verba, Scholzman, and Brady 1995:11).
Recent critical historical accounts have
challenged unilinear models of democratic
extension, emphasizing the uneven development of suffrage over the course of American history (Keyssar 2000; Rogers 1992;
Shklar 1991; Wiebe 1995). This more recent
scholarship describes the halting, and at
times reversible, processes through which
universal suffrage finally came to be adopted
in the United States. Examinations of state
and local variation in the timing and extension of the franchise reveal this pattern most
clearly. The possibility that growing felon
disenfranchisement may constitute a challenge to the legitimacy of democratic elections, however, has not generally been considered (for one notable exception, see
Keyssar 2000:308).
The widespread consensus around the
view that universal suffrage has been attained seems to be driven by a simple but
plausible assumption: There is no reason to
think that disenfranchisement has any substantive impact on political outcomes, as it
affects only a small group of individuals;
hence, while it may be an interesting legal
or philosophical question, it does not by itself pose an empirical threat to democratic
governance. Yet there are reasons to believe
that felon disenfranchisement has not had a
neutral impact on the American political system.
Racial minorities (Kennedy 1997; Mauer
1999; Tonry 1995) and the poor (USDOJ
1993, 2000b; Wilson and Abrahamse 1992;
Wolfgang, Thornberry, and Figlio 1987) are
significantly overrepresented in the U.S.
criminal justice system. We estimate that 1.8
million of the 4.7 million felons and ex-felons currently barred from voting are African
Americans (see Appendix Tables A and B).
Because African Americans are overwhelmingly Democratic Party voters (Dawson
1994; Huckfeldt and Kohfeld 1989; Tate
1993), felon disenfranchisement erodes the
Democratic voting base by reducing the
number of eligible African Americans voters. Moreover, the white felon population is
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principally composed of poor or workingclass offenders (USDOJ 1993, 2000b) who
are also likely to vote Democratic (although
not nearly to the same extent as African
Americans) (Form 1995; Hout, Brooks, and
Manza 1995). According to a nationally representative survey of state prison inmates,
less than one-third of all state prisoners had
completed high school, and fewer than half
reported an annual income of $10,000 in the
year prior to incarceration (USDOJ 1993:3,
2000b). In the southern states, where disenfranchisement laws tend to be most restrictive, education and income levels are even
lower (tables available on request from authors). For all of these reasons, then, the possibility at least exists that felon disenfranchisement affects the outcomes of democratic elections by taking net votes from the
Democratic Party.
Criminal Justice and Felon
Disenfranchisement

The possibility that felon disenfranchisement could be influencing recent electoral
outcomes is largely tied to changes in the
criminal justice regime over the past three
decades. For a 50-year period, from the
1920s to the early 1970s, United States incarceration rates fluctuated within a narrow
band of approximately 110 prisoners per
100,000 people. The policy consensus accompanying this stability was undergirded
by a model of “penological modernism” in
which the rehabilitation of offenders was the
primary goal of incarceration (Rothman
1980). Structural elements of the criminal
justice system, including probation, parole,
and indeterminate sentencing, were designed
to reform offenders and reintegrate them into
their communities. The model began to
break down in the 1960s, however, as Republican presidential candidates Barry
Goldwater (in 1964), and Richard Nixon (in
1968), and other conservative and moderate
politicians (such as Nelson Rockefeller in
New York) successfully promoted more punitive criminal justice policies (Beckett
1997; Jacobs and Helms 1996; Savelsberg
1994). By the mid-1970s, a rising chorus of
conservative scholars, policy analysts, and
politicians were advocating punitive strategies of deterrence and incapacitation, dis-
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missing the rehabilitative model as “an
anachronism” (Martinson 1974:50; Wilson
1975). These trends continued in the 1980s
and 1990s, with the Reagan, Bush, and
Clinton administrations aggressively focusing the nation’s attention on problems associated with drug use and the incarceration of
drug offenders (Beckett and Sasson 2000).
The success of the conservative crime
policy agenda over the past three decades
has had a remarkable impact, producing an
enormous increase in felony convictions and
incarceration, and a corresponding increase
in rates of felon disenfranchisement. Since
1970, the number of state and federal prisoners has grown by over 600 percent, from
fewer than 200,000 to almost 1.4 million
(USDOJ 1973:350, 2001a:1). Other correctional populations have also grown by rate
and number, with the number of felony probationers and parolees quadrupling from
1976 to 2000 (USDOJ 1979, 2001b). When
jail inmates are added to state and federal
prisoners, approximately 2 million Americans are currently incarcerated, with an additional 4.5 million supervised in the community on probation or parole (USDOJ
2000a), and some 9.5 million ex-offenders
in the general population (Uggen, Manza,
and Thompson 2000).
Not all of these felons and ex-felons are
disenfranchised, as ballot restrictions for felons are specific to each state. Restrictions
were first adopted by some states in the postRevolutionary era, and by the eve of the
Civil War some two dozen states had statutes barring felons from voting or had felon
disenfranchisement provisions in their state
constitutions (Behrens, Uggen, and Manza
2002; Keyssar 2000:62–63). In the post-Reconstruction South, such laws were extended
to encompass even minor offenses (Keyssar
2000:162), as part of a larger strategy to disenfranchise African Americans—a strategy
that also included devices such as literacy
tests, poll taxes, and grandfather clauses (see
Kousser 1974). In general, some type of restriction on felons’ voting rights gradually
came to be adopted by almost every state,
and at present 48 of the 50 states bar felons—in most cases including those on probation or parole—from voting. At least 10
of those states also bar ex-felons from voting, 2 other states permanently disenfran-
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Felons as a Percentage of the U.S.
Voting-Age Population
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Figure 1. Felon Disenfranchisement as a Percentage of the U.S. Voting-Age Population, 1974 to 2000
Note: Estimates are based on life tables constructed from U.S. Department of Justice and U.S. Census
Bureau publications (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1948–2000; USDOJ 1948–2001). All sources are described
on pages 785–86.

chise recidivists, and 1 state requires a postrelease waiting period.5
Overall, the combination of an increasing
number of convictions, state laws that prevent most felons from voting, and the steady
cumulative growth of the disenfranchised exfelon population in those states that permanently restrict their voting rights has produced a significant overall growth in the disenfranchised population. Our estimates suggest that the total disenfranchised population
has risen from less than 1 percent of the electorate in 1976 to 2.3 percent of the electorate
5

At present, Vermont and Maine are the only
states that allow incarcerated felons to vote. Referenda eliminated voting rights for Utah and
Massachusetts inmates in 1998 and 2000, respectively. Alabama, Florida, Iowa, Kentucky, Mississippi, Nevada, Tennessee (for those convicted
prior to 1986), Virginia, Washington (for those
convicted prior to 1984), and Wyoming permanently disenfranchise felons unless reinstated by
a clemency procedure. Arizona and Maryland
permanently disenfranchise certain recidivists
(those with two or more felony convictions), and
Delaware requires a five-year waiting period.
New Mexico rescinded permanent ex-felon disenfranchisement in 2001, and Maryland narrowed its voting ban on ex-felons in 2002.

in 2000. Figure 1 shows the steady growth of
the percentage of the voting age population
disenfranchised over this period. The slight
dips in the mid-1970s and late-1990s reflect
certain states liberalizing their restrictions on
ex-felons (see Behrens et al. 2002; Manza
and Uggen forthcoming).
PRIOR RESEARCH AND
STRATEGY OF ANALYSIS
Our primary research question is whether
felon disenfranchisement has had meaningful political consequences in past elections.
In other words, would election outcomes
have differed if the disenfranchised had
been allowed to vote? To fully answer this
counterfactual question, we must determine
how many felons would have turned out to
vote, how they would have voted, and
whether those choices would have changed
the electoral outcomes. If so, a closely related consideration is whether disenfranchisement has affected public policy
through feedback processes tied to these
electoral outcomes. Figure 2 provides a
schematic representation of the questions we
pose. Our burden is to estimate who votes
(a), their vote choice (b), and the electoral
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Figure 2. Schematic Diagram of the Impact of Felon Disenfranchisement on American Electoral
Outcomes and Policy

outcomes (c). In the conclusion we suggest
some possible views regarding the feedback
process (d) as well.
These are difficult questions. A group the
size of the disenfranchised felon population
could have a considerable political impact,
but given its composition, neither its rate of
political participation nor its preferences are
likely to mirror those of the general population. In this case, and in observational research more generally, information is missing on an important counterfactual condition
(Holland 1986). If we could assume unit homogeneity—that felons would have voted in
the same numbers and with the same preferences as nonfelons—we could simply count
the disenfranchised felons and apply national turnout and party-preference averages.
But because felons differ from nonfelons in
ways that are likely to affect political behavior, this sort of blanket assumption is likely
untenable.
Another way to measure political impact
is to estimate the average causal effect of a
treatment—in this case laws stripping
criminals of their voting rights. In a statelevel analysis of National Election Study
data, Miles (2000) reports that rates of voter
registration and turnout tend to be lower in
states with strict felon disenfranchisement
laws than in states lacking such laws, but
that the differences are not statistically significant (cf. Hirschfield 2001). Although
such studies provide evidence about the statistical significance of the average effect of
disenfranchisement—and suggest that this
average effect is likely to be small—it is
possible that even such small differences
may have great practical significance.
First, it may be reasonable to examine the
impact of disenfranchisement on particular
elections rather than the overall impact because political choices are less about average causal effects than about tipping points.

In some elections, particularly those in twoparty systems requiring a simple plurality
for victory (as in most U.S. elections), a
small number of votes are often decisive. In
this case, we also have a great deal more information at our disposal than the standard
statistical approach assumes, as we have access to population data rather than sample
data. We know the precise number of votes
cast for each candidate and the plurality or
margin of victory in every election. We also
know the exact number of prisoners, probationers, and parolees in each state who cannot vote, and we can reasonably estimate
the number of ex-felons in states that restrict their voting rights. The only real questions, then, are how many felons and ex-felons would have turned out to vote, and
which candidate they would have selected.
Assuming that nothing else about the candidates or elections would have changed, we
therefore undertake a historical accounting
of the counterfactual condition: What would
have happened had felons been allowed to
vote in U.S. Senate and presidential elections? We calculate the number of felons and
ex-felons affected, then estimate voter turnout and vote choice on the basis of their
known characteristics to determine the number of votes lost to Democratic candidates.
To assess the political consequences of disenfranchisement, we then compare the actual
margin of victory with counterfactual results
that take into account the likely political behavior of disenfranchised felons.
DATA AND METHODS
Turnout and Vote Choice

Our analyses of turnout and vote choice utilize standard election data sources. To derive
turnout estimates for the disenfranchised
population, we analyze data from the Voter
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Supplement File of the Current Population
Survey (CPS). The CPS is a monthly survey
of individuals conducted by the U.S. Census
Bureau. Since 1964, in each November of
even-numbered (national election) years, the
survey includes questions about political participation. All sampled households are asked,
“In any election some people are not able to
vote because they are sick or busy or have
some other reason, and others do not want to
vote. Did [you/another household member]
vote in the election on November __?”
Questions of this type produce slightly inflated estimates of turnout in the CPS series,
with the inflation factor ranging from a low
of 7.5 percent (1968) to a high of 11.1 percent (1988) in presidential elections between
1964 and 1996 (U.S. Bureau of the Census
1998:2). Accordingly, after obtaining estimated turnout percentages for the felon
population, we reduce them by a CPS inflation factor, multiplying predicted turnout
rates by the ratio of actual to reported turnout for each election.6 Because turnout is
most overreported among better-educated
citizens (Bernstein, Chadha, and Montjoy
2001; Silver, Anderson, and Abramson
1986), inflation rates are likely lower among
disenfranchised felons than among nonfelons, so this procedure is likely to produce
conservative estimates for our study.
Our estimates of the expected vote choice
of disenfranchised felons are developed using National Election Study (NES) data for
1972 to 2000. We begin in 1972 because it is
the first presidential election year for which
we have reasonably proximate sociodemographic information about incarcerated
felons and because it immediately precedes
major increases in incarceration rates. The
NES is the premier source of U.S. voting
data. It includes a rich battery of sociodemographic and attitudinal items and the lengthy
6

The use of proxy respondents to report on the
voting behavior of others in the household is a
potentially greater threat to validity. However,
U.S. Census Bureau verification tests show that
proxy and self-reports were in agreement about
99 percent of the time in 1984 and 98 percent of
the time in 1992 (U.S. Bureau of the Census
1986:10, 1993). Also, the CPS has produced
much more reliable turnout estimates than the
National Election Study, which typically overestimates turnout by 18 to 25 percent.

time-series needed for this investigation. The
biggest drawback of the NES series is that
while it asks respondents how they voted in
presidential and congressional elections,
there are too few respondents (N < 2,500) to
permit meaningful state-level analyses.7
To analyze the expected turnout and vote
choice of disenfranchised felons, we do not
have any survey data that asks disenfranchised felons how they would have voted.
We can, however, “match” the felon population to the rest of the voting-age population
to derive such an estimate and then test the
reasonableness of this approach with a
supplementary survey analysis. Our models
of political behavior include sociodemographic attributes that have long been shown
in voting research to contribute to turnout
and vote choice: gender, race, age, income,
labor force status, marital status, and education (Manza and Brooks 1999, chap. 7;
Teixeira 1992; Wolfinger and Rosenstone
1980). We analyze age and education (in
years) as continuous variables. Income is a
continuous variable measured in constant
1999 dollars. Labor force status, marital status, gender, and race are dichotomies (an African American–non-African American dichotomy necessitated by the lack of information about Hispanic voters in the NES series
prior to the 1980s). We use similar measures
for both the turnout analyses (using CPS
data) and vote choice analyses (using NES
data).8 Once we have estimated political participation and party preference equations on
the general population, we insert the mean
characteristics of disenfranchised felons into
these equations to obtain their predicted
7

It would be possible to obtain state-level data
for many elections, such as data collected in recent elections by the Voter News Service. Unfortunately, these surveys generally lack the battery of items needed to match the characteristics
of the felon population to those of the survey respondents, and are therefore not suitable for deriving estimates of felon voting behavior.
8 Ideally, we would also have data on partisanship, and candidate and policy preferences to develop estimates of felons’ voting behavior. Because such information is currently unavailable,
below we supplement the national analysis with
additional analyses from a longitudinal study that
allows us to more directly compare the voting behavior of felons and nonfelons.
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rates of turnout and Democratic Party preference. We obtain information on the sociodemographic characteristics of convicted
felons from the Survey of State Prison Inmates data series (USDOJ 1993, 2000b).
The dependent variables in both the turnout and vote-choice analyses are dichotomous, so we estimate logistic regression
models of the probabilities of participation
and Democratic vote choice, respectively. In
the turnout equations, the outcome is coded
1 for voted, and 0 for did not vote. In the
voting equations, the outcome is coded 1 for
Democratic and 0 for Republican choice. We
consider only major party voters, as in Senate elections few third-party or independent
candidates have come close to winning office.9 Coefficients from these regressions are
reported in Appendix Table C.
Legal Status and Correctional
Populations

In addition to estimating the likelihood of
voting and the partisan alignment of felons,
we must also determine their absolute numbers in each state. To establish which correctional populations to count among the
disenfranchised population, we examined
the elector qualifications and consequences
of a felony conviction as specified in state
constitutions and statutes (Manza and Uggen
forthcoming) and referenced secondary
sources detailing the voting rights of offenders (Allard and Mauer 1999; Burton, Cullen,
and Travis 1986; Fellner and Mauer 1998;
Mauer 1997b; Olivares, Burton, and Cullen
1996; USDOJ 1996). To establish the number of disenfranchised felons currently under supervision, we sum the relevant prison,
parole, felony-probation, and convicted
felony jail populations. The data on felons
under supervision come from Justice Department publications, such as the Correctional
Populations in the United States series. We
estimate that on December 31, 2000, 3 million current felons were legally disenfranchised, or slightly less than half of the 6.5
million adults under correctional supervision
(USDOJ 2001b). For most states, this calcu9

The only independent candidate to win a Senate seat since 1972 was Harry F. Byrd Jr. of Virginia in 1976.
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lation involves a rather straightforward accounting of the prison, parole, and felony
probation populations.10 Convicted felons
who serve their sentences in jail represent a
smaller but potentially important group not
considered in prior estimates (Mauer
1997b). In 1998, for example, 24 percent of
felony convictions resulted in jail sentences
(USDOJ 1998). We therefore include a conservative estimate of the number of convicted felons in jail—10 percent of the total
jail population.
These “head counts” are based, by social
scientific standards, on excellent data. Estimating the number of disenfranchised exfelons not currently under supervision, however, is a greater challenge. Existing estimates vary with the assumptions made by
researchers. Important early work by the
Sentencing Project (Fellner and Mauer 1998;
Mauer 1997b) based estimates on national
felony conviction data and state-level reports
of criminal offenses between 1970 and 1995.
Although valuable, such procedures may
make untenable assumptions about stability
and homogeneity, such as applying national
information on racial composition and criminal convictions to individual states. Moreover, such procedures do not account for deceased felons, nor do they consider those
convicted prior to 1970 or after 1995.
We develop alternative estimates based
on exits from (rather than entry into) correctional supervision. Our data sources include
the annual Sourcebook of Criminal Justice
Statistics and Correctional Populations series, Probation and Parole in the United
States, and Prison and Jail Inmates at Midyear. For early years, we also referenced
National Prisoner Statistics, and Race of
10 Connecticut, Rhode Island, Vermont, Delaware, Alaska, and Hawaii combine their prison
and jail systems. In such cases, we classify felons serving greater than one year as prisoners and
felons with shorter sentences as jail inmates (taking 10 percent of the latter group to represent
convicted felony jail inmates). For five states that
do not distinguish felony and nonfelony probationers, we estimate that 50 percent of probationers are felons (a more conservative figure than
the 52 percent national average) (USDOJ 2001b).
Jail figures for 2000 were estimated by applying
state-specific 1999–2000 prison growth rates to
1999 jail populations.
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Prisoners Admitted to State and Federal Institutions, 1926–1986 (all of these are
USDOJ publications). We determine the
median age of released prisoners based on
annual data from the National Corrections
Reporting Program (USDOJ 1983–1996).
We use recidivism data from national probability samples of prison releasees (USDOJ
1989) and probationers (USDOJ 1992) to
establish the number who reoffend. We then
compile life tables for the period 1948–
2000 to determine the number of released
felons lost to recidivism (and therefore already included in our annual head counts)
and to mortality each year (e.g., see
Bonczar and Beck 1997). Each cohort of
disenfranchised releasees is thus successively reduced each year and joined by a
new cohort of releasees. This allows us to
compute the number of ex-felons no longer
under correctional supervision for states
that disenfranchise ex-felons.
Our recidivism estimates are based on
USDOJ studies of prisoners (1989) and probationers (1992). The prisoner and parolee
recidivism rate is 18.6 percent at one year,
32.8 percent at two years, and 41.4 percent
at three years. For probationers and jail inmates, the corresponding three-year failure
rate is 36 percent. To extend the analysis to
subsequent years, we computed a trend line
based on the ratio of increases in Hoffman
and Stone-Meierhoefer’s (1980) study of
federal prisoners. By year 10, we estimate a
59.4 percent recidivism rate among former
prisoners and parolees, which increases to
65.7 percent by year 52 (the maximum duration in the analysis). Because these rates exceed those of most long-term recidivism
studies, they should yield conservative estimates of the disenfranchised ex-felon voting
base. We calculate mortality based on the
expected number of deaths for African
American males (the group with the highest
mortality rates) at the median age of release
for each state, multiplied by a constant factor of 1.46 to match the high death rates observed in the Justice Department’s recidivism study (USDOJ 1989). Age-specific and
year-specific mortality data were obtained
from the Statistical Abstract series “Expectation of Life and Expected Deaths, by Race,
Sex, and Age” (U.S. Bureau of the Census
1948–2000).

These ex-felon estimates also account for
the fact that some states restore the civil
rights of many releasees or only disenfranchise certain ex-felons. Florida, for example,
has restored voting rights to over 160,000
disenfranchised felons since the 1960s and
does not impose felony adjudication for
some probationers who successfully complete their sentences.
THE POLITICAL IMPACT OF
FELON DISENFRANCHISEMENT
Turnout and Party Preference

Table 1 shows the estimated national participation rates and voting preferences for disenfranchised felons by year since 1972.
These estimates are based on the voting behavior of those matching felons in terms of
gender, race, age, income, labor force status,
marital status, and education, adjusted for
overreporting of voting in the CPS. In short,
they provide evidence regarding the likely
behavior of hypothetical felon and ex-felon
voters. Our estimates of felon turnout range
from a low of 20.5 percent (for the 1974
Congressional elections) to a high of 39 percent (for the 1992 presidential election). On
average, we predict that about 35 percent of
disenfranchised felons would have turned
out to vote in presidential elections, and that
about 24 percent would have participated in
Senate elections during nonpresidential election years. Although these numbers are well
below the corresponding rates among nonfelons, they suggest that a non-trivial proportion of disenfranchised felons were likely
to have voted if permitted to do so.
According to our analysis of party choice
in Table 1, our hypothetical felon voters
showed strong Democratic preferences in
both presidential and senatorial elections. In
recent presidential elections, even comparatively unpopular Democratic candidates,
such as George McGovern in 1972, would
have garnered almost 70 percent of the felon
vote. These Democratic preferences are less
pronounced and somewhat less stable in
senatorial elections. Nevertheless, the survey
data suggest that Democratic candidates
would have received about 7 of every 10
votes cast by the felons and ex-felons in 14
of the last 15 U.S. Senate election years. By
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Table 1. Estimated Turnout and Voting Preferences of Disenfranchised Felons: Election Years 1972
to 2000
Presidential Elections

Senate Elections

Year

Candidate

Percent
Turnout

Percent
Democratic

Percent
Turnout

Percent
Democratic

1972
1974
1976
1978
1980
1982
1984
1986
1988
1990
1992
1994
1996
1998
2000

McGovern
—
Carter
—
Carter
—
Mondale
—
Dukakis
—
Clinton
—
Clinton
—
Gore

38.2
—
34.3
—
35.7
—
38.2
—
30.0
—
39.0
—
36.1
—
29.7

69.1
—
80.7
—
66.5
—
70.1
—
72.8
—
73.6
—
85.4
—
68.9

38.2
20.5
34.3
23.0
35.7
26.2
38.2
25.3
30.0
23.8
39.0
23.1
36.1
23.9
29.7

68.2
77.1
79.6
80.2
69.6
76.8
68.9
73.6
79.4
80.5
74.7
52.2
80.4
69.7
76.1

Sources: Current Population Survey, National Election Study, and Survey of Inmates of State Correctional
Facilities Series, 1974–1997 (USDOJ 2000b).

removing those with Democratic preferences
from the pool of eligible voters, felon disenfranchisement has provided a small but clear
advantage to Republican candidates in every
presidential and senatorial election from
1972 to 2000.
Impact on Individual U.S. Senate
Elections

We next use these turnout and party preference rates to gauge the impact of felon disenfranchisement on U.S. presidential and
Senate elections. We obtained information
on victory margins and Senate composition
from standard election data sources (Congressional Quarterly’s America Votes biennial series 1960–2000). Table 2 applies the
voting behavior estimates from Table 1 to
these election data and identifies seven elections that may have been overturned if disenfranchised felons had been allowed to
vote.
To determine the net Democratic votes lost
to disenfranchisement, we first multiply the
number of disenfranchised felons by their
estimated turnout rate (in each state), and the
probability of selecting the Democratic can-

didate.11 Because some felons would have
chosen Republican candidates, we then deduct from this figure the number of Republican votes lost to disenfranchisement, which
we obtain in a similar manner. For the 1978
Virginia election detailed in the top row of
Table 2, for example, we estimate that 15,343
of the state’s 93,564 disenfranchised felons
would have voted (16.4 percent). We further
estimate that 12,305 of these voters would
have selected Andrew Miller, the Democratic
candidate (80.2 percent of 15,343), and that
the remaining 19.8 percent (or 3,038) would
have chosen John Warner, the Republican
candidate. This results in a net total of 9,268
Democratic votes lost to disenfranchisement
in the 1978 U.S. Senate race in Virginia, almost double the actual Republican victory
margin of 4,721 votes.
In recent policy debates over felon disenfranchisement, restoring voting rights has
been most widely discussed for ex-felons
who have completed their sentences (Bush
2001; Sengupta 2000). Yet some analysts
have asserted that ex-felon voting restric11

We draw on the large CPS sample to derive
state-level turnout estimates for these key races.
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Sources: Congressional Quarterly, Inc., America Votes (1978–2000); Current Population Survey (1978–2000); National Election Study (1978–2000).
Data on actual Senate composition taken from U.S. Senate (2002).
b In Virginia, J. Warner (R) defeated Miller (D) in 1978, Harrison in 1984, Spannaus in 1990, M. Warner in 1996, and Spannaus in 2002.
c In Texas, Tower (R) defeated Krueger (D) in 1978; Gramm (R) defeated Doggett in 1984, Parmer in 1990, and Morales in 1996; Cornyn defeated Kirk in 2002.
d In Kentucky, McConnell (R) defeated Huddleston (D) in 1984, Sloane in 1990, Beshear in 1996, and Weinberg in 2002.
e In Florida, Mack (R) defeated MacKay (D) in 1988, and Rodham in 1994; McCollum (R) defeated Nelson (D) in 2000.
f In Wyoming, Wallop (R) defeated Vinich (D) in 1988, and Thomas (R) defeated Sullivan in 1994.
g In Georgia, Coverdell (R) defeated Fowler (D) in 1992, and Coles in 1998. After Coverdell’s death in 2000, he was succeeded by Miller (D).
h In Kentucky, Bunning (R) defeated Baesler (D) in 1998 (Class 3 election).
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tions are “electorally insignificant”
(Harvard Law Review 1989:1303). Is this
assumption accurate? The results in Table 2
offer a new perspective. Recall that most
states only deprive those currently under
some form of correctional supervision of the
right to vote; only 15 states additionally disenfranchise some or all ex-felons in 2000
(see Appendix Table A). In only one instance
(the late Paul Coverdell’s election in Georgia in 1992), however, was a Senate election
likely to have been overturned as a result of
the disenfranchisement of those actively under correctional supervision.12 Even in this
case, however, the number of current prisoners in Georgia (25,290) and convicted
felony jail inmates (2,163) was too small to
affect the election. Rather, it was the large
number of felony probationers (80,639, or a
full 61 percent of the state’s disenfranchised
population) and parolees (23,819, or 18 percent of disenfranchised Georgians) that
likely cost the Democrats the election. As
this case illustrates, the political impact varies with the particular correctional populations that are disenfranchised. The other reversible cases in Table 2 all include net
Democratic vote losses from ex-felon voters.
Impact on U.S. Senate Composition

Would changes to a handful of elections have
had any real impact? Since 1978, there have
been over 400 Senate elections, and we find
7 outcomes that may have been reversed if
not for the disenfranchisement of felons and
ex-felons. Yet even this small number might
have shifted the balance of power in the Senate, which has been fairly evenly divided between the two major parties over this period.
To assess this possibility, we recomputed the
U.S. Senate composition after each election.
Because two Republican seats were overturned in the 1978 elections, the Democratic
majority would have increased from 58:41 to
60:39. We followed the beneficiaries of these
closely contested elections to see how long
their seats remained under Republican control. John Warner of Virginia remains in office today, and John Tower’s Texas seat also
12

Georgia’s state constitution disenfranchised
“until the granting of pardon” until 1983, when
the constitutional ban was lifted upon “completion of this sentence.”
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remains in Republican hands (with Phil
Gramm holding office in 2002). Although we
cannot know whether the Democratic Party
would have held these seats in subsequent
elections, the well-known advantages of incumbency make this a plausible scenario. Of
the 32 U.S. Senate elections in 1978, the incumbent party retained the seat through at
least 1990 in 29 cases (91 percent), through
at least 1996 in 27 cases (84 percent), and
through at least 2002 in 23 cases (72 percent). Because incumbent parties are unlikely
to hold such seats indefinitely, we cumulate
the counterfactual using a more reasonable
(though untested) assumption: that the
Democrats would have retained these seats
as long as the Republicans who narrowly defeated them. This procedure makes strong
ceteris paribus assumptions, however, so
Table 2 also shows “limited counterfactual”
results, which assume the victor’s party
would lose the seat immediately after a single
six-year term.
After the 1984 elections, the Republicans
held a narrow 53:47 Senate majority. Under
the cumulated counterfactual scenario in
which disenfranchised felons are calculated
to have voted, the Democrats may have
achieved parity with the Republicans. In the
Kentucky election of 1984, the Republican
candidate (Mitch McConnell) narrowly defeated the Democratic nominee by 5,269
votes. Because Kentucky disenfranchises exfelons as well as current inmates, parolees,
and felony probationers, the total number
disenfranchised was over 75,000 in 1984.
Because 1984 was a presidential election
year, turnout was relatively high, and our
voting preference model indicates that almost 70 percent of the felon voters would
have selected the Democratic candidate.
Thus, almost 11,000 Democratic votes were
likely lost to disenfranchisement in this election, more than twice the 5,269-vote Republican plurality. With the addition of this seat,
and the Virginia and Texas seats discussed
above, the counterfactual Senate composition in 1984 shows an even 50:50 party distribution.
Pursuing the counterfactual to the present
day, we find that Democratic candidates are
likely to have prevailed in Florida (1988),
Georgia (1992), and in Kentucky’s other seat
(1998) if felons had been allowed to vote,
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with a narrower reversal occurring in Wyoming (1988). Without felon disenfranchisement, our cumulative counterfactual suggests that Democrats may well have controlled the Senate throughout the 1990s. Although it is possible that both parties may
have shifted course or that other factors
could have arisen to neutralize this impact,
it seems likely that the Senate deadlock after the 2000 elections would have been broken in favor of the Democrats if the ballot
had been returned to disenfranchised felons.
We discuss the implications of these shifts
in our conclusion.
Further Tests

Our counterfactual results are startling, but
subject to a number of assumptions that
might be challenged. How robust are these
results? Our estimates of disenfranchised
felon turnout are based on sociodemographic
characteristics at the time of incarceration.
For ex-felons, who represent more than onethird of the entire disenfranchised population, we are likely to understate political
participation because our sociodemographic
measures are taken at the time of incarceration. That is, they do not consider changes
in age and personal circumstances (for example, greater residential stability, labor
force attachment, and marriage) linked to
turnout. During or after completion of their
sentences, many (though certainly not all)
ex-felons acquire greater education and
more stable attachments to work, family, and
their communities (Sampson and Laub 1993)
that may conceivably increase their likelihood of voting.
Moreover, the surveyed inmate population
is generally less educated, less likely to be
married, and less likely to be employed than
the entire felon population, which also includes a large number of felony probationers who were never sent to prison. For these
reasons, we might expect felons and ex-felons to be closer to the national turnout mean
than suggested by our model, which is based
on sociodemographic characteristics at the
time of incarceration. If this were the case,
higher estimated turnout rates would increase the impact on electoral outcomes.
Finally, our estimates count only 10 percent of the total jail population among the

disenfranchised. Although jail inmates serving time for misdemeanor offenses and those
being held prior to trial are legally eligible
to vote, they lack access to a polling place,
rendering them practically—if not legally—
disenfranchised. If we had included all
621,149 jail inmates in 2000 among the disenfranchised (USDOJ 2001a), the political
impact would have been even greater.13
Nevertheless, other unmeasured characteristics of felons and ex-felons, beyond those
captured by the individual- and group-level
sociodemographic information available in
inmate surveys, could significantly depress
political participation among this group. Felons may be less cognizant of, or less willing
to accept, basic norms of citizenship and acceptable behavior than nonfelons with otherwise identical characteristics (Gottfredson
and Hirschi 1990). If so, they may be less
likely to vote than our model based solely
on sociodemographic traits would predict.
Our counterfactual analysis hinges on the
key assumption that the political behavior of
disenfranchised felons would approximate
that of nonfelons matched to them in terms
of age, race, gender, education, income, and
marital status. Although we cannot provide
a conclusive test of this assumption, we
gathered new data to examine how experiences with the criminal justice system affect
voting behavior. The Youth Development
Study is a longitudinal survey begun among
a sample of ninth graders in 1988 in St. Paul
(Minnesota) Public Schools (Mortimer
forthcoming). By 1998, when most respondents were 24 to 25 years old, approximately
23 percent had been arrested and 7 percent
had been incarcerated. We estimated logistic
regression models to see whether a bivariate
association exists between criminal justice
experiences and voting and, if so, how much
of the observed association is due to the socioeconomic and demographic characteristics that we account for in the models we
have presented above.
Table 3 shows the effects of arrest on voter
turnout and party preference (results for the
jail analysis are similar, although there are
13

Absentee ballots are not routinely available
in jails, although there have been scattered efforts
to register jail inmates in recent elections
(Mitchell 2002).
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Table 3. Logistic Regression Predicting 1996 Voter Turnout and 1996 and 1998 Party Preference:
Youth Development Study, St. Paul, Minnesota
1996–1998
Party Preference

1996 Voter Turnout
Predictors
Criminal Sanction
Any arrest
Property arrest

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

–.681**
(.217)
.—

–.264
(.252)
.—

.—

.—

.—

.—

–.323
(.326)
–.341
(.342)
–1.246*
(.501)
–.065
(.372)

.148
(.353)
–.171
(.380)
–.851
(.541)
.145
(.397)

–.242
(.488)
1.274*
(.633)
–.758
(.860)
.582
(.589)

–.346
(.597)
1.599*
(.789)
.946
(1.150)
.198
(.771)

.—

–.628**
(.261)
.089
(.215)
.414**
(.063)
.036**
(.012)
–.268
(.240)
.018
(.223)

1.216*
(.517)
1.231*
(.266)
.117
(.085)
–.004
(.014)
–.390
(.313)
.130
(.293)

–.792
(.422)
–.332
(.281)
–.536**
(.102)
.001
(.016)
–.592
(.342)
.076
(.301)

–1.228
(1.281)

8.778**
(1.554)

Drug/alcohol arrest

.—

.—

Violent arrest

.—

.—

Other arrest

.—

.—

Voting Predictors
Nonwhite (vs. white)

.—

Female

.—

Years of education

.—

Income (in $1,000s)

.—

Full-time employment .—
Married

.—

–.663**
(.258)
.066
(.216)
.415**
(.063)
.036**
(.012)
–.257
(.240)
.088
(.224)

.—
.—
.—
.—
.—

Constant

.928**
(.107)

–5.429**
(.925)

.879**
(.103)

–5.452**
(.923)

Number of cases
–2 log likelihood

550
673.8**

550
599.4**

550
676.1**

550
603.4**

Clinton (D) Ventura (I)

354
373.6**

285
368.7**

Note: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors.
*p < .05
**p < .01 (two-tailed tests)

far fewer jail inmates than arrestees; tables
available on request from authors). As expected, Model 1 shows a significant bivariate relationship between arrest and turnout
in the 1996 presidential election: The odds
of voting are only about half as high for
arrestees as for nonarrestees (e–.681 = .51).
Model 2, however, shows that this effect is
reduced to nonsignificance once race, gender, education, income, employment, and
marital status are included in the full voting
behavior model. When these independent
variables are set to their mean values, the
predicted probability of voting in Model 2 is
about 63 percent for arrestees and 69 percent
for nonarrestees. It is likely that at least part

of this remaining turnout gap is attributable
to the legal disenfranchisement of arrestees
still under correctional supervision. In Minnesota, those convicted of felonies may not
vote until they are “off paper” (i.e., they have
completed probation or parole supervision in
addition to any prison sentence). Unfortunately, we cannot determine from these data
whether individual arrestees were legally eligible to vote at the time of the 1996 election.
Model 3 disaggregates the arrest data, showing that those who had been arrested for violent offenses were significantly less likely to
vote in 1996. Those convicted of violent offenses are most likely to face long sentences,
so a portion of this effect may again be due
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to legal disenfranchisement. Although the
coefficient for violent arrests remains large
in magnitude in Model 4, it is again reduced
to nonsignificance when the full set of voting predictors is introduced.
The remaining models in Table 3 predict
party preferences in the 1996 presidential
and 1998 Minnesota gubernatorial elections.
Unlike the turnout models, there is some evidence that criminal justice sanctions remain
associated with party preferences, even net
of our set of voting predictors. In particular,
those arrested for drug- or alcohol-related
offenses were significantly more likely to
favor the Democratic presidential candidate
Bill Clinton in 1996 and the Independent
Party gubernatorial candidate Jesse Ventura
in 1998. Although Youth Development
Study arrestees and jail inmates may not be
representative of the U.S. felon population,
results from this Minnesota cohort of young
adults do help to establish the plausibility of
our turnout and party preference models and
our inferences regarding the political impact
of felon disenfranchisement.
Impact on Presidential Elections

Although the outcome of the extraordinarily
close 2000 presidential election could have
been altered by a large number of factors, it
would almost certainly have been reversed
had voting rights been extended to any category of disenfranchised felons. Even though
Al Gore won a plurality of the popular vote,
defeating the Republican George W. Bush by
over 500,000 votes, he lost narrowly in the
Electoral College. Had disenfranchised felons been permitted to vote, we estimate that
Gore’s margin of victory in the popular vote
would have surpassed 1 million votes, as
shown in Table 4a. Regardless of the popular
vote, however, one state—Florida—held the
balance of power. If disenfranchised felons
in Florida had been permitted to vote, Democrat Gore would certainly have carried the
state, and the election.
As Appendix Table A shows, there are
more disenfranchised felons in Florida, approximately 827,000, than in any other state.
Had they participated in the election at our
estimated rate of Florida turnout (27.2 percent) and Democratic preference (68.9 percent), Gore would have carried the state by

more than 80,000 votes. As a test on the sensitivity of these results, we halved the estimated turnout rate and consider only ex-felons in Table 4a. Under the reduced turnout
scenario, the Democratic Party’s margin of
victory is still more than 40,000 votes. More
interesting, perhaps, is the finding reported
in Table 4a that even if only ex-felons had
been enfranchised in Florida, they would
have yielded an additional 60,000 net votes
for Gore, more than enough to overwhelm
Bush’s narrow victory margin (and to reverse the outcome in the Electoral College).
And even if we halve the estimated turnout
rate, Gore’s margin of victory would have
exceeded 30,000 votes. We can thus conclude that the outcome of the 2000 presidential race hinged on the narrower question of
ex-felon disenfranchisement rather than the
broader question of voting restrictions on
felons currently under supervision.
What about earlier presidential elections?
Here we examine a much different counterfactual condition. Because a greater share of
the voting-age population is disenfranchised
now than ever before, some closely contested Democratic political victories of the
recent past might have gone to the Republicans had contemporary rates of disenfranchisement prevailed at the time. In particular, two Democratic presidential victories in
the last 40 years (1960 and 1976) were decided by very narrow margins that might
have been threatened under current levels of
incarceration and disenfranchisement.
John F. Kennedy won the 1960 presidential election by a popular vote margin of
118,550 and a 303:219 margin in the Electoral College. Had contemporary rates of
criminal punishment held at the time, however, it is likely that Richard M. Nixon would
have won the popular vote. As Appendix
Table A shows, about 4.7 million citizens, or
2.28 percent of the voting age population,
were disenfranchised in 2000 because of
felony convictions. If this percentage had
held in 1960, about 2.5 million voters would
have been disenfranchised, as shown in Table
4b (2.28 percent multiplied by the voting-age
population of 109,672,000). Because the
population percentage of convicted felons
was actually much lower in 1960 than today,
however, we estimate that only about 1.4
million were actually disenfranchised at the
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Table 4a. Disenfranchisement Rates and the 2000 Presidential Election: What if Felons Had Been
Allowed to Vote in 2000?
Total
Disenfran
-chised

Estimated Estimated
Net
Turnout Percent Democratic
Percent Democrat Votes Lost

Counterfactual
Democratic
Margin

Unit

Actual
Republican
Margin

U.S. total

–539,947

4,695,729

29.7

68.9

527,171

1,067,118

Florida felons and ex-felons
50-percent lower turnout

537
—

827,207
—

27.2
13.6

68.9
68.9

85,050
42,525

84,513
41,988

Florida ex-felons only
50-percent lower turnout

—
—

613,514
—

27.2
13.6

68.9
68.9

63,079
31,540

62,542
31,003

Sources: Congressional Quarterly, Inc. (2000); Current Population Survey (2000); National Election Study
(2000).
Table 4b. Applying Contemporary Disenfranchisement Rates to the 1960 Presidential Election:
What if Felons Were Disenfranchised in 1960 at 2000 Rates?

Unit

CounterNet
CounterActual
Actual
factual Estimated Estimated Democratic factual
Democratic Disenfran DisenTurnout Percent
Votes Republican
Margin
-chised franchised Percent Democrat
Lost
Margin

U.S. total
118,550
50-percent lower turnout
—

1,378,156
—

2,502,211
—

40
20

75
75

224,811
112,405

106,261
–6,145

Sources: Congressional Quarterly, Inc. (1960); for state laws, Behrens, Uggen, and Manza (2002).

time of the 1960 election.14 Therefore, at current rates of disenfranchisement, over 1 million additional citizens would have been denied the vote in 1960. If 40 percent of these
new felons had voted (in an election in which
the overall turnout rate reached a post-World
War II peak of 62.8 percent), and 75 percent
of this group selected the Democratic candidate, figures in line with our findings for
other presidential elections, then Kennedy
would have lost approximately 225,000
votes—almost twice the popular vote margin
in that election. If the felon turnout rate had
been only 20 percent, we find that at current
disenfranchisement levels Kennedy would
have prevailed by only 6,000 votes. In ap14

Many states altered their disenfranchisement
regimes between 1960 and 2000 (Behrens et al.
2002; Manza and Uggen forthcoming), and the
1960 figures account for these legal changes
within the limitations of the available data.
Prison, parole, and jail information are available
for 1960, but probation figures are imputed based
on state-specific ratios of probation to other correctional populations. Ex-felon figures are based
on releases from 1948 to 1960 only, so they may
be understated relative to recent years.

plying the counterfactual to the Electoral
College, our analysis suggests that Nixon
would likely have been victorious in New
Mexico (with 4 electoral votes) but would
have lost by very narrow margins in other
states. Therefore, if current rates of disenfranchisement had held in 1960, it is likely
that Nixon may have beaten Kennedy in the
popular vote, but unlikely that he would have
surpassed his electoral vote total.
It is doubtful that applying contemporary
disenfranchisement rates would have overturned the 1976 election, although Jimmy
Carter’s victory margin would have been
considerably narrower. At current rates of
disenfranchisement, about 2.5 million additional citizens would have been denied the
vote in 1976. Our National Election Study
estimates suggest that 34.3 percent of these
would have voted and that 80.7 percent of
this group would have selected the Democratic candidate. This would have accounted for about 525,000 votes, or about
31 percent of Carter’s final 1,682,970-vote
victory margin.15
15

The National Election Study does not ask
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DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS
FOR AMERICAN DEMOCRACY
We find that felon disenfranchisement laws,
combined with high rates of criminal punishment, may have altered the outcome of as
many as seven recent U.S. Senate elections
and at least one presidential election. One
startling implication of these findings relates
to control over the Senate. Assuming that
Democrats who might have been elected in
the absence of felon disenfranchisement had
held their seats as long as the Republicans
who narrowly defeated them, we estimate
that the Democratic Party would have gained
parity in 1984 and held majority control of
the U.S. Senate from 1986 to the present.
Changing partisan control of the Senate
would have had a number of important
policy consequences: In particular, it might
have enabled the Clinton administration to
gain approval for a much higher proportion
of its federal judicial nominees, and key
Senate committees would have shifted from
Republican to Democratic control.
In examining presidential elections, we
find that the Republican presidential victory
of 2000 would have been reversed had just
ex-felons been allowed to vote, and that the
Democratic presidential victory of 1960 may
have been jeopardized had contemporary
rates of disenfranchisement prevailed at that
time. Disenfranchised felons and ex-felons
currently make up 2.28 percent of the voting-age population, a figure that we project
may rise to 3 percent within 10 years (Manza
and Uggen forthcoming; estimates available
upon request). Because the margin of victory
in 3 of the last 10 presidential elections has
respondents how they voted in specific gubernatorial or other state elections, so we cannot model
voting behavior in state elections. We can, however, make some informed assumptions to estimate the effect of felon disenfranchisement in
gubernatorial elections. If we apply the mean rate
of turnout (24 percent) and Democratic preference (73 percent) in Senate elections to these
races, it is likely that at least three Republican
gubernatorial victories would have been overturned: in Alabama (with James Folsom [D] defeating James Forrest [R] in 1994), New Jersey
(James Florio [D] defeating Thomas Kean [R] in
1981), and Texas (John Hill [D] defeating William Clements [R] in 1978).

been 1.1 percent of the voting-age population or less, felon disenfranchisement could
be a decisive factor in future presidential
races.
One potentially important implication of
these results concerns the differing correctional populations affected by ballot restrictions. We estimate that the disenfranchised
population is composed of approximately 35
percent ex-felons, 28 percent probationers, 9
percent parolees, but only 27 percent prison
and jail inmates (Manza and Uggen forthcoming). Disenfranchisement of prisoners
alone is therefore unlikely to alter elections,
but the numbers mount when those felons
supervised in the community are added and
reach a critical mass in states that disenfranchise ex-felons. Thus, the impact of felon
disenfranchisement would have been greatly
reduced had ex-felons, probationers, and parolees been permitted to vote in all states.
Moreover, the philosophical rationale for
disenfranchisement, founded on the liberal
legal model and Enlightenment conceptions
of the social contract, would appear to be
much stronger for current prison inmates
than for those who have completed their sentences (ex-felons) or those otherwise
deemed fit to maintain community ties (probationers and parolees). Just as disenfranchisement is a powerful symbol of felons’
diminished civil rights, restoration of voting
rights provides a clear marker of reintegration and acceptance as a stakeholder in a
community of law-abiding citizens. Although the public opinion evidence is limited, our recent experimental national survey
(Manza, Brooks, and Uggen 2002) suggests
that significant majorities of survey respondents believe that an offender’s right to vote
should be restored upon release from prison.
Although these results are striking, do
they signal a true democratic contraction in
the United States? Figure 3 presents data
placing felon disenfranchisement in historical context, showing the percentages of
states holding felon disenfranchisement provisions from the late eighteenth century to
present. Most states began to restrict the ballot for felons in the mid-nineteenth century,
and there is evidence in some states that lawmakers fully appreciated the partisan consequences of their actions (Behrens et al. 2002;
Keyssar 2000; Manza and Uggen forthcom-
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ing; McMillan 1955). Few states rescinded
such measures following the enfranchisement of African American males (with passage of the 14th and 15th amendments to the
U.S. Constitution) and women (with passage
of the 19th amendment). Nor was felon disenfranchisement dismantled during passage
of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Voting
Rights Act of 1965, or Voter Registration Act
of 1993. Although several states have removed voting restrictions on ex-felons since
the 1960s (including New Mexico in 2001),
most continue today to disenfranchise prisoners, probationers, and parolees. In fact, as
Figure 3 shows, a greater percentage of
states disenfranchised felons in 2000 than in
any prior year.
Today, high rates of criminal punishment,
rather than new laws, account for the political impact of felon disenfranchisement. In
light of past theory and research on the extension and universalization of suffrage,
however, the persistence and expansion of
these ballot restrictions are noteworthy. We
have shown that about 4.7 million adult U.S.
citizens do not enjoy the full complement of
political rights. As the number of disenfranchised felons expands, the electorate contracts. Because the contracted electorate now

produces different political outcomes than a
fully enfranchised one, mass incarceration
and felon disenfranchisement have clearly
impeded, and perhaps reversed, the historic
extension of voting rights. Nevertheless, we
must also note a number of caveats to these
findings. First, our counterfactual examples
rely upon a ceteris paribus assumption—that
nothing else about the candidates or elections would change save the voting rights of
felons and ex-felons. Had these laws
changed, other forces might have arisen to
negate the political influence of felons and
ex-felons. Moreover, although the Democrats lose votes to felon disenfranchisement,
they may also have gained votes by attempting to be just as punitive as Republicans.16
16

By embracing a law-and-order agenda in the
1990s, Democrats have neutralized crime as a
partisan political issue (Lin 1998). Research decomposing the unique contribution of crime
policy to individual vote choice is needed to determine whether the votes gained by such strategies outweigh the votes lost with the disenfranchisement of potential Democratic voters. We
should note, however, that returning the ballot to
felons is not necessarily inconsistent with a crime
control agenda. One may advocate extending the
franchise on public safety and reintegrative
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Second, our estimated vote choice and
turnout analysis matched nonfelons to felons
on the basis of region, gender, race, age, labor force status, marital status and education. Although nonfelon voters resemble felons in many respects, we cannot be certain
that the experience of criminal conviction itself may not suppress, (or conversely, mobilize) political participation. Our analysis of
new survey data on this question provides
some reassurance that our turnout and party
preference estimates are reasonable, although the Youth Development Study results
do not constitute a conclusive test of the effects of felony convictions on political behavior. Third, our analyses have assumed
that felon disenfranchisement laws are well
enforced, and that felons and ex-felons do
not attempt to vote in disregard of these
laws. Surely some disenfranchised felons
have cast ballots, although occasional
charges of fraudulent voting have not, upon
further investigation, produced significant
evidence of illegal voting. There is also
some evidence that state authorities have
improperly purged ex-felons from the rolls,
thereby offsetting or perhaps eclipsing the
number of votes cast fraudulently (Palast
2000; cf. Stuart 2002).
Despite these important caveats, we find
considerable evidence that ballot restrictions
for felons and ex-felons have had a demonstrable impact on national elections, and in
this sense rising levels of felon disenfranchisement constitute a reversal of the universalization of the right to vote. Further, our
focus on national and state-level elections
understates the full impact of felon disenfranchisement. Because of the geographic
concentration of disenfranchised felons and
ex-felons in urban areas, it is likely that such
impact is even more pronounced in local or
district-level elections, such as House, state
legislative, and mayoral races.17 Moreover,
our analysis has only examined past elections. Unless disenfranchisement laws
grounds, arguing that ex-felons who become
stakeholders in their communities will have
lower rates of recidivism.
17 Note that in many local races, especially in
mostly black urban districts, the partisan impact
of felon disenfranchisement might be diminished
because Republican candidates are already
uncompetitive in these districts.

change, the political impact is likely to intensify in the future. Even if the numbers of
those incarcerated begin to level off (USDOJ
2001a), the number of disenfranchised exfelons will continue to rise for several years
in those states that restrict their franchise.
Although we have specified the political
consequences of felon disenfranchisement,
we have only touched on the origins of these
laws and the mass incarceration phenomenon that gives such force to them today.
These questions are important for situating
felon disenfranchisement within a broader
model of social control of dispossessed
groups. Proponents of the “new penology”
argue that the focus of criminological interest has recently shifted from the rehabilitation of individual offenders to the social
control of aggregate groups (Feeley and
Simon 1992; Wacquant 2001). The correctional population is subject to a number of
exclusions: They are often ineligible for federal grants for education (such as Pell Grants
[Page 2000]), they have restricted access to
social programs, they face sharp disadvantages in the labor market (Western and
Beckett 1999), and they must live with the
social stigma associated with a felony conviction. Restricted access to the ballot box
is but a piece of a larger pattern of social exclusion for America’s vast correctional
population.
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APPENDIX TABLE A
Estimates of Numbers of Disenfranchised Felons by State: December 31, 2000

State

Prisoners

Alabama
26,225
Alaska
2,128
Arizona
26,510
Arkansas
11,915
California
163,001
Colorado
16,833
Connecticut
13,155
Delaware
3,937
District of Columbia 7,456
Florida
71,233
Georgia
44,232
Hawaii
3,553
Idaho
5,526
Illinois
45,281
Indiana
20,125
Iowa
7,955
Kansas
8,344
Kentucky
14,919
Louisiana
35,047
Maine
.—
Maryland
23,538
Massachusetts
.—
Michigan
47,718
Minnesota
6,238
Mississippi
20,241
Missouri
27,323
Montana
3,105
Nebraska
3,895
Nevada
10,012
New Hampshire
2,257
New Jersey
29,784
New Mexico
5,342
New York
70,198
North Carolina
31,266
North Dakota
1,076
Ohio
45,833
Oklahoma
23,181
Oregon
10,630
Pennsylvania
36,847
Rhode Island
1,966
South Carolina
21,778
South Dakota
2,616
Tennessee
22,166
Texas
157,997
Utah
5,630
Vermont
.—
Virginia
30,168
Washington
14,915
West Virginia
3,856
Wisconsin
20,612
Wyoming
1,680
Total
1,209,243

Parolees
5,494
507
3,474
9,453
117,647
5,500
1,868
579
.—
6,046
21,556
.—
1,443
.—
.—
2,763
3,829
4,909
.—
.—
14,143
.—
.—
3,072
1,596
12,357
.—
473
4,056
.—
14,899
1,670
57,858
3,352
.—
.—
1,825
.—
.—
353
4,240
.—
8,094
111,719
3,266
.—
5,148
160
1,112
9,430
514
444,405

Felony
Probation
30,887
4,543
50,897
29,048
.—
.—
29,641
10,808
.—
131,186
217,038
.—
8,774
.—
.—
9,326
.—
17,464
.—
.—
22,563
.—
.—
31,644
15,118
42,607
.—
4,828
8,410
.—
96,831
7,279
.—
34,701
.—
.—
26,385
.—
.—
15,844
25,323
.—
30,235
250,642
.—
.—
29,596
109,956
3,635
22,715
2,760
1,320,684

Sources: USDOJ; see pages 785–86 for details.

Jail
Inmates

Estimated
Ex-Felons

1,214 148,830
212
.—
1,053
58,936
.—
.—
7,714
.—
967
.—
520
.—
298
14,384
143
.—
5,228 613,514
3,451
.—
150
.—
321
.—
1,711
.—
1,333
.—
330
80,257
426
.—
1,010 109,132
2,637
.—
.—
.—
1,115
78,206
.—
.—
1,600
.—
523
.—
986
82,002
725
.—
160
.—
231
44,001
517
43,395
159
.—
1,592
.—
544
63,565
3,217
.—
1,334
.—
67
.—
1,628
.—
698
.—
677
.—
.—
.—
132
.—
869
.—
111
.—
1,934
28,720
5,609
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
1,847 243,902
1,078
32,856
272
.—
1,268
.—
99
12,797
57,710 1,654,497

Total
212,650
7,390
140,870
50,416
288,362
23,300
45,184
30,006
7,599
827,207
286,277
3,703
16,064
46,992
21,458
100,631
12,599
147,434
37,684
0
139,565
0
49,318
41,477
119,943
83,012
3,265
53,428
66,390
2,416
143,106
78,400
131,273
70,653
1,143
47,461
52,089
11,307
36,847
18,295
52,210
2,727
91,149
525,967
8,896
0
310,661
158,965
8,875
54,025
17,850
4,686,539

Percent
Voting-Age DisenPopulation franchised
3,333,000
430,000
3,625,000
1,929,000
24,873,000
3,067,000
2,499,000
582,000
411,000
11,774,000
5,893,000
909,000
921,000
8,983,000
4,448,000
2,165,000
1,983,000
2,993,000
3,255,000
968,000
3,925,000
4,749,000
7,358,000
3,547,000
2,047,000
4,105,000
668,000
1,234,000
1,390,000
911,000
6,245,000
1,263,000
13,805,000
5,797,000
477,000
8,433,000
2,531,000
2,530,000
9,155,000
753,000
2,977,000
542,000
4,221,000
14,850,000
1,465,000
460,000
5,263,000
4,368,000
1,416,000
3,930,000
358,000
205,814,000

6.38
1.72
3.89
2.61
1.16
.76
1.81
5.16
1.85
7.03
4.86
.41
1.74
.52
.48
4.65
.64
4.93
1.16
.00
3.56
.00
.67
1.17
5.86
2.02
.49
4.33
4.78
.27
2.29
6.21
.95
1.22
.24
.56
2.06
.45
.40
2.43
1.75
.50
2.16
3.54
.61
.00
5.90
3.64
.63
1.37
4.99
2.28
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APPENDIX TABLE B
Estimated Numbers of Disenfranchised African American Felons by State: December 31, 2000

State

Black
Prisoners

Alabama
17,230
Alaska
317
Arizona
4,016
Arkansas
6,595
California
80,490
Colorado
4,224
Connecticut
8,302
Delaware
2,524
District of Columbia 7,382
Florida
39,427
Georgia
29,583
Hawaii
201
Idaho
105
Illinois
32,780
Indiana
8,664
Iowa
2,028
Kansas
3,218
Kentucky
5,718
Louisiana
26,820
Maine
.—
Maryland
18,228
Massachusetts
.—
Michigan
27,230
Minnesota
2,309
Mississippi
15,145
Missouri
12,489
Montana
44
Nebraska
1,155
Nevada
3,118
New Hampshire
125
New Jersey
21,301
New Mexico
621
New York
38,849
North Carolina
20,480
North Dakota
27
Ohio
24,829
Oklahoma
8,336
Oregon
1,506
Pennsylvania
23,104
Rhode Island
685
South Carolina
15,262
South Dakota
116
Tennessee
11,277
Texas
71,915
Utah
432
Vermont
.—
Virginia
20,234
Washington
3,376
West Virginia
615
Wisconsin
9,940
Wyoming
101
Total
632,474

Black
Parolees
2,674
53
543
4,715
31,457
1,639
1,175
303
.—
3,472
14,267
.—
28
.—
.—
411
1,359
1,377
.—
.—
10,662
.—
.—
1,841
1,130
4,964
.—
116
1,331
.—
8,977
199
43,638
2,114
.—
.—
614
.—
.—
100
2,949
.—
4,605
44,282
244
.—
3,323
23
218
4,476
22
199,301

Estimated
Black
Black Jail
Black
Probation Inmates Ex-Felons
13,248
585
4,347
10,376
.—
.—
8,689
5,069
.—
43,305
115,711
.—
141
.—
.—
1,019
.—
3,916
.—
.—
13,105
.—
.—
4,587
9,099
12,719
.—
758
1,853
.—
47,666
515
.—
17,448
.—
.—
6,108
.—
.—
3,598
13,950
.—
12,806
46,546
.—
.—
15,085
14,647
316
5,920
85
433,216

Sources: USDOJ; see pages 785–86 for details.

671
10
143
.—
2,697
199
250
.—
131
2,774
2,124
6
6
1,116
634
62
117
312
1,870
.—
736
.—
572
128
698
300
4
47
154
12
975
43
1,749
868
2
720
225
74
.—
35
596
3
1,125
2,130
.—
.—
1,180
205
39
469
2
26,215

77,932
.—
8,651
.—
.—
.—
.—
7,162
.—
167,413
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
7,671
.—
24,632
.—
.—
42,519
.—
.—
.—
50,035
.—
.—
7,164
11,514
.—
.—
7,750
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
11,946
.—
.—
.—
121,737
3,824
.—
.—
358
550,308

Total
111,755
966
17,700
21,686
114,644
6,063
18,417
15,058
7,513
256,392
161,685
208
280
33,895
9,297
11,192
4,694
35,955
28,690
.—
85,251
.—
27,802
8,865
76,106
30,471
48
9,240
17,970
138
78,920
9,128
84,236
40,910
29
25,549
15,283
1,580
23,104
4,419
32,756
119
41,759
164,873
676
.—
161,559
22,075
1,188
20,805
567
1,841,515

Percent
Voting-Age DisenPopulation franchised
800,000
17,000
137,000
276,000
1,853,000
132,000
221,000
108,000
230,000
1,600,000
1,577,000
27,000
7,000
1,249,000
353,000
45,000
112,000
207,000
956,000
7,000
1,058,000
270,000
977,000
106,000
675,000
425,000
4,000
49,000
105,000
9,000
856,000
37,000
2,309,000
1,173,000
4,000
895,000
185,000
51,000
820,000
36,000
816,000
5,000
635,000
1,800,000
16,000
4,000
1,005,000
154,000
45,000
193,000
4,000
24,635,000

13.97
5.68
12.92
7.86
6.19
4.59
8.33
13.94
3.27
16.02
10.25
.77
4.00
2.71
2.63
24.87
4.19
17.37
3.00
.00
8.06
.00
2.85
8.36
11.27
7.17
1.21
18.86
17.11
1.53
9.22
24.67
3.65
3.49
.72
2.85
8.26
3.10
2.82
12.27
4.01
2.37
6.58
9.16
4.23
.00
16.08
14.33
2.64
10.78
14.18
7.48

1972
1974
1976
1978
1980
1982
1984
1986
1988
1990
1992
1994
1996

1998

2000

2.553***
–.006
–.244
–.163
–.026
–.019***
–.128*
.723*
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—

2.824***
–.067***
–.039
.049
.197
–.010*
–.276***
1.817***

1.719***
–.041
–.010
.017
.218
–.015**
–.260***
1.673***

2.289**
–.026
–.184
.393
.516*
–.014*
–.319**
1.780**
1.852***
–.027
–.151
.117
–.090
–.011*
–.116
1.589**
1.392**
–.081**
.706***
–.215
.236
–.007
–.253*
1.763**

.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
1.525***
–.027
.145
–.157
–.116
.005
–.077
.482

3.066***
–.064*
–.358*
–.136
.335
.001*
–.123
.058*
1.729***
–.088*
–.028
.079
.179
–.003
–.123*
1.672*

.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
1.930***
–.041
–.076
.262
.076
–.001
–.237*
1.092

2.375***
–.015
–.151
–.070
–.001
.000
–.303***
–.716

*p

< .05

**p

< .01

***p

< .001 (two-tailed tests)

Sources: Current Population Survey (1972–2000); National Election Study (1972–2000).

Black
Years of education
Male
Married
Employed
Age
Income
Constant

Senate Vote Analysis (Voted Democratic = 1)

Black
Years of education
Male
Married
Employed
Age
Income
Constant

Presidential Vote Analysis (Voted Democratic = 1)

1.915***
–.062
–.050
–.163
–.117
–.003
.022
1.010

.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
2.049***
–.068*
–.130
–.043
.195
–.005
–.195*
1.894***

2.307***
–.004
–.162
–.021
.154
–.003
–.191*
.916*

2.052***
–.039
–.156
–.106
.082
–.002
–.134
1.352

.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—

1.946***
–.048
–.239
–.339*
–.057
.001
–.035
1.054*

2.471***
–.004
–.270*
–.439***
.078
.007
–.173**
.354

1.029***
–.023
–.513**
–.081
.110
.008
–.187*
.409

.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—

2.072***
–.030
–.349
–.569**
.076
.003
–.230*
1.475*

3.241***
–.076**
–.439***
–.223
.411*
.004
–.160*
1.423**

1.719***
–.042
–.061
.155
.291
.008
–.038
.117

.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—
.—

1.906***
–.021
–.237
–.128
.047
.001
–.115
.876

2.373***
.033
–.430**
–.217
.137
.000
–.153*
–.307

Black
–.061*
–.109*** –.063*
–.033
–.105***
.102***
.161***
.174***
.101***
.058*
–.026
.024
.211***
.263*** ..321***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
Years of education .228
.190
.245
.206
.249
.211
.232
.195
.283
.211
.256
.238
.254
.212***
.277***
*
***
**
***
***
***
***
***
***
**
***
***
Male
–.035
–.029
–.093
–.069
–.126
–.060
–.171
–.073
–.143
–.089
–.131
–.041
–.153
–.060
–.163***
Married
.392***
.517***
.443***
.532***
.528***
.538***
.460***
.541***
.604***
.498***
.418***
.538***
.486***
.535***
.550***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
Employed
.291
.331
.302
.266
.319
.283
.261
.269
.400
.260
.311
.266
.229
.221
.262***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
Age
.031
.039
.038
.041
.039
.042
.034
.041
.045
.039
.031
.042
.036
.041
.035***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
***
Constant
–3.753
–4.653
–4.384
–4.763
–4.464
–4.754
–4.149
–4.776
–5.615
–4.904
–4.265
–5.368
–4.750
–5.181
–4.945***

Turnout Analysis (Voted = 1)

Independent Variable

Logistic Regression Coefficients Predicting Voter Turnout and Democratic Senate and Presidential Votes: 1972 to 2000
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CAREER
JOBS,SURVIVAL
JOBS,
AND EMPLOYEE
DEVIANCE:
A Social InvestmentModel of
WorkplaceMisconduct
Jessica Huiras
Christopher Uggen
University of Minnesota

BarbaraMcMorris
Iowa State University
We examine the relationshipbetween careerstakes, or the fit between workers'current
jobs and their long-termcareerplans, and employee deviance. Most priorresearchhas
focused on the link between job satisfactionand deviance, but careerstakes may be a
more salient and theoreticallyrelevantmeasureof workers'investmentsin theirpresent
positions, particularlyin young adulthood.We hypothesize that people whose current
jobs match their long-term career goals have made a social investment with their
employers that inhibitsdeviantbehavior.We analyze datafrom the YouthDevelopment
Study(YDS), a longitudinalcommunitysampleof individualsnow in theirmid-twenties.
Our results show that career stakes and job satisfaction exert independenteffects on
workermisconducteven when priorlevels of generaldevianceand workplacedeviance
are statisticallycontrolled.
Finding a career and establishing oneself in the workforce is a defining part of the transition to adulthood. Entry into a "career job" may be a turning point (Elder 1985; Sampson
and Laub 1993) that alters long-term trajectories of deviant behavior. In contrast, work in
more marginal "survival" jobs may have weaker effects on crime and deviance (Allan and
Steffensmeier 1989; Crutchfield 1989; Crutchfield and Pitchford 1997; Uggen 1999). This
article examines the relationship between career stakes in the current job and employee
deviance among a representative community sample of young adults. We conceptualize
career stakes as an indicator of social investment that reduces deviance by increasing
informal social control and strengthening workers' holdings in their jobs.
Organizations also maintain a stake or investment in their workers, providing varying
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unionized (Western 1995), part-time(Pitts 1998), and temporary(Parker1994) workers
and adopt new management approaches likely to affect worker commitment (Hodson
1996), changes in ratesof employee misconductmay result.The study of careerstakesand
theirrelationto workplacedeviance is thus timely, in light of recenteconomic transformations. Increasingly,researchersconcernedwith business ethics (Greenberg1997; Murphy
1993; Trevino and Youngblood 1990) and organizationaltheory (Edelman and Suchman
1997; Powell 1996) have turnedtheir attentionto deviance and law in the workplace.
Studying workplacemisconductmay also contributeknowledge about adult offending
in the general population.Relative to the wealth of nationallyrepresentativedata on selfreportedjuvenile delinquency,comparativelylittle is known about the "secret deviance"
(Becker 1963, p. 20) of adultswho have evaded formalcriminaljustice sanctioning.Most
studies of adult crime and deviance have relied on official statistics (e.g., Ekland-Olson
and Kelly 1993) or officially defined offender groups (e.g., Shover 1996; Tracy and
Kempf-Leonard1996). Yet criminologists have long understoodthat many forms of law
violation are nearlyubiquitousin the generalpopulation(Wallersteinand Wyle 1947).
The workplaceis an especially importantsetting for the study of adult crime and deviance. Employee misconductis probablyresponsiblefor business failures and higher consumer costs, affecting all industries from fast-food chains (Hollinger, Slora, and Terris
1992) to generalhospitals (Hollinger 1986). Some studies estimate that over two-thirdsof
workersare involved in some form of employee theft (Comer 1985; Green 1997; Henry
1981; Horning 1970; Murphy 1993; Slora 1989; Zeitlin 1971) or "productiondeviance,"
such as unnecessaryuse of sick leave or working underthe influence of alcohol or drugs
(Hollingerand Clark 1983b; Mangione and Quinn 1975). Yet employee deviance remains
an "invisible social problem" (Harris and Benson 1998), in part because it is rarely
detected and often not sanctioned when it is discovered (Lipman and McGraw 1988;
Parilla,Hollinger,and Clark 1988; Robin 1970). For criminologists,the high incidence of
employee misconductamong the generalpopulationis both strikingand worthyof greater
researchattention(Slora 1989). For organizationalresearchers,employee misconductrepresents a problem of worker productivityand organizationalcontrol. This investigation
links theories of crime with the sociology of work and organizationsby positing a social
investmentmodel of workplacedeviance based on careerstakes or commitment.
WORKPLACEDEVIANCE
Prior research has identified several personal characteristicsand job conditions that are
correlatedwith employee deviance (see Robinsonand Greenberg1998 for a recentreview
of this research).For example, males generally reportcommitting significantlymore acts
of employee theft and otherdeviance than females (Mangioneand Quinn 1975; Ruggiero,
Greenberger,and Steinberg 1982). In fact, some studies have found that men commit
almost twice as much deviance at work as women (Harrisand Benson 1998; Hollingerand
Clark 1983a).
Age is also correlatedwith employee misconduct, with younger workersmore likely
than older workersto engage in workplacedeviance (Mangione and Quinn 1975; Robin
1969). Richard C. Hollinger (1986) found age to be the most significant predictor of
involvement in general employee deviance. Studies of particularindustriesand occupations have also revealed strong age effects. For example, younger employees reported
greaterinvolvementin theft from nursinghomes thanolder employees (Harrisand Benson
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1998). Workersunderthe age of twenty-one with little job tenurewere also more likely to
steal thanolder,more experiencedemployees in a study of fast-food workers(Hollingeret
al. 1992).
Greateremployee deviance among young people may be due to their disproportionate
representationin marginalwork (Greenbergand Barling 1996) or "survival"jobs. At the
aggregate level, Emilie AndersonAllan and Darrell J. Steffensmeier(1989) showed that
the qualityand availabilityof employmentaffect ratesof arrestamong young adults.Interpretingsimilarresults in an individual-levelstudy of employee theft, JamesTucker(1989)
arguedthat people working in short-termpositions are more likely to steal because they
have little time to develop a relationshipwith the employer.This view is consistent with
research showing that age and job tenure affect job satisfaction and other subjective
appraisalsof the qualityof employment(Quinn and Staines 1979).
Job satisfaction is the most frequently identified link connecting job conditions and
workplacemisconduct(Hawkins 1984; Hollinger 1986; Hollingerand Clark 1982a; 1983a;
Mangione and Quinn 1975; Murphy 1993; Sieh 1987). Richard C. Hollinger and John
Clark(1982a) reportedthata general measureof job satisfaction,as well as a multidimensional construct,is a strongpredictorof employee deviance.Likewise, anotherstudyfound
that nonthieves were twice as likely as thieves to reportthat they were "very satisfied"
with theirjobs (Harrisand Benson 1998). In surveys asking why some employees never
steal, both managersand their subordinatesattributeddifferencesin employee theft to differences in job satisfaction(Terrisand Jones 1982).
Just as job satisfactionmay reduce workplacedeviance, dissatisfactionmay exacerbate
it. A classic theoreticalstatementby Theodore D. Kemper(1966) argues that employees
dissatisfied with workload increases and organizationalfailure to recognize merit may
retaliate through "reciprocaldeviance" at work. Consistent with Kemper, a numberof
studies have shown that perceived inequity (and the neutralizationof guilt that follows)
leads to greaterdeviance among workers(Greenberg1990; Hollinger 1991) and students
(Greenberg1993; see also TrevinoandYoungblood1990). Workerdissatisfactionand perceptions of distributive injustice (Greenberg and Scott 1996) may directly motivate
employee deviance or disruptthe groupnorms and informalsocial controlsthat regulateit
(Hollinger and Clark 1982b; Homing 1970; Mars 1974; 1982; Robinson and O'LearyKelly 1998). Both satisfactionand dissatisfactionare thereforelikely to affect employee
misconduct.
Apartfromjob satisfaction,however,the careercommitmentof employees is likely to
have an independenteffect on workplace deviance. Although workers' career stakes in
their currentjobs have yet to be operationalizedin extantresearch,numerousstudies suggest that they may be a critical determinantof workplace misconduct. Most existing
researchhas focused on organizationalcommitment,that is, loyalty to and identification
with the employing organization(Hollinger and Clark 1983b; Murphy 1993). For example, an investigation of retail stores, hospitals, and manufacturingfirms characterized
involvementin propertydeviance as a "functionof the strengthof the employee's future
commitment to continuing employment in one's present work organization"(Hollinger
1986, p. 70). Another study reported,"a decline in company loyalty and long-termcommitmentcan be expected to lead to an increase in employee theft"(Lipmanand McGraw
1988, p. 52).
Although past researchsuggests that careerstakes are linked to employee deviance, no
investigationthus far has directly measuredthe fit between respondents'currentjobs and
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theirultimatecareergoals. RichardC. Hollinger,KarenB. Slora,andWilliamTerris(1992,
p. 178), for example, attributedhigh levels of employee deviance in the fast-food industry
to employees not viewing their jobs as careers, but their study used proxy measures of
careerstakes,such as age and tenure.The questionnaireitems used by RobertP. Crutchfield
and Susan R. Pitchford (1997), Hollinger (1986), and Hollinger and Clark (1982a) all
asked some variantof employees' intentionto quit their presentjob. Since people may be
seeking new employmentfor reasons independentof career stakes (e.g. for better pay or
because they have disagreementswith coworkers),a more refined indicatoris needed to
distinguishcareerstakesfromjob satisfactionand the expected durationof employment.
CAREERJOBSAND SURVIVALJOBS IN A SOCIALINVESTMENTMODEL
OF EMPLOYEE
DEVIANCE
We define career stakes as the degree of commitmentto one's currentjob as a long-term
employment trajectory.When employees envision careers in their presentjobs, the employment relation is likely characterizedby "personalcommitment"in addition to the
"structuralcommitment"binding workers to jobs (Johnson 1991; Ulmer 1994). Career
commitmentevolves in a "dialecticalprocess by which social organizationalfactors produce stakesin continuinglines of action in the future,and in which actorsexperiencethese
stakes in decision-makingprocesses"(Ulmer 1994, p. 138; see also Becker 1960; Murphy
1993). Social investment in the form of career stakes may be especially importantfor
young adults as they make the transitionto adulthoodand join the full-time workforce.
Specifically, we hypothesize that the fit between currentjobs and long-termcareer goals
affects the likelihood of deviant and conformingactions on thejob.
A conception of career stakes as a social investmentis consistent with both informal
social controland rationalchoice theoriesof crime. Accordingto informalcontrol theories
(Sampson and Laub 1990; 1993), individuals' investments or "stakes in conformity"
(Toby 1957) induce compliance with societal norms. In particular,RobertJ. Sampsonand
John H. Laub (1993) note that job stability (a combined measureof employment status,
tenure, and work habits) and commitmentto occupationalgoals (based on occupational,
educational,and economic aspirations)decrease criminal offending in young adulthood.
Therefore,a directmeasureof careerstakes in the currentjob is suggested by the literature
on crime and deviance more generally, as well as by research on workplace deviance.
Criminologistsreportthat work-basedstakes in conformity directly influence deterrence
from spouse abuse (Shermanand Smith 1992), desistancefrom crime (Sampsonand Laub
1993; Shover 1996), and exits from homelessness (Hagan and McCarthy 1997). To the
extent that individuals'currentjobs are congruentwith their long-termcareergoals, they
are motivatedto avoid deviance generallyand to conform to workplacerules in particular.
Careerstakes in the currentjob can thus be conceptualizedwithin a more general economic or choice perspective.The more valuable the job to the worker,the less likely the
workeris to jeopardize it by engaging in workplacemisconduct.In the languageof game
theory, those with career stakes in their currentjob are "repeatplayers" (Montgomery
1998), accumulatingfirm-specifichumancapital they would not wish to risk. Conversely,
Crutchfield(1989) and Crutchfieldand Pitchford(1997) arguethat low-qualityjobs in the
secondarysector of the economy providelittle incentiveto avoid crime. In fact, they report
that secondary sector workers are more likely to engage in crime, but sector effects are
mediatedby the expected durationof employment.
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Accordingto Crutchfield'slaborstratificationargument,when jobs have an established
careerline, an "implicitcontract"(Crutchfieldand Pitchford1997, p. 94; Englandand Farkas 1986) motivatesboth employers and employees to continue their relationshipso as to
realize profitsfrom their common investmentin firm-specifictraining.This view suggests
thata comprehensivesocial investmentmodel would considerthe actions and intentionsof
employing organizationsas well as individualworkers.To the extent that firms invest in
workersby providingcontinuingtrainingand high wage and benefit levels, they createthe
type of "careerjobs" likely to increasethe individualcareerstakes held by their workers.
In contrastto our measuresof individualcareerstakes, our organizationdata are too limited to provide a critical test of employer effects, although the analysis to follow will
presentsome evidence bearingon these arguments.
Careerstakes are associatedwith social-structuralprocesses (such as labor marketsegmentation), social-psychological characteristics(such as the worker's affective state),
objective job characteristics(such as wage and benefit levels), and other subjectivejob
appraisals(such as employee satisfaction).Ouranalyticstrategyis designed to disentangle
these effects and to adjust estimates of career stakes in the currentjob for prior deviant
behavior. Because workers invested in their currentjobs may possess higher levels of
unmeasuredtraits,such as self-control (Gottfredsonand Hirschi 1990) or cognitive moral
development(Trevinoand Youngblood 1990) that drive both career stakes and employee
deviance, we adjustthe effects of job appraisalsfor priorlevels of employee deviance and
general deviance.
DATA,MEASURES,AND ANALYTICSTRATEGY
Data
We analyze datafrom theYouthDevelopmentStudy (YDS), an ongoing prospectivelongitudinalsurveythatbegan in 1988. One thousandadolescentsin St. Paul, Minnesota,public
schools completedannualself-administeredquestionnairesin gradesnine throughtwelve.
In subsequentyears, YDS staff mailed questionnairesto the respondents.The sample is
representativeof the general populationof studentsin St. Paul public schools in terms of
race, family composition, median household income, education, and occupational level
(Finch, Shanahan,Mortimer,and Ryu 1991). Respondentsprovidedinformationon career
stakes and employee deviance, as well as retrospectivedeviance data, during the tenth
wave of the study in 1998. About 70 percentof the original survey participantsanswered
employee deviance items at wave ten (when most respondentswere 24-25 years old), a
response rate that comparesfavorablywith the most comprehensiveself-reportsurveys of
occupationaldeviance (Green 1997; Hollingerand Clark 1983b).
Measures
Employee Deviance
We constructedand validateda nine-item employee deviance index using factor and item
analyses.The behaviorscomprisingour index are listed in Table 1. Participantsreportedthe
frequencyof engaging in each behaviorduringthe past year using response categories of
0, 1, 2, 3-4, and 5 or more times. We summed the frequenciesto create an index ranging
from 0-25, with a standardizedCronbach'salpha of .63. The most prevalentactivities
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PREVALENCE,
INCIDENCE,AND FACTORANALYSISFOR EMPLOYEE
DEVIANCEIN PASTYEAR(N = 764)

Mean
Percentage
Act Incidence
Reporting
Gotto worklatewithouta goodreason
Calledin sickwhennotsick
Gaveawaygoodsor services
Claimedto haveworkedmorehours
thanreallydid
Tookthingsfromemployerorcoworker
Beendrunkor highat work
Liedto get orkeepjob

Standard
Deviation

Factor
Loading

51.0
47.9
32.7

1.38
.98
.95

1.57
1.23
1.50

.467
.464
.389

9.7
9.1
7.2
5.8

.22
.20
.20
.10

.75
.70
.79
.45

Misused or took money

.358
.640
.620
.483

2.5

.05

.38

.478

Purposelydamagedproperty

2.1

.04

.34

.559

were "productiondeviance" (Hollinger and Clark 1983b) such as tardiness(51 percent),
calling in sick when not sick (48 percent),andgiving away goods and services (33 percent).
Our measure of workplace deviance is thus more inclusive than indicators used in
studies of white-collar crime (see Robin 1974) but consistent with researchon occupational deviance more generally (Green 1997; Hollinger and Clark 1983a; Ruggiero et al.
1982). One factor accounted for about 25 percent of the explained variance, suggesting
substantialmeasurementerrorin the summativeindex. Nevertheless,these levels are comparableto those found in studies of delinquencyand otherdeviantbehavior.In their factor
analysis of various problem behaviors, John F. Donovan and RichardJessor (1985), for
example,reportedexplainedvariancesrangingfrom23-48 percent,dependingon the gender
and age of the sample.To the extent that our estimates are affectedby measurementerror,
however,they wouldlikely be understated,resultingin moreconservativetests of hypotheses.
Because previous research and our factor analysis indicated that employee deviance
may be multidimensional(a second factor explained 14 percentof the variancefor a total
of almost 40 percentexplainedvariancebetween the two factors),we also tested alternate
specifications of our dependent variable. We created an occupational crime index that
excluded less serious behaviorsand an index that includedonly threetheft items to examine the robustness of the findings across different domains of employee deviance.
Although serious theft, substance use, fraud, and embezzlement were less prevalent
behaviors,they were closely correlatedwith other forms of employee deviance in our factor analysis. We present results for the overall aggregateindex because our social investment model predictsthat careerstakes should affect workplacedeviance generally,rather
than affecting only workplacetheft, productiondeviance, or some otherconstruct.

CareerStakes in the Currentjob
We expect low levels of employee deviance when respondents'currentjobs match their
long-term career goals or are linked to their career goals. The YDS survey asked each
respondent,"How is your presentjob related to your long-term career goals?" Table 2
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indicates the response categories: it will probablycontinue as a long-termcareer (coded
2); it provides skills or knowledge thatwill prepareme for my futurework (coded 1); and
it is not linked to my long-term career objectives (coded 0).' Although there were only
three valid response categories, we treatcareerstakes as a continuousvariable(with mean
equal to 1.04 and skewness equal to .06). We thus assume that the intermediatecategory,
"providingskills and knowledge,"reflects a partialcareer stake, although we also report
results from models thatrelax this assumptionand treatthe threecategoriesas discrete.

TABLE2.

Variable

DESCRIPTIVE
STATISTICSON INDEPENDENTVARIABLES

Description

Subjectivework attitudes
Careerstakes
How is your presentjob related
to your long-termcareergoals?
Job satisfaction
All things considered,how
satisfiedare you with yourjob
as a whole?
Objective work conditions
Income
All money earnedthroughpaid
employmentduringpast
two weeks
Do you superviseother workers
Authority
on yourjob?
Primarysector
Primaryversus secondaryor
service industrialsector
Continuingtraining Is there any continuingtraining
or instructionon your
currentjob?
Turnover
Did respondentreport
multiplejobs?
Insurancebenefits
Do you have health insurance
throughyour employer?
Priordeviancea
Generalindex
Duringhigh school did you ... ?
Employee deviance Duringhigh school did you ... ?
Humancapital
Education
Highest level of education
completed

Ascribed characteristics
Male
Self-reportedsex of respondent
Nonwhite

Coding

Self-reportedrace of respondent

Standard
Mean Deviation

0-2

1.04

.78

1-6

4.45

1.03

Hundredsof
dollars

$8.85

$6.22

0=
I=
0=
1=
0=
1=

No,
Yes
No,
Yes
No,
Yes

29%

0=
1=
0=
1=

No,
Yes
No,
Yes

56%

72%
73%

58%

0-10
0-9

2.65
2.14

2.31
1.79

I = Elementary
8 = Professional
degree or
Ph.D.

4.07

1.64

0=
1=
0=
1=

Female
Male
White
Nonwhite

48%
33%

Priordeviancerefersto retrospective
reportsof generalandemployeedevianceduringthe highschoolyears
(1988-1991).

a
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Job Satisfaction
We also assess the effects of job satisfactionbecause of its importancein prior studies of
employee deviance (Harrisand Benson 1998; Hawkins 1984; Hollinger 1986; Hollinger
and Clark 1982a; 1983a; Sieh 1987). The six response categories ranged from 1,
extremelydissatisfied,to 6, extremely satisfied,in answerto the question,"All things considered, how satisfied are you with your job as a whole?" Table 2 shows that the mean
satisfaction score is about 4.5, which representsa response midway between somewhat
and very satisfied. We expect job satisfactionto be negatively associated with employee
deviance and positively associated with career stakes in the currentjob. Nevertheless,the
two subjectivejob appraisalscapturedifferentdimensionsof the employmentrelation,and
we thereforeexpect them to exert independenteffects on employee deviance.

Objective WorkConditions
Our income measure is based on respondents'self-reportedearnings (before taxes and
including tips) during the two weeks before survey completion (in hundredsof dollars).
Priorresearchhas shown that low wages are associated with workplacetheft (e.g., Mars
1973; Ruggiero et al. 1982). We thereforeanticipatedthat higher income would exert a
negative effect on employee deviance, since higher values suggest more desirablejobs.
Authority on the job indicates workplace power as well as the opportunityto commit
deviance. As Susan P. Shapiro (1990, p. 358) notes, organizationalposition is "relatedto
the distributionof positions of trust, which in turn,provide opportunitiesfor abuse."The
authoritymeasure indicates whether the respondent supervises other workers, coded 1
for yes and 0 for no. Approximately 29 percent of respondents were employed in an
authorityposition.

LaborMarketSector
We follow Crutchfield(1989) andCrutchfieldandPitchford(1997) in distinguishingbetween
primaryand secondarylabor marketsegments.2We use Crutchfield's(1989) occupational
classification scheme but distinguish among manufacturingindustry workers following
E. M. Beck, PatrickM. Horan, and Charles M. Tolbert(1978) and ArthurSakamotoand
MeichuD. Chen (1991). In the primarysectorwe includeworkersin professional,technical,
managerial,sales, administrativesupport,precision production,skilled crafts, transportation, and primarymanufacturing(such as metal, machinery,and professionalequipment),
as well as self-employed business owners with employees. The secondarysector is composed of those working in retail trade and services, agriculture,forestry and fisheries,
helpers and laborers,equipmentcleaners, secondarymanufacturing(such as lumber,food,
and clothing), and self-employed persons with no employees.
Employer-provided Training and Benefits
The social investmentthatworkersmake in the employmentrelationis reflectedin subjective job dimensions, such as career stakes. Employersalso provide more tangible perquisites that may instill career commitment in workers. We measure both the presence of
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employer-providedcontinuing trainingand employer-providedhealth insurancebenefits.
Because job stabilityis likely to influencecareercommitmentand workplacedeviance, we
also include an indicatorof job turnoverin the prior year in our full multivariatemodel.
High training and benefit levels and low turnoverare thought to increase organizational
commitment (Lincoln and Kalleberg 1990). Although our primaryconcern is with employees' careercommitmentratherthanemployercharacteristics,we include these indicators in our multivariateanalysis to isolate the individualeffects of workercareer stakes
from contextualorganizationand industryeffects.

High School General Deviance
Our index of general deviance during high school ranges from 0-10 with a mean of 2.7
and a standardizedCronbach'salpha of .76. This index representseleven dichotomous
(yes/no) responsesindicatingwhetherthe respondenthad engaged in the following behaviors duringhigh school: (1) driventwenty miles or more over the speed limit, (2) drivena
car or motor vehicle after having too much to drink,(3) made prankphone calls, (4) vandalized propertythatdid not belong to them, (5) stolen somethingworthless thanfifty dollars, (6) stolen something worth more than fifty dollars, (7) sold or gave alcohol to youth
underthe age of twenty-one, (8) used or tried to use someone else's checks or credit cards
withoutpermission,(9) been in a physical fight or fist fight, (10) brokeninto a home, store,
building, or vehicle to steal something, and (11) taken money or valuables from someone
by force. We did not attemptto gauge incidence or frequency of offending for the high
school period, in light of the greaterreliabilityand validity of "ever"varietyquestions for
this earlierperiod (Hindelang,Hirschi, and Weis 1981).

High School Employee Deviance
The YDS dataalso contain informationaboutworkplacedeviance duringhigh school. The
questions were identicalto those comprisingthe dependentvariablebut with dichotomous
(yes/no) response choices to facilitate recall (Hindelanget al. 1981). We thus constructed
an index for high school employee deviance using a count of the same nine behaviors.
Scores on this index rangedfrom 0-9 with a mean of 2.1 and a standardizedCronbach's
alpha of .72. When the past year's employee deviance was placed on a common metric
with the high school index, high school scores were significantly higher (2.1 versus 1.7
acts on average)than an identicalsummativeindex for the past year.

Human Capitaland Ascribed Characteristics
The effect of career stakes may be spuriousdue to the greaterhumancapital of workers
who hold career stakes in their currentjobs. We measure human capital by the highest
level of educationcompleted, an orderedvariablerangingfrom elementaryor junior high
school (coded 1) to professional degree or Ph.D. (coded 8). The mean of 4.1 is approximately equal to having completedan associate degree. We also include sex and race in our
multivariatemodels, as these ascribed characteristicsmay be associated with both work
conditions and employee deviance. As indicated in Table 2, approximatelyhalf of the
respondentsare male and a thirdare nonwhite.3
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AnalyticStrategy
We firstestimate separatebivariateregressionsfor the effects of careerstakes andjob satisfaction on employee deviance and then comparethese effects with estimates from a multiple regressionequationcontainingboth career stakes and job satisfaction.Next, we add
human capital, ascribedcharacteristics,and objective work conditions to the model with
both careerstakesandjob satisfaction.We then estimatethe effects of all the above factors
and the two measures of prior deviance. By statistically controlling for lagged levels of
employee deviance, this model is a variantof static score regression(Finkel 1995).4This
analytic strategy provides a strong test of the social investment hypothesis because it
removes the effects of stable differences across individuals in propensity to commit
employee deviance. We also include a measureof priorgeneral deviance, since the meaning of work is likely to change between high school and the mid-twentiesand prioroccupationaldeviance may not adequatelycontrolfor preexistingdeviantpropensities.
RESULTS
The bivariatecorrelationbetween careerstakesin the currentjob andjob satisfactionis .46
(not shown), and both are strongpredictorsof employee deviance. To assess the independent effects of these variables,we firstregressemployee deviance on careerstakes andjob
satisfactionseparatelyin models 1 and 2 of Table 3, respectively.In model 1 of Table 3,
the coefficient of -.925 implies that respondentsreportingthe strongestcareer stake (2)
had about2 x (-.925) or 1.85 fewer acts of employee deviance in the past year thanthose
lacking a career stake in their currentjob (0). The job satisfactioneffect in model 2 suggests that those reportingthe highest level of satisfaction(6) have about 5 x (-.779) the
unstandardizedregressioncoefficient for job satisfaction,or approximately3.9 fewer acts
of employee deviance thanthose reportingthe lowest level of satisfaction(1).
Model 3 in Table 3 shows that job satisfaction and career stakes have independent
effects, but these effects are somewhatreducedwhen both are included in the same equation. Moreover,each standarderrorrose by about 11 percentover the bivariatemodels due
to the intercorrelationof satisfaction and career stakes. Nevertheless, both explanatory
variablesremainstatisticallysignificantat the .01 level.
In model 4, objective work conditions, humancapital and ascribedcharacteristicsare
addedto determinewhetherthe effect of careerstakes is spuriousdue to preexistingdifferences in jobs or workers.The level of careerstakes in the currentjob remainsa significant
predictorbut is slightly reduced in magnitudewhen controlling for these variables.Predictably, males reportsignificantly more acts of employee deviance than females. Race,
education,and income are not significantpredictorsof employee deviance net of the other
independentvariables. Somewhat surprisingly,supervisorswith authorityat work report
more workplacedeviance net of the other independentvariables,a relationshipthat also
holds in the bivariatecase. Although unexpected, this finding is consistent with powercontrol theory (Hagan, Gillis, and Simpson 1985; Hagan, Simpson, and Gillis 1987, p.
798), which suggests that those with workplace authorityhave more freedom to deviate
and are less subjectto social control.Alternatively,this findingmay simply reflectsupervisors' greateropportunityto commit certain acts (Gottfredsonand Hirschi 1990, p. 192;
Shapiro 1990).
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DEVIANCEAT AGES24-25
PREDICTORSOF EMPLOYEE
(UNSTANDARDIZEDCOEFFICIENTS)

Subjectivework attitudes
Careerstakes (0-2)

2

3

4

5

-.779**
(.149)

-.661**
(.219)
-.552**
(.166)

-.603**
(.234)
-.592**
(.168)

-.532*
(.214)
-.518**
(.154)

.0007
(.030)
1.07**
(.342)
-.417
(.370)
.335
(.363)
.272
(.318)
-.097
(.350)

-.013
(.027)
.994**
(.314)
-.292
(.340)
.028
(.335)
.144
(.292)
.107
(.321)

-.925**
(.196)

Job satisfaction(1-6)
Objective work conditions
Income (hundredsof dollars)
Authority(supervisor= 1)
Primarysector (primary= 1)
Continuingtraining(training= 1)
Turnover(turnover= 1)
Insurancebenefits (benefits = 1)
Priordeviance
GeneralIndex (0-10)

.301**

(.078)
.629**
(.099)

Employee deviance index (0-9)
Humancapital
Education(1-8)
Ascribedcharacteristics
Male (vs. female)
Nonwhite (vs. white)
Intercept
Numberof cases
R2

5.16
(.254)
678

7.64
(.679)
663

7.31
(.684)
663

.032

.040

.053

-.058
(.097)

.019
(.089)

1.18**
(.316)
.217
(.387)
6.84
(.895)
642

.505
(.300)
.516
(.356)
4.38
(.850)
639

.098

.245

* p > .05, **p > .01 (twotailedtests).
Standard
errorsarein parentheses.

Why does a subjectivemeasureof careerstakes behave so differentlyfrom what might
arguablybe consideredan objective measureof the same concept?One explanationis that
authorityin the absence of career stakes creates opportunitiesfor deviance without the
commitmentthat would inhibit it. We thereforetested for an interactionbetween career
stakes and authorityposition. Although the productterm was only marginallysignificant
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(p = .125), the results showed the highest levels of occupationaldeviance among those
lacking careerstakesbut holding authoritypositions.
Figure 1 elaborates the relations among workplace deviance, authority,and career
stakes. Those in authoritypositions who do not hold a career stake in their currentjob
reportan averageof 6.3 deviantacts, relativeto only 3.5 acts for those with a careerstake.
For those lacking workplace authority,we also observe the highest levels of deviance
amongthose withouta stake in theircurrentjob. Careerstakesthus reducedevianceamong
workerswith and withoutworkplaceauthority.Aside from authority,however,none of the
otherobjective work conditions significantlyaffect employee deviance. Even when career
stakes and satisfactionare excluded from the model, none of these predictors--continuing
training,turnover,benefits and income--are significantpredictorsof workplacedeviance
(analysis not shown). Only the indicatorfor primarysector approachesstatisticalsignificance in the bivariatecase (p = .085) and, as expected, career stakes and satisfaction
mediateits effects (see also Crutchfieldand Pitchford1997).5
Finally, high school general deviance and high school work deviance are added in
model 5. The standardizedbetas (not shown) suggest that these are the strongesteffects
overall and dramaticallyincreasethe explained variationin employee deviance from .098
to .245. Nevertheless, the effects of both careerstakes in the currentjob andjob satisfaction remainstrongand significantin the final model. Moreover,the effects of these subjective work attitudes are comparable in magnitude in model 5: a one standarddeviation
increase in careerstakes reduces employee deviance by about0.4 acts and a one standard
deviation increase in job satisfaction reduces employee deviance by approximately0.5
acts, net of priordeviance and the other independentvariables.6
Authorityagain emerges as a positive predictorin Model 5, with those in supervisory
positions committingaboutone more deviantact in the past year thanthose not in supervisory positions. Note that aftercontrollingfor priordeviance, the sex effect is dramatically
reduced:males in their mid-twentiesdo not commit significantlymore acts of employee
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deviance than females, once levels of high school deviance are controlled.7Race, level of
education,and income remainunrelatedto workplacemisconductin our final model.
Althoughthe effects of primarylabormarketsector are not significantin the multivariate models in Table 3, it may be the case thatjob characteristics,such as careercommitment, interact with labor market sector so that their effects are only observed in the
primary(or core) sector. We thereforedisaggregatedthe sample and estimated our final
model separatelyfor each sector. In comparingthe two equations,however,we could not
reject the null hypothesis thatevery regressioncoefficient in the primarysector was equal
to its correspondingestimate in the secondarysector.sIn both sectors, the unstandardized
careerstakescoefficient was approximately-.5, as in model 5 of Table3 for the combined
sample.Thus, the same social investmentmodel of employee deviance appearsto apply to
both sectors.
To examine the robustnessof these findings,we also estimatedmodels of more serious
employee misconduct (in which the deviance outcome excluded tardinessand calling in
sick when not sick) and a three-itemindex of employee theft. In both cases, the effects of
all workvariableswere somewhatattenuated,althoughcareerstakesandjob satisfactioncontinuedto be strongnegativepredictorsof employee deviance(tablesavailablefromauthors).
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
Our primary finding is that social investment in the form of career stakes reduces
employee deviance in a model that includes stringentcontrols for prior deviance. Even
aftercontrollingfor priorworkplacemisconductand otherjob attributes,a change from no
career stakes to high career stakes is associated with a reduction of one full act of
employee deviance per year. Moreover,job satisfactionhad a similarly strong and robust
effect on employee misconduct,suggesting thatcareerstakesandjob satisfactionare independentpredictorsof workplacemisconduct.
Our social investment model of employee deviance combines elements of informal
social controland rationalchoice theories.We link these theories with a social-psychological mechanism--career stakes in the currentjob. The results show that employees who
view their work as "careerjobs" ratherthan "survivaljobs" have a strong stake in conformity (Toby 1957; Hollinger 1986) that reduces employee deviance. By avoiding deviance
at work, they maintaintheir investmentin their chosen career. In addition, we find that
employees who are satisfied with theirjobs are likely to conform to work rules. Satisfaction may also signal a stake in conformity,althoughit is more likely to representan affective dimension of the employment relation rather than the strategic social investment
indicated by career stakes. Nevertheless, more satisfied workers commit fewer acts of
workplacedeviance than less satisfiedworkers,a findingconsistentwith priorresearchon
workermisconductand recidivismamong criminaloffenders(Uggen 1999).
The data only partiallysupportthe conception of career stakes as an implicit contract
between workerand employer.We find thatemployees are motivatedto follow the rules of
the workplacein orderto realize their investmentand continue along their chosen career
trajectories.In turn, employers should be motivatedto provide satisfying work with an
established career line to induce productivityand inhibit deviance. Both workers and
employerswould therebybenefitfrom this social investmentor contract.Nevertheless,we
found little supportfor the effectiveness of employer-providedtrainingor healthinsurance
benefits in reducing worker misconduct.Although we observed a marginallysignificant
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association between employee deviance and labor marketsector,these effects were mediated by careercommitmentandjob satisfaction.
Our findingsbearmore directlyon employees' attitudesand behaviorsthanon employers' intentions and actions. Nevertheless, workplacedeviance is clearly analogous to the
problems of absenteeism, turnover,and other outcomes studied by organizationaland
occupationalresearchers.Thus, this researchraises questions with importantimplications
for organizationalresearchand the sociology of work and occupations. Do post-Fordist
managementapproachesthat promise to empowerworkers,such as total quality management, reduce rates of workplace deviance? Organization-levelresearch is necessary to
determinewhether such tactics inhibit deviance, perhapsby increasing the career stakes
and organizationalcommitmentof workers.
At the aggregate level, our social investment model predicts that rates of workplace
deviance should be affected by the relative availabilityof careerjobs relative to survival
jobs. Repeatedcross-sectionalresearchis necessary to test such hypotheses and to determine whetherother structuralchanges in labormarketsaffect ratesof workermisconduct.
A series of repeatedcross-sectionalsurveystrackingchanges in satisfaction,commitment,
and workplace deviance--such as a replication of the Quality of Employmentseries
(Quinn and Staines 1979) with the additionof a deviance module--would provide excellent data for such tests. Finally,cross-nationalor comparativeresearchis needed to determine whether observed national differences in job satisfaction and organizational
commitment(Lincoln and Kalleberg 1990) affect levels of employee deviance.
An unanticipatedresult, that workplaceauthorityincreasesdeviance, provides a counterpointto our main findingsaboutcareerstakesandjob satisfaction:those in authorityare
likely to hold greatercareerstakes in theircurrentjobs but also have more opportunityfor
deviance and less accountability.In elaboratingthis relationship,we discoveredthatcareer
stakes reduce deviance among those with and without authority,but that those who had
authoritywithoutcareerstakesin theircurrentjobs reportedthe highest levels of deviance.
We suggested that this patternof results is consistent with John Hagan's power-control
theory (Haganet al. 1985; 1987) as well as with the opportunitymechanismspecified by
Michael R. Gottfredsonand Travis Hirschi (1990) and Shapiro (1990). How might we
arbitratebetween these differinginterpretationsof authorityeffects?
Gottfredsonand Hirschi(1990) arguethat selection processes inherentin the upperend
of the occupationalstructureare likely to place people with relativelylow criminalpropensities in authoritypositions.They thereforepredict,"ratesof crime amongemployed whitecollar workersshouldbe low as comparedto those of people in less structuredoccupations
with similaropportunities"(1990, p. 191). It is unlikely thatdiscrepanciesin opportunities
for common forms of workplacedeviance, such as tardiness,substanceuse, or theft, are
sufficientlygreatto accountfor the positiveauthorityeffect we observed.Therefore,although
we cannot standardizeour workplacedeviance index by opportunitieswith these data,the
Gottfredson-Hirschihypothesisdoes not appearto fit the evidence presentedin Table3.
The power-controlinterpretationof the authorityeffect (Hagan et al. 1985; 1987) is
more consistent with our results.The core assumptionof power-controltheory is that "the
presence of power and the absence of control create conditions of freedom that permit
common forms of delinquency"(Haganet al. 1985, p. 1174). Unlike our social investment
model and analysis, however,Hagan and his colleagues consideredthe effects of parental
workplace authorityon the delinquentbehaviorof their children.Contraryto most theories of crime, power-controltheory predictsgreater"commondelinquency"(Hagan et al.
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1985, p. 1161) among the sons of owners and supervisorsthanamong the sons of workingclass fathers.We found greater"commonworkplacedeviance"among the authorityholders themselves, consistent with a power-controlinterpretationof employee misconduct.
Although our social investmentmodel emphasizes informalcontrols in the form of career
stakes--and hence the control portion of power-controltheory--neither our conceptual
model nor our empiricaldata are inconsistentwith the majorassumptionsof power-control
theory.Elaborationof a power-controltheory of workplacedeviance is thus a potentially
fruitfuldirectionfor futureresearch.
Our findings also have implications for other general theories of adult deviance and
crime outside the workplace.We found that social investmentin the form of careerstakes
reduced deviance among a general sample of young adults. These results parallel other
studies of stability and change in deviant careers (Crutchfieldand Pitchford 1997; Hagan
and McCarthy1997; Sampson and Laub 1990). Our conception of careerstakes is consonant with "occupationalcommitment"(Sampson and Laub 1993, p. 156), the "stability
thatgoes with good work"(Crutchfieldand Pitchford1997, p. 112), and social embeddedness in employment (Hagan and McCarthy 1997, p. 232). In each case, some variantof
career stakes or commitmentaffects deviant behavior.Futureresearchcould explore the
effects of careerstakes andjob satisfactionamong older cohortsto see whetherthese subjective work attitudescontinueto affect employee deviance in later life stages.
There are severallimitationsto the currentstudy.First,our resultsare based on a single
communitysample of a cohort of young adults.The effects of career stakes may differ in
other labor marketsor life-course stages. Second, we have no independentverificationof
the validity and reliability of our retrospectiveself-reporteddeviance indicators.Despite
this caveat, there is little reasonto suspect thatthe past year's deviance would be underreportedrelativeto reportsof the same items for the high school period.Third,high ratesof
job turnoveramong the young adult populationcomplicate efforts to tie specific jobs to
specific offenses. Nevertheless, we included a turnoverindicatorin our models and any
unmeasuredvariationin turnoverwould likely bias estimates of job attributesdownward
ratherthan upward,resulting in more conservativetests of our hypotheses. Finally, our
dichotomousmeasuresof labormarketsector,turnover,and employee benefitsand training
may not captureimportantvariationsin these factorsthatcould affect employee deviance.
Despite these limitations,this researchsupportsa social investmentmodel of employee
deviance among a general sample. When individuals'currentjobs match their long-term
career goals, they hold a stake in workplace conformity that inhibits deviant behavior.
Although we found little evidence that benefit levels and workertrainingaffect employee
deviance, we would not arguethat organizationscan affordto ignore such considerations
in theirhiring and humanresourcespractices.If firmsoffer high-turnover,low-wage work
that lacks benefits and job security, few of their employees are likely to develop career
stakes in theirjobs. To minimize workplacedeviance, then, employers should offer satisfying work with establishedcareer lines and identify potentialemployees on the basis of
their long-termcareerinterestsas well as theireducationand work experience.
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NOTES
1. About five percentof the respondentsreplied "don't know"to the careerstakes question. We
code these "don't knows" as lacking a career stake in their currentjobs (aggregatingthem with
respondentswho state that their currentjobs are not linked to their long-termobjectives), since they
clearly do not recognize theirjobs as providinga stake in conformity.
2. Because workersin retailtrade and service sectors may have greateropportunitiesto commit
theft, we initially distinguishedbetween service jobs and other secondarysector employment. Due
to a low number of respondentsworking in the (non-service/retail)secondary sector (31 of 739
respondents),we combine the secondarywith the service/retailsectors for our analysis. In our initial
trichotomy,we classified 72 percentof the workersas primarysector. 23 percentas service or retail,
and 4 percent as other secondary.Thus, for the dichotomous indicator,a total of 27 percent of the
workingrespondentsare classified as secondarysector employees.
3. Approximately 13 percent of the participantsare Asian. 9 percent are African American, 4
percentare Latino, I percentareAmericanIndian,and 6 percentotherraces.
4. Because the past-yearemployee deviance index reflects incidence and high school employee
deviance is a count, the two variablesdo not sharea common metric.When we estimatedmodels in
which both employee deviance measures were placed on a common nine-point scale, our results
were substantivelysimilarto those reportedbelow.
5. We consideredestimatinga structuralequationmodel that would partitionthe directeffects of
employer benefits and sector on deviance from their indirect effects throughcareer stakes and job
satisfaction.Because we found little correlationbetween the employer variablesand deviance, however, we presentthe multipleregressionanalysis ratherthan the structuralmodel.
6. We also estimatedmodels in which career stakes were dichotomized in a single variableand
models with separate indicator variables for "high stake" and "partialstake." In each case, our
results were very consistent with those reportedin Table 3. Relative to those whose currentjobs
were not linked to their long-termcareerobjectives, those with high careerstakes reported1.1 fewer
acts and those with partialstakes reported.6 fewer acts in an equationthat was otherwiseequivalent
to the one shown in model 5 of Table 3.
7. To explore potential gender differences in the effects of our independentvariables, we also
estimatedmodels for males and females separately.Althoughthere were few statisticallysignificant
sex differences,the effect of careerstakes was slightly strongerfor females and the effect of authority position was slightly strongerfor males.
8. We used Chow's (1960) test for global equivalence:

Fk+.N+N2-2k-2

-

- (SSERRORI+ SSERROR2)]/(K + 1)
[ SSERRORTOTAL
(SSERRORI+ SSERROR2)/(N1 + N2 - 2K - 2)

where the subscripts 1 and 2 index the two separatesamples, TOTALindicatesthe combined sample, and K is the numberof independentvariablesin one equation.
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Drawing on recent insights from the study of legal consciousness and gender relations,
the authors test the generality of Catharine MacKinnon’s theory of the sexual
harassment of adult women. Survey and interview data from the Youth Development
Study and the General Social Survey are analyzed to identify a behavioral syndrome of
sexual harassment for males and females during adolescence and young adulthood and
to compare the syndrome against subjective reports of sexual harassment. A clear
harassment syndrome is found for all age and sex groups and MacKinnon’s predictions
about the influence of workplace power and gender relations are generally supported.
Financially vulnerable men as well as women are most likely to experience harassing
behaviors, and men pursuing more egalitarian gender relationships are most likely to
identify such behaviors as sexual harassment. Nevertheless, adult women remain the
most frequent targets of classic sexual harassment markers, such as unwanted touching
and invasion of personal space.

n her groundbreaking book, Sexual
Harassment of Working Women, Catharine
MacKinnon notes that men’s victimization of
women “is sufficiently pervasive in American
society as to be nearly invisible” (1979:1). Since
the publication of her book, sexual harassment
has become increasingly visible, and variants of
MacKinnon’s broad sociocultural explanation
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have gained broad acceptance (Schultz 2001;
MacKinnon 2002; Tangri, Burt, and Johnson
1982; Welsh 1999). In reaction to evidence that
at least some male and adolescent workers are
targets of sexual harassment (Kalof et al. 2001;
Talbot 2002; Thacker 1996), critics have begun
to challenge feminist views of sexual harassment
as an act committed by powerful adult males
against “powerless females” (Patai 1998:170) as
founded on “unexamined notions of male
‘power’ and predatoriness” (Patai 1998:59; see
also Francke 1997; Schultz 1998:95).
Nevertheless, a systematic examination of the
theory’s basic propositions about gender and
power has yet to emerge in the social science literature. No empirical study of sexual harassment
has appeared in the prominent general interest
sociology journals American Journal of
Sociology, American Sociological Review, or
Social Forces (Sever 1996). In light of the
impressive body of sociological theory around
the phenomenon, a burgeoning research literature in the top specialty journals, and the strong
public interest it has generated, this void is surprising.
The neglect of sexual harassment in mainstream sociology also forestalls research that
could have broad implications. In this paper we
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elaborate and test MacKinnon’s sociocultural
theory and address three such questions bearing on the generality of sexual harassment. For
the sociology of gender, we consider how feminist models—originally designed to account
for men’s violence against women—can explain
a diverse range of sexual harassment scenarios.
For the sociology of law, we examine how people define their harassment experiences as sexual harassment. For life course studies, we
consider the relative prevalence of sexual harassment in the adolescent and adult workplace and
test whether the same individuals are likely to
be targeted at different life course stages.
We first discuss existing theory and research,
focusing on legal and sociological definitions
of sexual harassment as a syndrome of related
behaviors. We then develop a general conceptual model of harassment experiences and legal
consciousness, introducing hypotheses about
sex and age differences in experiencing and
perceiving harassment. We explain the targeting
of men and adolescents by uniting R.W.
Connell’s notion of a gender system that privileges a particular vision of heterosexual masculinity with MacKinnon’s power-based account
of the sexual harassment of adult women. Next,
we detail our survey and interview data sources
and strategy of analysis. Because sexual harassment involves a complex of behaviors, we use
latent class analysis to measure and assess group
differences based on responses to survey items.
We then present statistical results and interview
excerpts, focusing on age and gender differences in harassing experiences, their meaning
to targets, and their relation to workplace power
and gender relations. Finally, we take stock of
MacKinnon’s model in light of recent developments in theory and the current project.
LEGAL AND SOCIOLOGICAL
UNDERSTANDINGS OF SEXUAL
HARASSMENT

DEFINITIONS OF SEXUAL HARASSMENT
U.S. sexual harassment law has been heavily
influenced by MacKinnon’s (1979) argument
that sexual harassment constitutes sex discrimination under Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights
Act (see, e.g., Cahill 2001; Saguy 2003).
Although we focus on her sociological model
rather than her legal arguments, the two are
closely intertwined. Since Meritor v. Vinson,

(477 U.S. 57 [1986]), the U.S. Supreme Court
has recognized hostile work environment sexual harassment, which occurs when unwelcome
sexual advances or a wide range of verbal or
physical sexual conduct unreasonably interferes
with a person’s job or create an intimidating or
offensive work atmosphere.1 A “severe or pervasive” legal standard applies to the definition
of a hostile work environment, such that harassment may be established by a single serious
incident or a pattern of less severe, but repeated behaviors. Therefore, measures of sexual
harassment must assess the overall pattern of
diverse workplace behaviors as well as their
severity.
As in other areas of law, interpretations of
sexual harassment are shaped by “legal consciousness” or the cultural schemas guiding the
understanding and use of law (Merry 1990;
Ewick and Silbey 1998). Because consciousness
of sexual harassment is likely to vary across
social groups, a critical issue—for both legal and
sociological purposes—is deciding whose perspective should determine whether sexual
harassment has occurred. In Harris v. Forklift
Systems, Inc., 510 U.S. 17 (1993), the Supreme
Court adopted a dual “objective/subjective”
standard that takes into account both the specific
“objective” behaviors that a “reasonable person”
would find abusive, and the target’s “subjective”
impressions of the experiences. Some lower
courts have held that such impressions of harassment depend on the gender of the intended targets, rejecting the reasonable person standard in
favor of a “reasonable woman” standard (Ellison
v. Brady, 924 F.2d 872 [9th Cir. 1991]).
Similarly, some federal appellate courts have
recognized the concept of “gender stereotyping”
in extending Title VII protections to males. For
example, in Doe v. Belleville an adolescent male
was physically harassed and threatened with
sexual assault by older males because his
appearance and behavior “did not conform to his
co-workers’ view of appropriate masculine
behavior” (119 F.3d 563 [7th Cir. 1997]).
Apart from legal definitions, social scientists have conceptualized and measured sexual
harassment in a well-developed scholarly liter-

1 The Court also recognizes “quid pro quo” harassment in which sexual demands are made a condition
of employment or a basis for employment decisions
(see Welsh 1999).
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ature. As MacKinnon noted in the 1970s, “lacking a term to express it, sexual harassment was
literally unspeakable, which made a generalized, shared, and social definition of it inaccessible” (1979:27). Though the term is
common today, we are still without a generally
shared social definition that would help people
who are targets of sexual harassment to readily identify such behavior. MacKinnon (1979:1)
defined sexual harassment as “the unwanted
imposition of sexual requirements in the context
of a relationship of unequal power.” Psychologist
Louise Fitzgerald and colleagues later developed
an influential Sexual Experiences Questionnaire
to distinguish gender harassment, unwanted
sexual attention, and sexual coercion (Fitzgerald
et al. 1988; Gelfand, Fitzgerald, and Drasgow
1995). Others define sexual harassment more
broadly as “repetitive, unwelcomed, and inherently coercive” acts (Katz et al. 1996:35), as one
aspect of social sexual behavior (Gutek, Cohen,
and Konrad 1990; Williams, Giuffre, and
Dellinger 1999), or as generalized workplace
abuse (Keashly 2001; Richman et al. 1999).
Recent sociological research in this area links
individuals’ ideas about sexual harassment to
broader structural relations and cultural systems (e.g., Kalof et al. 2001; Katz et al. 1996;
Morgan 1999; Padavic and Orcutt 1997; Rogers
and Henson 1997; Rospenda, Richman, and
Nawyn 1998). For example, Quinn (2002:389)
attributes gender differences in interpreting sexual harassment to the acceptance of “normative
ideas about women’s inscrutability and indirectness and men’s role as sexual aggressors.”
Another trend in sexual harassment research
has been the attempt to differentiate consensual forms of workplace sexuality from sexual
harassment (Dellinger and Williams 2002;
Quinn 2002; Williams et al. 1999). Schultz
(2003) argues that employers are “sanitizing”
workplaces in pursuit of organizational efficiency, rooting out benign sexual conduct but
ignoring sex segregation and inequality.
Despite differences across these literatures,
most scholarly definitions of sexual harassment
specify conduct that is “unwelcome or unsolicited, is sexual in nature, and is deliberate or
repeated” (Barr 1993:461). Although commonalities exist, some argue that a “lack of
conceptual clarity and specificity” continues
to plague sexual harassment research (Fitzgerald
and Shullman 1993:19), suggesting the phenomenon is best conceptualized as a construct

of multiple related behaviors (Gelfand et al.
1995) or as a process rather than an event (Quinn
2002:400). There is also disagreement regarding which behaviors constitute harassment
(Sever 1999), how gender affects perceptions
(Kalof et al. 2001), and whether “subjective” or
“objective” behavioral measures are most appropriate (Welsh 1999; Welsh and Nierobisz 1997).2

FEMINIST PERSPECTIVES AND MACKINNON’S
SEXUAL HARASSMENT MODEL
Feminist theories view sexual harassment as
the product of a gender system maintained by
a dominant, normative form of masculinity. In
particular, Connell (1987; 1992; 2002) posits
that gender-based inequalities and discrimination are maintained and negotiated through
interrelations among differently gendered (and
therefore differently privileged) subjects within a larger gender system. Connell’s constructivist theory introduced the concept of
hegemonic masculinity—a gender system that
privileges a singular vision of adult heterosexual masculinity over all forms of femininity
and alternative masculinities.3 Connell’s theory acknowledges multiple masculinities and
femininities (Martin 1998) and takes account of
the subjective experience of gender and harassment within a larger gender system.
Major themes in Connell’s recent theory are
compatible with MacKinnon’s earlier sociocultural conceptualization of the gender system
and recent feminist scholarship that emphasizes
the performative, relational, and socially constructed nature of gender (Butler 1990; Kimmel
1994; West and Zimmerman 1987). For
MacKinnon, gender and sexuality are similarly identified as systems of power and domina-

2

We should note that behavioral measures are
also subjective; they rely upon individuals to perceive
and record the behaviors (see Jaschik and Fretz 1991;
Kalof et al. 2001).
3 The concept of hegemonic masculinity has been
criticized for its representation of the Gramscian
notion of hegemony (Demetriou 2001; Hall 2002;
Jefferson 2002; see also Donaldson 1993; Lorber
1998) but lauded for its representation of multiple
masculinities and femininities and its utility across
research settings (Anderson 2002; Bird 1996;
Donovan 1998; Gallagher and Smith 1999; Lee 2000;
McGuffey and Rich 1999; Quinn 2002).
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tion, with adult men wielding sexual power to
assert and maintain dominance over women.
MacKinnon thus locates cultural definitions of
deviant and conforming sexual behavior in individual- and societal-level processes of gender
socialization (1979:154) and in the imposition
of power derived from the material economic
sphere upon the sexual sphere (1979:203,174).
For MacKinnon, as for Connell, normative constructions of masculinity disempower those who
do not adopt these norms, either because their
sex prevents them from doing so (e.g., for biological females) or because they are men who
do not adhere to the privileged normative model
of heterosexual masculinity.
Therefore, men and women are likely to experience and perceive sexually harassing behaviors differently because of gender inequality
and culturally prescribed expressions of sexuality. As Estrich (1987) notes, men and women
are held to different standards of sexuality and
these standards work to maintain the existing
gender order. Women may perceive sexually
harassing behaviors as threatening, in part,
because they are taught from an early age to be
concerned about their bodily safety and to protect their sexuality (Burt and Estep 1981). Men
are taught less about the possibility of sexual
predators than women and for good reason—targets of sexual violence are overwhelmingly
female and perpetrators are overwhelmingly
male (U.S. Department of Justice 2002). Further,
sexually harassing behaviors such as “girl
watching” are themselves born of the social
practices of masculinity (Quinn 2002). Because
of these differences, we expect that the underlying meaning of a sexual joke or a touch is gender specif ic, and men may be unlikely to
consider themselves potential targets in a society that privileges masculinity (Kalof et al.
2001; see also Nelson and Oliver 1998).
MacKinnon’s attention to gender-based power
differentials thus provides some insight into
which males may be targets of sexual harassment, as well as how they might make sense of
these experiences.
Surprisingly few empirical studies have tested MacKinnon’s most basic proposition that
“most sexually harassed people are women”
(1979:193). While research consistently shows
that many adult women are sexually harassed at
the workplace (Fitzgerald and Shullman 1993;
MacKinnon 1979; U.S. Merit Systems
Protection Board 1988), a handful of studies

have established lower but nontrivial rates of
male-targeted harassment (Kalof et al. 2001;
Kohlman 2003; Talbot 2002; Thacker 1996).
The U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity
Commission (2003) reports that males now file
15 percent of all sexual harassment charges4
and that the number of such charges has doubled in the past decade.5
Although age clearly is linked to power and
gender relations (Connell 2000; Thorne 1993),
it has rarely been considered in studies of workplace sexual harassment (Gruber 1998). In fact,
some have charged that a focus on gender-based,
rather than age-based, power differentials
ignores women’s agency and competence as
adults (Patai 1998). For these critics, applying
the same legal protections to adult females that
are normally extended to children smacks of
paternalism (Schultz 1998) or even the “infan-

4 One such claim occurred in the U.S. Supreme
Court case establishing same-sex harassment as gender discrimination, in which Joseph Oncale testified
to numerous sexual humiliations, attacks, and threats
of rape by coworkers (Oncale v. Sundowner Offshore
Services, 523 U.S. 75 [1998]). MacKinnon herself
wrote an amicus curiae brief in support of Oncale
(1997), observing that “sexual abuse of men by men
is a serious and neglected social problem inextricably connected to sexual abuse of women by men.” In
this brief, MacKinnon also tied sexual harassment to
age-based power relations (Oncale was 21 years old),
noting that adult men target those they have power
over in society, including children and younger male
coworkers. Nevertheless, the sexual harassment of
men remains “understudied” (Welsh 1999:185;
Berdahl, Magley, and Waldo 1996), while virtually
“no attention” has been directed to the sexual harassment of adolescent workers (Fineran 2002:953).
5 As in landmark cases with female plaintiffs, such
as Meritor v. Vinson, (477 U.S. 57 [1986]; see, e.g.,
Marshall 1998), the disturbing details of the Oncale
case establish the potential severity (though not the
generality) of male-male sexual harassment. In addition to frequent verbal harassment, Oncale was sexually attacked at work on multiple occasions,
including an assault while showering. In Oncale’s
testimony, he said that one coworker lifted him off the
ground while the other “grabs the bar of soap and
rubbed it between the cheeks of my ass and tells me,
you know, they’re fixing to fuck me.” After reporting the incident to a supervisor, Oncale’s coworkers
confronted him and said, “You told your daddy, huh?
Well, it ain’t going to do no good because I’m going
to fuck you anyway” (MacKinnon 1997:13).
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tilization of adult women” (Patai 1998:xv, 69,
170). Such observations acknowledge that adolescents require special assistance in recognizing or responding to sexual harassment, but
there have been few studies of adolescent targets outside the school setting (AAUW 2001;
Fineran 2002; Kalof et al. 2001).
This omission is important because age structures power relations in the workplace, and
harassers may perceive young workers as vulnerable or attractive targets (MacKinnon
1979:29).6 Relative to adults, adolescent workers are concentrated in a small number of occupations and industries, typically in restaurants
and other service and retail settings (Mortimer
2003; CHSICL 1998). These jobs may be characterized by pleasurable or tolerable sexual
behaviors, such as flirting and bantering, as
well as sexual harassment (Folgero and Fjeldstad
1995; Giuffre and Williams 1994). In a study of
a fast food restaurant, Reiter describes greater
jostling, flirting, and teasing among adolescents than adult workers, noting that worker
interactions are “clearly marked by age and
gender” (1991:155). The socialization of adolescents into adult work roles thus includes
learning the meaning and acceptability of various workplace interactions (Mortimer 2003;
Steinberg et al. 1981), including sexual harassment (see Schultz 2003). Younger workers may
be increasingly aware of sexual harassment as
an abstraction, but less experienced in distinguishing between acceptable and problematic
workplace conduct. To track these and other
age-graded changes in the structure and meaning of sexual harassment, a recent authoritative review calls for longitudinal or life course
studies (Welsh 1999).7 Our conceptual model
6 Paradoxically, most adolescents have an important source of countervailing power: unlike most
adults, they need not work to support themselves or
their families. In fact, employed adolescents come
disproportionately from middle-class families
(CHSICL 1998). Although we expect adolescent
workers to experience high rates of harassing behaviors (especially relative to the limited number of
hours that they work), these expectations are tempered
by adolescents’ high rates of job satisfaction
(Mortimer 2003:68) and their greater opportunities
to exit potentially harassing workplaces.
7 In addition to gender and age, a line of empirical research has linked sexual harassment with social
class, race, and other factors (Cleveland and Kerst

and analysis explores the generality of sexual
harassment and offers specific hypotheses about
gender and consciousness of harassment over
the life course.
CONCEPTUAL MODEL
AND HYPOTHESES

CONCEPTUAL MODEL
Figure 1 shows an integrated conceptual model
of power, masculinity, and sexual harassment,
based on MacKinnon’s theory of sexual harassment, Connell’s theory of gender relations, and
recent work on legal consciousness. Power
arrangements—including the privileging of heteronormative masculinity in the gendered workplace (Acker 1990) and age relations that give
adult men rights and power over adolescents
(MacKinnon 1997)—affect the extent to which
individuals experience particular harassing
behaviors. When these behaviors are severe or
pervasive and concurrent in time and place,
they constitute a syndrome of behavioral sexual harassment. The prevalence of the syndrome
and even its constituent behaviors is likely to
vary by gender and age, with power arrangements typically placing adult women at special
risk.8
Although all adult women are culturally identified as potential targets of sexual harassment,

1993; Kalof et al. 2001; Marshall 1998; Rospenda et
al. 1998; Tangri et al. 1982; Vaux 1993). Researchers
have identified particular dimensions of workplace
power that place employees at greater risk of sexual
harassment, including occupational status (Ragins
and Scandura 1995; Richman et al. 1999), supervisory authority (Rospenda et al. 1998), and organizational factors (DeCoster et al. 1999; Gutek and
Cohen 1987; Kohlman 2003; Mueller et al. 2001).
8 While adolescent females are doubly disadvantaged by age and gender, adult women typically have
less power to leave unpleasant work situations and
generally work longer hours than adolescents. In the
data to be analyzed, respondents worked far more
hours as young adults than as high school students,
although 93 percent of the sample worked for pay at
some point during high school. Among working adolescents between 9th and 12th grade, the median
hours worked per week rose from 8 to 20 hours
among boys and from 10 to 20 hours among girls.
However, by age 24–25 years, men were working an
average of 37 hours per week and women an average
of 34 hours per week.
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Figure 1. A General Model of Power, Masculinity, and Legal Consciousness in Predicting Sexual Harassment

male targets are likely to be those “perceived not
to conform to stereotyped gender roles”
(MacKinnon 1997:2; 1979:178) or practicing
“marginalized masculinities” (Connell 1995).
Further, although Connell views masculinities
as situation-specific “configurations of practice” rather than fixed individual characteristics
(1995:81), males who consistently practice marginalized masculinities are likely to be consistent targets of sexual harassment throughout
the life course.
Of course, individuals do not automatically
translate their experiences with harassing behaviors into a global account of those experiences
as sexual harassment. Theories of legal consciousness suggest that both culturally available schemas and individual resources are
important in the process of labeling the complex
of behaviors as sexual harassment (Ewick and
Silbey 1998:53). Although men in less powerful positions may be targets of sexually harassing behaviors at the workplace, they are unlikely
to interpret these behaviors as sexual harassment
because they generally lack a cultural reference
point that would give meaning to them as a unified construct or phenomenon. This is the case
for the “core markers” culturally associated
with the sexual harassment of adult women,
such as sexual touching and invasion of personal

space, as well as more ambiguous behaviors,
such as physical assault or offensive jokes.
Because heteronormative masculinity encourages men to conceive of themselves as predators or protectors rather than targets (or
“victims”) of such harassing behaviors, men
who experience the behavioral syndrome are
less likely to identify it as sexual harassment
than women who experience the behavioral syndrome. Nevertheless, consciousness of sexual
harassment is tied to consciousness of gender
relations, such that men with more egalitarian
attitudes and behaviors in gender relationships
are most likely to recognize these experiences
as sexual harassment.

SPECIFIC HYPOTHESES
We draw six hypotheses from this model, the
first taken from MacKinnon’s basic proposition that “most sexually harassed people are
women” (1979:193; 1987:107).
Hypothesis 1, Gender Difference in Harassing
Behaviors: More females than males will
experience specific sexually harassing
behaviors.
The second hypothesis specifies that a behavioral syndrome of sexual harassment will be
observable for males and adolescents as well as
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adult women, but that its form will vary for
adult females, adolescent females, adult males,
and adolescent males.
Hypothesis 2, Syndromal Clustering: Sexually
harassing behaviors will cluster in a syndrome or construct of behaviors for all
groups, but its structure will differ by age
and sex.
The next two hypotheses address legal consciousness and the subjective interpretation of
harassing behaviors. While sexual harassment
exists within the cultural repertoire of events that
might occur at the workplace among women,
men are less likely to consider themselves potential targets and therefore are less likely to perceive the behavioral syndrome as sexual
harassment.
Hypothesis 3, Gender Difference in Subjective
Appraisal: More females than males will
perceive that they have been sexually
harassed, as measured by a “subjective”
self-appraisal.
Hypothesis 4, Gender Difference in Association
between Behavioral and Subjective
Harassment: General “subjective” perceptions of sexual harassment will be more
closely correlated with the behavioral sexual harassment syndrome for females than
for males.
We similarly predict less continuity between
adolescent and adult harassment experiences
for females because all adult women are culturally identified as potential targets, whereas
particular males will be consistently targeted
based on their expressions of masculinity.
Hypothesis 5, Gender Difference in Life-Course
Continuity: The correlation between behavioral sexual harassment in adolescence and
adulthood will be lower for females than for
males.
Our final hypotheses address power and masculinity, the predicted mechanisms linking age
and sex to sexual harassment experiences.
Hypothesis 6a, Workplace Power: Men and
women holding less workplace power are
more likely to be targeted than men and
women holding greater workplace power.
Hypothesis 6b, Gender Relationships: Adult
men in more egalitarian gender relationships are more likely to perceive sexual

harassment than adult men in less egalitarian gender relationships.
As summarized in Figure 1 and the hypotheses, we suggest that gendered power relations
result in females being more frequent harassment targets than males, and adolescents to be
targeted at high rates relative to the number of
hours they work. Because dominant cultural
understandings of sexual harassment identify
adult women as the most likely targets, however, the adult men and adolescent males and
females will be less likely than adult women to
interpret their experiences as sexual harassment. Although our individual-level data cannot provide a critical test of the macro-level
paths outlined in the figure, our analysis will
offer evidence bearing on each of the hypotheses.
DATA, MEASURES,
AND STRATEGY OF ANALYSIS
We adopt a quantitative survey approach, guided by in-depth interviews undertaken with a
subset of 33 survey respondents. Although
methodological choices are contested in sexual harassment research as elsewhere (Arvey and
Cavanaugh 1995; Gillespie and Leffler 1987;
Smith 1994), our design is informed by an
emerging measurement literature in the area: following Fitzgerald and Shullman (1993), we
inquire about a range of potentially harassing
behaviors, posing more subjective questions
about sexual harassment separately from questions about specif ic behaviors; following
Gelfand et al. (1995:174), we conceptualize
sexual harassment as “a construct, with multivariate responses that are related” rather than as
a simple event; and, following Welsh, we test
harassment measures for multidimensionality
(2000) and link survey data with intensive interviews (1999).

DATA AND MEASURES
We analyze data from the Youth Development
Study (YDS), a prospective longitudinal investigation that began in 1988 with a random sample of 1,010 ninth graders in the St. Paul,
Minnesota public school district. The annual
survey was administered in school from 1988
until 1991, with mail questionnaires used from
1992 until 2000. To our knowledge, no other
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data set contains a set of behavioral sexual
harassment items for males and females in adolescence and adulthood. We placed these items
on the 11th survey wave in 1999, when respondents were 25–26 years old, and obtained data
from 742 of the original 1,010 respondents
(73.5 percent).9 We measure sexual harassment
with six dichotomous behavioral indicators,
ranging from sexual content in the workplace
(such as offensive remarks about the respondent)
to physical assault. We began with a set of
behavioral indicators because of their demonstrated reliability and validity (Welsh and
Nierobisz 1997), using the high school period
as a “contextual cue” (Horney and Marshall
1991) to help orient respondents. We asked
whether they had experienced each harassing
behavior while working in jobs since high school
(the young adult period) and in jobs held during
their high school years (the adolescent period).
Research on sexual victimization suggests
that providing such checklists of specific behaviors helps elicit accurate self-reports of early,
averse sexual experiences (Miller, Johnson, and
Johnson 1991). Because dichotomous indicators
have generally proven most reliable in such retrospective accounts, all of our behavioral measures are dichotomous. Although there is some
potential for recall problems with the high
school items, researchers in other contexts report
impressive stability in self-reports of delinquency and victimization for periods of up to 8
years (Hindelang, Hirschi, and Weis 1981:80).
Our measures were written to reflect the
breadth of harassment behaviors included in
the Inventory of Sexual Harassment (Gruber
1992) and Sexual Experiences Questionnaire
(SEQ) (Fitzgerald et al. 1988; Gelfand et al.
1995). We follow the SEQ in asking first about
specific harassing behaviors (offensive jokes,
remarks or gossip, intrusive questions, invasion of personal space, unwanted touching,
offensive pictures or other materials, and physical assault). Only then do we invoke the term
“sexual harassment” using a more subjective
global item (would you consider these experi-

9 The sample well represents the St. Paul community (Finch et al. 1991; Mortimer 2003). About 74
percent of the panel is white, 10 percent AfricanAmerican, 5 percent Hispanic, and 4 percent Asian.
For details on YDS sampling and panel retention, see
Mortimer (2003:29-43).

ences sexual harassment?). This allows us to
examine hypotheses about gender differences in
legal consciousness as well as sexually harassing behaviors.
Because we sampled from populations whose
sexual harassment experiences have rarely been
studied (e.g., males and adolescents), our YDS
indicators differ from those on the SEQ and
other instruments developed for adult female
respondents. Most importantly, we avoided ageand gender-specific language. For example, the
SEQ includes “leering” and “attempts to stroke
or fondle” which may be less recognized by
males, and “repeated requests for drinks or dinner,” which may be less relevant to adolescents.
Instead, we asked about general conduct, such
as “unwanted touching” and “invasion of personal space,” to develop inclusive measures that
would not immediately exclude ambiguous
behavior (such as a supervisor putting an arm
around a subordinate) that may or may not indicate sexual harassment.
This approach may overstate the prevalence
of sexual harassment by including sexual behaviors that are not harassing (such as some types
of sexual banter), as well as harassing behaviors
that are not sexual (such as physical assault). We
address this potential danger in four ways: (1)
by examining the interrelation between more
ambiguous and less ambiguous “core” items; (2)
by considering the interrelation between all
behavioral items and the global self-assessment
of whether the behaviors constituted sexual
harassment; (3) by examining models that
exclude less serious items; and, (4) by conducting intensive interviews with a subset of survey respondents, discussing the nature and
context of their experiences with sexual harassment.
We selected YDS participants for intensive
interviews based on their survey responses. We
sent letters to 98 males and 86 females who
had reported experiencing some form of harassing behavior at work, inviting them to discuss
their experiences in a 60- to 90-minute interview. A total of 28 men and 30 women expressed
interest in participating and we completed interviews with 14 men and 19 women, who were
each paid $40. The interviews took place at a
location of the participant’s choosing and were
taped for later transcription. Participants were
asked to describe their experiences in their own
words and were not provided specific response
categories. Our goal was to learn more about the
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context of potentially harassing experiences,
participants’ own understandings of specific
workplace interactions, and their ideas about
sexual harassment more generally (Giuffre and
Williams 1994; Stambaugh 1997). In choosing
particular excerpts for inclusion in this paper,
we looked for patterns across the interviews
and selected those quotes that we thought best
represented these patterns.
Following the analysis of the indicators and
interviews described above, we examine the
association between workplace power, gender
relations, and sexual harassment using survey
data from the YDS as well as the General
Social Survey (GSS) (Davis, Smith, and
Marsden 2003). To address concerns that the
concept of power is poorly articulated or
unmeasured in sexual harassment research
(Patai 1998), we assess it directly as financial
insecurity and supervisory authority. To measure respondents’ beliefs in and adherence to
normative gender relations expectations, we
consider their career expectations for themselves and their partners (Morgan 1999) and
behavioral indicators of these relationships,
such as the share of housework they provide.
Appendix 1 describes each of the measures
used in this portion of the analysis.

STRATEGY OF ANALYSIS
We will first present descriptive statistics and
simple t-tests to compare the rate of specific
harassing behaviors across age and sex groups
in our YDS survey data. Analyzing these items
individually could obscure important information about their covariation, yet combining
them in a summative scale could conceal
important group differences in the occurrence
of particular behaviors. Restricting the analysis to one or two core items is also problematic, as sexual harassment is defined in part by
its pervasiveness. To overcome these difficulties, we use a latent class approach (Dayton
1998; Lazarsfeld and Henr y 1968;
McCutcheon 1987) to examine these behaviors
in combination and to test for the presence of
a common syndrome of sexual harassment.
Because there are several known indicators
but no criterion “gold standard” that establishes sexual harassment with certainty, latent
class techniques are especially appropriate in
this context. These methods test whether the
covariation between each of the behavioral

harassment items is due to their mutual relationship to an unobserved or latent sexual
harassment construct. If so, then specification
of the latent sexual harassment variable should
reduce this covariation among individual survey items to the level of chance variation
(McCutcheon 1987:5–6). Latent class analysis
also allows us to establish whether there are
distinct types of sexual harassment within age
and sex groups and to impose equality constraints to test whether a latent sexual harassment syndrome varies across groups.10 All
latent class models are estimated using the
CDAS-MLLSA program (Eliason 1997).
For our purposes, the greatest advantage of
latent class analysis is that it helps reduce a
complex set of response patterns among
numerous intercorrelated nominal indicators to
a rigorous but tractable set of ideal types without imposing a set of a priori assumptions
about what counts as sexual harassment. This
permits us to test hypotheses bearing on fundamental substantive questions about the generality of sexual harassment: (1) whether we
can observe a syndrome of sexual harassment
among men and adolescents; (2) whether this
syndrome is the same as or different than the
one MacKinnon identif ied among adult
women; (3) how subjective perceptions of
harassment are related to this behavioral syndrome for different groups; and (4) whether the
behavioral syndrome is related to workplace
power and gender relations in the manner suggested by theories of sexual harassment. In
addressing these questions, we also report
illustrative examples of the nature and context
of sexual harassment based on our intensive
interviews with a subset of YDS respondents.
RESULTS

PREVALENCE OF SEXUAL HARASSMENT
Table 1 shows descriptive statistics and t-tests
for each sexual harassment item. The social
distribution of harassing behaviors varies with

10 For example, adult females who report offensive
materials may also report unwanted touching, but
teenage males may report offensive materials in isolation. If so, such materials may be less indicative of
sexual harassment for adolescent males than for adult
females.
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Table 1. Percent Reporting Harassing Behaviors at Two Life Stages
Female

Male

t-value

22%
22%
15%
07%
04%
02%
33%
17%

31%
25%
10%
03%
07%
04%
38%
11%

–2.814
–.747
1.771
2.399
–1.819
–1.839
–1.516
2.363

35%
42%
29%
13%
08%
02%
60%
32%

37%
42%
17%
05%
07%
03%
58%
18%

–.504
–.084
3.971
3.547
.235
–.911
.576
4.355

33%

14%

5.969

At any job you have held during high school, have you experienced .|.|.
—Offensive jokes, remarks, or gossip directed at you?**
—Direct questioning about your private life?
—Staring or invasion of your personal space?†
—Unwanted touching?*
—Pictures, posters, or other materials you found offensive?†
—Physical assault by a co-worker, boss, or supervisor?†
Percent experiencing any of six behaviors
Percent experiencing touching or space (core indicators)*
At any job you have held since high school, have you experienced .|.|.
—Offensive jokes, remarks, or gossip directed at you?
—Direct questioning about your private life?
—Staring or invasion of your personal space?**
—Unwanted touching?**
—Pictures, posters, or other materials you found offensive?
—Physical assault by a co-worker, boss, or supervisor?
Percent experiencing any of six behaviors
Percent experiencing touching or space (core indicatorsa)**
Global Indicator
—Would you consider any of the above experiences during
— or since high school sexual harassment?**
Note: Sample sizes from 423 to 425 for females and from 314 to 318 for males.
a Core indicators include unwanted touching and invasion of personal space.
† p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01

the type (and perhaps severity) of each indicator. During high school, fewer females than
males report offensive jokes but more females
report invasion of personal space and unwanted touching than males. As adults, females
face the highest rates of these core markers of
sexual harassment—almost one third report
unwanted touching or invasion of personal
space. Contrary to the adolescent period, adult
women also experience offensive jokes,
remarks, or gossip about them at rates comparable to adult men. Clearly, many adolescent
workers experience these harassment behaviors: 33 percent of females and 38 percent of
males report at least 1 behavior, and 17 percent
of females and 11 percent of males were subject to at least 1 core marker. Although each
individual behavioral item may tap some
degree of non-sexual or non-harassing behavior (see, e.g., Keashly 2001; Richman et al.
1999), 33 percent of females and 14 percent of
males reported that they considered their experiences with these behaviors to constitute sexual harassment.
Table 1 shows only partial support for our
first hypothesis, that more females than males

experience specific sexually harassing behaviors.11 Consistent with expectations, females
are more likely to face unwanted touching and
violations of personal space, and we find a
greater gender gap among these core markers
for adults relative to adolescents. Yet males
report similar rates of exposure to the other
items. Adolescent males are somewhat more
likely to report offensive materials and physical assault than adolescent females. These
differences are unlikely to be explained by
gender differences in labor force participation, because participation rates are similar

11 To summarize and test the basic behavioral patterns shown in Table 1, we also pooled the data and
conducted a logistic regression analysis on the 6
harassment items, using age, sex, and their interaction as independent variables (table available from
authors). In additive models, age is a positive predictor of each behavior, and female gender has positive effects on the two core items but negative effects
on offensive jokes and physical assault. In interactive
models, the product term only approaches statistical
significance for the offensive jokes, remarks, and
gossip item (p < .1).
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for adolescent males and females (U.S. Census
Bureau 2000:403). Nevertheless, results for
the global indicator support our third hypothesis, showing that females are far more likely
than males to report that they considered their
experiences to be sexual harassment.12
12 Although it is possible that some respondents
could have read the global item as soliciting their
opinions about the behaviors referenced rather than
their own experiences, this does not appear to be the
case. The global item followed immediately after the
“have you experienced” items and immediately preceded a question asking whether they had personally consulted an attorney about these experiences.
The rate of affirmative responses to the global item
is also in line with estimates from other studies (summarized in Welsh 1999). Therefore, we believe that
respondents were referencing their own experiences
in answering this item.

A COMMON SEXUAL HARASSMENT SYNDROME
CONSTRUCT

OR

Our second hypothesis predicts that the six
individual indicators will be clustered as a
syndrome of behavioral sexual harassment
within each of the four sample groups (males
and females at each life course stage). The
first step in this analysis is to determine the
number of latent classes needed to characterize the harassment indicators. If a 2-class
model accounts for the covariation among the
behaviors, for example, this may provide evidence of a coherent syndrome. If 3- or 4-class
models are needed, this may suggest multiple
types of sexual harassment (see Fitzgerald et
al. 1988; Gelfand et al. 1995). Summary statistics for models specifying from 1 to 5 latent
classes are reported in Table 2: L2 is the likelihood ratio chi-square test statistic relating

Table 2. Fit Statistics for Latent Class Models
Statistic

One Class

Two Class

Three Class

Four Class

L2
df
p
BIC
ID

359.31

44.13
51
.741
–264.17
.048

40.63
48
.766
–249.53
.044

23.41
43
.994
–236.53
.026

L2
df
p
BIC
ID

305.12

61.84
51
.142
–245.85
.094

34.69
44
.841
–230.77
.051

22.97
41
.990
–224.38
.035

L2
df
p
BIC
ID

309.59

49.06
51
.551
–243.99
.064

26.48
47
.993
–243.59
.044

15.05
45
1.0
–243.53
.033

L2
df
p
BIC
ID

190.66

54.38
50
.311
–233.41
.084

29.03
45
.969
–229.98
.047

20.08
39
.995
–204.39
.036

Adolescent Females

Adult Females

Adolescent Males

Adult Males

Note: L2: likelihood ratio chi-square statistic
df: degrees of freedom
BIC: Bayesian Information Criterion statistic
ID: index of dissimilarity
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the observed data to the latent model, the
Bayesian information criterion (BIC) statistic
helps identify the best fitting model when multiple models provide an adequate fit based on
the L2 criterion, and the index of dissimilarity (ID) between observed and estimated
expected frequencies is the percentage of cases
incorrectly classif ied by each model (see
Dayton 1998; McCutcheon 1987).
The L2 values in Table 2 show the greatest
improvement in fit when comparing 1-class or
independence models (which assume no association among the indicators) to 2-class models. For adolescent females, for example, the
squared likelihood decreases from 359 to 44
when a second class is added, but when a third
class is added, the squared likelihood decreases from 44 to 41. In general, a P-value greater
than .10 and smaller BIC values indicate a
more acceptable fit, so these statistics also
favor a 2-class model: for each group, the 2class model shows a P-value within the limits
of chance variation and the smallest BIC value
relative to 3, 4, or 5-class models. As the number of classes increases, the index of dissimilarity shows that slightly fewer cases are
misallocated. Because these gains are mar-

ginal and the other statistics point to a 2-class
solution, we accept the 2-class models as providing the best and most parsimonious fit to the
data for all groups.
Although two classes describe sexual harassment within each group, the syndrome itself
may differ by age and sex. In fact, when males
and females are combined into a single sample, we find that three adult classes and four
adolescent classes are needed to characterize
the data (tables available from authors). The
nature of the behavioral syndrome for each
group is more readily apparent from the latent
class probabilities and conditional probabilities reported in Table 3. Latent class probabilities show the relative size of each class.
Conditional probabilities show the likelihood
of experiencing particular behaviors for individuals within each class. The group-specific
probabilities for adolescents and adults are
shown in Table 3. The final conditional probabilities offer a clear interpretation. For each
age/sex group the 64 possible response patterns
among the 6 dichotomous indicators are clearly summarized by two classes that can be
described as “high” and “low” sexual harassment, offering a parsimonious rendering of

Table 3. Estimates from Latent Class Models for Adolescence (N = 735) and adulthood (N = 733)
Male

Adolescence
——Offensive jokes about you
——Questions about private life
——Invasion of personal space
——Unwanted touching
——Offensive materials
——Physical assault
—Latent Class Probabilities
—N
—Conditional Latent Class Probabilities
Adulthood
——Offensive jokes about you
——Questions about private life
——Invasion of personal space
——Unwanted touching
——Offensive materials
——Physical assault
—Latent Class Probabilities
—N
—Conditional Latent Class Probabilities

Female

Low
SH

High
SH

Low
SH

High
SH

.130
.060
.000
.000
.010
.020
.329

.920
.900
.430
.140
.280
.100
.097

.020
.040
.020
.030
.010
.000
.429

242
.773

71
.227

315
.747

.810
.740
.500
.200
.140
.070
.145
107
.253

.170
.190
.050
.020
.030
.010
.299
219
.693

.820
.930
.420
.140
.160
.090
.132
97
.307

.150
.230
.080
.030
.040
.000
.391
286
.687

.780
.810
.750
.350
.150
.070
.178
131
.313

墌

Query: All of the other ASA jounals we do want whole numbers, when appearing in a column
of decimals, to be centered rather than decimal aligned. Please confirm that the above
style is what you want as ASR’s standard.
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the observed data.13 Those in the high harassment classes have higher probabilities of experiencing every behavior. Although it may be
defensible to characterize these classes as marking the presence or absence of sexual harassment, we label them “high” and “low” rather
than “harassed” and “non-harassed” because
many of those in the low classes have a non-zero
probability of exposure to many of the behaviors.
Among the adolescent females in Table 3, 107
respondents (about 25 percent) are categorized
within the high harassment class. In adulthood,
this number increases to 131 women (about 31
percent). Female respondents in the high harassment classes in adolescence and in adulthood
have a high probability (ranging from .50 to
.81) of exposure to the first three behaviors,
including offensive jokes, intrusive questions,
and invasion of personal space. In addition, the
severity of harassment seems to increase over
time for females. As they enter adulthood, those
in the high harassment classes have a much
greater probability of experiencing core sexual harassment markers, such as invasion of personal space, where the probability increases
from .50 to .75, and unwanted touching, where
the probability increases from .20 to .35.
Although the overall number in the high harassment class increases, the probabilities of experiencing the other behaviors remain relatively
stable from adolescence to adulthood.
Among the adolescent males in our survey
data, 71 respondents (about 23 percent) are in
the high harassment class, relative to 97 adult
males (about 31 percent). Similar to females,
males in the high harassment classes have a
high probability of experiencing offensive jokes,
intrusive questions, and invasion of personal
space. Unlike females, however, the likelihood
of experiencing the classic markers—invasion
of personal space and unwanted touching—
does not increase in the high harassment class
as males enter adulthood. Yet, for males and
females in the low harassment classes, the prob-

13 A combination of affirmative responses to three
indicators (jokes, remarks, and gossip about the
respondent; intrusive questions; and invasion of personal space) was the most common or second most
common response pattern assigned to the high
harassment class for all four groups.

ability of exposure to most behaviors increases in adulthood.
It is noteworthy that adults in the low harassment classes have a non-trivial probability of
experiencing offensive jokes and unwanted
questions about their private lives (.15 and .23
for females and .17 and .19 for males). While
these behaviors may indeed be unwelcome, they
often prove insufficient to legally establish a
hostile work environment sexual harassment
claim (Vento 2001). Nevertheless, offensive
jokes or intrusive questions are often taken as
evidence of hostile work environment sexual
harassment when they occur among a “plethora of offensive incidents” (Hall v. Gus
Construction, 842 F.2d 1015 [8th Cir. 1988]).
We found a similar pattern in our interviews:
several participants described work settings in
which sexual joking and intrusive questions
were the norm but they did not consider these
behaviors to constitute sexual harassment. Pam
(names and other identif iers have been
changed), who worked as a waitress during high
school and afterward, reported offensive jokes,
intrusive questions, and invasion of personal
space on the job and was categorized in our
high harassment latent class. She told us the following:
It was just kind of accepted. There, people felt
free to pretty much say whatever they wanted .|.|.
I worked with a host, a male host, who was a little bit older and I got a lot of questions, he would
ask me a lot of questions. And looking back at it,
it wasn’t appropriate.

When surveyed, Liz, a middle-class white
woman, reported no harassing behaviors during
her adolescent period. When interviewed, however, she discussed working as a lifeguard in a
sexually charged environment during this time:
There was tons of, lots of, lots of sexual talk
throughout everything. But everybody enjoyed it
and joked about it. I don’t think anybody was
offended, although it probably could have been
offensive.

Though neither Pam nor Liz considered these
experiences to be sexual harassment at the time,
both suggest that, in retrospect, their experiences may have been problematic. This is consistent with research on the adolescent
workplace as a setting for learning about adult
work roles (Mortimer 2003). As Pam and Liz
have gained age and experience, they have perhaps developed a more nuanced sense for dis-
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tinguishing problematic workplace conduct.
While it is possible that Pam and Liz would
still not define these particular experiences as
sexual harassment, even if they happened today,
the responses of both women indicate an
increased awareness about potentially problematic workplace conduct that seems to have
come with age.
We should also note that males who experience offensive joking may in fact interpret these
jokes as a form of male bonding, or “doing
masculinity,” rather than harassment (Connell
1995; Quinn 2002). Nevertheless, our latent
class results and interview data suggest that not
all men experience offensive joking as an enjoyable form of male bonding. Rick, who worked
in a printing warehouse, reported sexual harassment on the survey and was classified in our
high harassment latent class. He explained that
male coworkers regularly joked in a way that
made him uncomfortable: “There were lots of
really awful jokes—gay jokes, sex jokes.” Rick
said his coworkers knew he was disturbed by the
joking: “Sometimes they would just do it just to
bug me.” Rick said, “They wouldn’t quit. They’d
tell jokes just ’cause they knew it irritated the
crap out of me.” Rick said he would have
protested more about the joking but, “they hassled me enough as it was and I think if I’d said
something it would have been even worse. So I
think the reason I didn’t really ever say anything
was ’cause I just knew they’d even lay into it
even more.” Rick handled the offensive joking
by listening to music all day with headphones.
In Rick’s words, he “literally tuned out.” Rick’s
strategy of tuning out to avoid offensive interactions with coworkers suggests that the joking
was not a bonding experience for him.
Eventually, Rick quit his job out of concern
that he “was gonna get beat up” by the coworkers who participated in the offensive joking.
Although the harassment did not become
physical in Rick’s case, other men reported
more physical workplace conduct. Jerry is a
white male grouped into our latent behavioral
class after his survey responses indicated offensive jokes, intrusive questions, and invasion of
personal space. He did not report that he considered these behaviors sexual harassment.
Nevertheless, he described his shock at being
groped by a male coworker while working in a
correctional facility:
[He] grabbed my butt. Like, not like a—like
grabbed my—And I—.|.|. I freaked. I’m like, “You

don’t—you know, you don’t do that.” You just
don’t [do] that. One, we’re at, this is the workplace.
And two, you don’t, you don’t know me. You don’t
know anything about me. You don’t|.|.|. You don’t
do that. Well, I freaked out. And, you know, and
like, my friends, like, God they were on me.|.|. .

When asked whether he would call the experience sexual harassment, Jerry told us this:
I would say yes, because it wasn’t like I was, I
wanted that grab. I wasn’t, like, advertising. I
wasn’t|.|.|. I don’t know. I guess my opinion is that
the workplace should be the workplace. It shouldn’t
be .|.|. all the grab-assin’.

Like Rick, Jerry makes it clear that his experience could not be described as consensual
male bonding. Instead, the incident called Jerry’s
masculinity into question. Other male coworkers taunted him by saying (in a sing-song voice),
“He likes you!” This response by Jerry’s coworkers suggests that hegemonic masculinity is privileged at the correctional facility. For Jerry,
being the subject of an unwanted grab was just
the first step in his harassment experience. As
a result of the grab, his own adherence to the
privileged model of masculinity was questioned.

TESTING SEX AND AGE DIFFERENCES IN THE
BEHAVIORAL SEXUAL HARASSMENT SYNDROME
Taken as a whole, Table 3 and our interviews
suggest potentially important gender differences as well as similarities in the behavioral
sexual harassment syndrome. We next consider whether these differences are statistically or
practically significant. We fit a series of simultaneous latent class models to learn exactly how
the behavioral sexual harassment syndrome
varies by sex and age, following McCutcheon
(1987). After first imposing a single equality
constraint on each item individually (tables
available from authors), we located group differences by successively adding constraints and
examining the fit of the models.
We first compare males with females in adolescence and adulthood in Tables 4a and 4b.
For the adolescents, all items differ significantly by sex except intrusive questions and
exposure to offensive materials. Adult men and
women have similar harassment experiences,
however, with the important exception of two
core indicators: invasion of personal space and
unwanted touching. Women have greater exposure than men to these classic markers, even
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Table 4. Nested Latent Class Models Testing Sex and Age Equality in Sexual Harassment

a. Male/female differences in adolescence
—Unrestricted, Heterogeneous Model
—Partial Homogeneity Models
——Questions about private life
——Offensive materials
——Invasion of personal space
——Physical assault
——Unwanted touching
——Offensive jokes about you
—Restricted, Complete Homogeneity Model
b. Male/female differences in adulthood
—Unrestricted, Heterogeneous Model
—Partial Homogeneity Models
——Offensive jokes about you
——Questions about private life
——Offensive materials
——Physical assault
——Invasion of personal space
——Unwanted touching
—Restricted, Complete Homogeneity Model
c. Adolescent/adult differences for females
—Unrestricted, Heterogeneous Model
—Partial Homogeneity Models
——Physical assault
——Unwanted touching
——Offensive materials
——Invasion of personal space
——Offensive jokes about you
——Questions about private life
—Restricted, Complete Homogeneity Model
d. Adolescent/adult differences for males
—Unrestricted, Heterogeneous Model
—Partial Homogeneity Models
——Physical assault
——Offensive jokes about you
——Offensive materials
——Unwanted touching
——Invasion of personal space
——Questions about private life
—Restricted, Complete Homogeneity Model

L2

df

093.23

102

097.05
100.92
106.02
112.80
124.23
139.59
140.24

104
106
107
109
110
112
114

116.19

101

116.47
119.10
119.47
122.87
146.76
156.96
158.81

103
105
107
108
110
112
114

105.95

102

105.96
111.29
115.88
125.73
135.49
154.72
187.14

103
105
107
108
110
112
115

103.42

101

104.25
107.26
110.71
115.56
121.98
139.42
150.61

103
105
107
108
110
112
114

df
Difference

L2
Difference

2
2
1
2
1
2
2

3.82
3.87
5.10*
6.78*
11.43***
15.36***
.65

2
2
2
1
2
2
2

.28
2.63
.37
3.40
23.89***
10.20*
1.85

1
2
2
1
2
2
3

0
5.33
4.59
9.85**
9.76**
19.23***
32.42***

2
2
2
1
2
2
2

.83
3.01
3.45
4.85*
6.42*
17.44***
11.19**

* p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001

after they have already been categorized into
high and low harassment classes. These results
establish that the behavioral sexual harassment
syndrome differs by sex and identify the behaviors that distinguish the sexes. The final constraint in the restricted complete homogeneity
model provides a test of whether males and
females are equally distributed across the two

classes. Contrary to our expectations, we find
no gender difference in the probability of assignment to the high harassment class. A similar proportion of males and females thus experience
unwanted sexual content at work, but its character differs by gender.
Tables 4c and 4d offer similar tests of acrossage equality for females and males, respec-
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tively. We find significant differences between
adolescence and adulthood in the probability
of intrusive questions and invasion of personal space, and the probabilities increase most
precipitously for females. Unlike males,
females differ across life course stage in the
conditional probability of exposure to offensive
jokes (with the probability rising for those in
the low harassment class). Perhaps most importantly, the final tests show significant increases in the probability of assignment to the high
harassment class between adolescence and
adulthood.
To summarize the results thus far, we identify a coherent sexual harassment syndrome
within all 4 groups, as indicated by the superior fit of the 2-class models. Nevertheless,
we find that this syndrome varies by age and
sex, with females and adults more likely than
males and adolescents to report core markers.
Of course, these behavioral indicators cannot
speak to our hypotheses about legal consciousness and the association between subjective and behavioral harassment. Our
interviews suggest that some degree of workplace sexuality is common, though the extent
to which it is understood as enjoyable or problematic varies. Therefore, we next consider
how our subjective sexual harassment item
maps onto the statistical latent classes.

BEHAVIORAL SYNDROME AND SUBJECTIVE
HARASSMENT
Table 5 cross classifies respondents’ perceptions
of sexual harassment with their statistical assignment to the behavioral latent classes. These
results are not intended to establish the criterion validity of the latent syndrome, but rather
they are meant to test hypotheses about gender
differences in consciousness of sexual harassment. If men experience behavioral sexual
harassment but do not count themselves among
those eligible to name such experiences sexual
harassment, this should be reflected in a lower
correlation between the behavioral syndrome
and the subjective harassment item for men relative to women. As Table 5 shows, fewer than
half of the respondents in either class defined
their experiences as sexual harassment. About
41 percent of those in the high harassment class
said that they would consider their experiences
to be sexual harassment, relative to 14 percent
in the low harassment class.14 Table 5 elaborates

14 We also conducted a supplementary analysis
defining behavioral harassment solely in terms of the
two core indicators. This yielded a similar degree of
association between subjective harassment and these
core items (G = .6). Relative to the latent class
approach, however, this stricter behavioral standard
placed 47 percent more people in the low harassment
category who told us in their surveys that they had
been sexually harassed.

Table 5. Appraisal of Sexual Harassment by Latent Sexual Harassment Syndrome
Self-appraisal of
Harassment
Overall*
—Was Not Sexual Harassment
—Was Sexual Harassment
—Total
Female**
—Was Not Sexual Harassment
—Was Sexual Harassment
—Total
Male***
—Was Not Sexual Harassment
—Was Sexual Harassment
—Total

Low Sexual
Harassment
n (%)

High Sexual
Harassment
n (%)

Total
n (%)

375 (86%)0
059 (14%)0
434 (100%)

170 (59%)0
117 (41%)0
287 (100%)

545 (76%)0
176 (24%)0
721 (100%)

195 (84%)0
037 (16%)0
232 (100%)

085 (47%)0
095 (53%)0
180 (100%)

280 (68%)0
132 (32%)0
412 (100%)

180 (89%)0
022 (11%)0
202 (100%)

085 (79%)0
022 (21%)0
107 (100%)

265 (86%)0
044 (14%)0
309 (100%)

*** chi square: 69.126 (1 df); gamma: .63
*** chi square: 63.142 (1 df); gamma: .71
*** chi square: 05.356 (1 df); gamma: .36
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this table by sex to test hypotheses 3 and 4
regarding sex differences in legal consciousness and perceived harassment. Consistent with
our third hypothesis, females in both latent
classes are more likely than males to report that
they have been sexually harassed. Among
females experiencing the behavioral syndrome,
53 percent reported they were sexually harassed,
relative to 21 percent of males who experienced
the behavioral syndrome. The large gamma
coefficient for females (.71, compared to .36 for
males) indicates that their perceptions fit most
closely with our statistical class assignments,
consistent with legal consciousness arguments
(Ewick and Silbey 1998) and our fourth hypothesis.
Building on these results, our interviews also
suggest that many men lack a cultural category or reference point from which to understand
their experiences with harassing behaviors. Men
tended to talk around sexual harassment, operating within a restrictive discourse of “acceptable” masculinity (Lee 2000). For example,
rather than directly referencing sexual harassment, they often described the harassment in
general terms, such as “socially unacceptable”
and “a situation,” or they described specific
behaviors such as “grab-assin.” In contrast, most
women we interviewed understood individual
harassing experiences as part of a broader complex of events or as indicative of a larger phenomenon having to do with gender and age
relations.
Laurie, a white woman who worked as a waitress while attending high school, responded
affirmatively to the core sexual harassment
items in the survey as well as the subjective
report of harassment. She attributed some problems with older men to “generational” differences in interaction, but she clearly identified
other contact as sexual harassment:

There was physical contact, but it was part of the
service, part of being hospitable, that—and there
are just some that would pat, or want to grab your
cheek, and your face, and that type of—or touch
your hand over and over again. So sometimes it was
just generational, sometimes it was just sexual
harassment. [emphasis added]

The nonchalance with which Laurie
explained that “sometimes it was just sexual
harassment” parallels that of other female interview participants who tended to describe harassment as just another obstacle that they routinely
confront in their workplaces. Although female
participants were not discounting their own or
others’ actual harassment experiences, most of
them were cognizant that sexual harassment is
pervasive and were comfortable directly referencing it.
To test the statistical significance of the gender differences observed in the survey data, we
estimated logistic regression equations to model
the interaction of sex and class assignment. In
model 1 of Table 6, women are more likely than
men to perceive that they have been sexually
harassed. Under the interaction coding, however,
women in the low harassment class are no more
likely than men in the low harassment class to
view their experiences as sexual harassment,
as shown by the non-significant female effect
in model 3. The significant product term in this
model indicates sex differences in the effect of
the behavioral syndrome on the likelihood of
perceiving sexual harassment. This pattern of
results is consistent with the idea that males
lack a clear cultural reference point to translate
the constellation of behaviors they report into
a perception of sexual harassment.
An alternative explanation of these findings,
however, is that the behavioral syndrome measures something other than sexual harassment.
Given the disjuncture between male rates of
perceived harassment (14 percent) and the
prevalence of the behavioral syndrome (23 per-

Table 6. Logistic Regression Estimates Predicting Subjective Sexual Harassment (N = 721)
Model 1
B
Female
Latent Behavioral Syndrome
Female*Latent Syndrome
Constant

Model 2

Model 3

SE

B

SE

B

SE

1.084**

.193

0.997**
1.445**

.202
.188

–1.810**

.163

–2.470**

.201

0.440
0.750*
1.023*
–2.102**

.288
.329
.403
.226

* p < .05; ** p < .01
Downloaded from asr.sagepub.com at Serials Records, University of Minnesota Libraries on December 28, 2012

#1331-ASR 69:1 f lename:69105-uggen
SEXUAL HARASSMENT—–81

cent and 31 percent in adolescence and adulthood, respectively), there is some danger that our
latent classes may capture non-sexual forms of
harassment or sexual behavior that is not harassing. Therefore, we reestimated all models, leaving out the two most prevalent, but perhaps
least serious, verbal behaviors—offensive jokes,
remarks, or gossip directed at you, and direct
questioning about your private life. Overall, our
findings are robust: the 2-class model provides
the best fit for all four of our groups, and those
classes reveal a syndrome of sexual harassment
(tables available from authors). Fewer people
exhibit the behavioral syndrome in these models (8 percent of adolescent males, 9 percent of
adolescent females, 11 percent of adult males,
and 16 percent of adult females), which tap
more egregious sexual harassment: for example,
the probability of unwanted touching was more
than .4 for all groups and .7 for adult females.
Yet the 4-item construct (or an exclusive reliance
on the core touching and space indicators) overlooks instances where severe or persistent verbal harassment interferes with respondents’ jobs
or creates an intimidating atmosphere. Note
also that these latent class probabilities are signif icantly lower than respondents’ own
appraisals of their situations. Nonetheless, with
or without these items, the superior fit of the 2class model suggests that a coherent sexual
harassment construct emerges for men and adolescents as well as adult women.15
To help assess whether the behavior reported on the surveys was explicitly sexual, we
relied on our intensive interviews. Male interview subjects told us about clients or coworkers attempting to kiss them, grab their buttocks,
15 As an alternative to our latent class approach, an

anonymous reviewer proposed estimating a logistic
regression equation predicting the overall selfappraisal of harassment using the individual harassing behaviors as predictors. Although the individual
behaviors are very closely correlated, this approach
revealed some interesting patterns that mirror some
of the gender differences in the behavioral syndrome
reported in Table 5. For females, offensive jokes,
invasion of personal space, unwanted touching, and
offensive materials are all statistically significant
positive predictors of subjective harassment. For
males, offensive pictures and physical assault are
significant positive predictors, and invasion of personal space and unwanted touching are statistically
significant at p < .1.

or touch them in other ways that made them
uncomfortable, and telling sexually explicit,
misogynistic, or anti-gay jokes. The women we
interviewed similarly described coworkers and
managers grabbing their buttocks or breasts,
“wandering hands” on their knees and inner
thighs, attempts to unsnap their bras, kiss, or rub
against them, persistent questions about their sex
habits and preferences, and other unwanted sexual behaviors. In one case, a female worker
described regular parties hosted by the company chief executive officer (CEO) that involved
strip poker, nude hot-tubbing, and erotic
dancers.
In some instances, the interviews suggested
that workers were themselves unsure whether
specific workplace interactions were “sexual
enough” to count as sexual harassment. James,
a white man who has held a variety of blue collar jobs, told us his ambivalence in responding
affirmatively to the survey question about “invasion of personal space” but not to the global item
asking about sexual harassment. He then
described situations when coworkers and bosses made him uncomfortable by getting too physically close to him, touching him on the arm or
shoulder, or putting an arm around him. Erin,
a working class white woman, reported a wide
range of harassing behaviors on the surveys
and was classified in the high harassment class
in both adolescence and adulthood. She
described a situation in which she was initially
ambivalent about a fellow custodian’s behavior
toward her (which included hugs and massages)
but came to understand it as sexual harassment
as it started “getting kinda creepy” and he
ignored her requests to stop. The behavior continued even after a supervisor’s warning:
He [the male custodian] said he was sorry and all
that and then a couple days later or weeks later he
touched me again and I was like, all right. So I told
[my boss] again about it. And there was even two
occasions where he actually unsnapped my bra
while we were at work. Yeah, and I was like, all
right, that’s it, no more! .|.|. He would laugh about
it and say, “Ha ha, lookit, I can unsnap your bra
with one finger.” I said, “I don’t care how many fingers it takes, don’t do it. Don’t ever do it again.”

Our survey data and latent class models thus
complement the interviews, each revealing how
a range of potentially harassing behaviors clusters into a syndrome of sexual harassment.
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SEXUAL HARASSMENT IN ADOLESCENCE AND
ADULTHOOD
Table 7 tests our fifth hypothesis regarding gender differences in the continuity of harassment
during the life course. The table shows a strong
association between sexual harassment at the
two stages of the life course: 72 percent of
respondents who experienced the behavioral
syndrome in adolescence also experienced it
as adults. Table 7 shows a correlation between
behavioral harassment in adolescence and adulthood that is stronger for males than for females.
The same males are thus targeted at two stages
of the life course, whereas more females are targeted for the first time at the adult stage. A full
43 percent of females experienced the syndrome
at some point ((72 + 71 +35)/415 = .43)—a
figure in line with estimates from previous studies (Benson and Thomson 1982; Welsh 1999)—
relative to 35 percent of males ((39 + 56 +
14)/312=.35).
To test the statistical significance of these
differences, we again estimated logistic regression equations, modeling the interaction
between sex and adolescent class assignment
with a product term in Table 8. Model 1 shows
no significant sex differences in the likelihood
of behavioral harassment in the adult stage.
Model 2 shows that the odds of harassment in
the adult stage are ten times higher (e2.326 =
10.2) for adolescents who experienced the
behavioral syndrome than for adolescents who

did not. Finally, consistent with hypothesis five,
model 3 shows significant sex differences in the
effect of adolescent class assignment on adult
class assignment. The positive female effect in
model 3 indicates that, among those not targeted in adolescence, women are more likely than
men to be targeted as adults. Men who are
harassed as adolescents, however, are at great
risk for harassment as adults: the odds for males
in the high adolescent class to be in the high
adult class are 20 times higher (e3.036 = 20.8)
than the odds for males in the low adolescent
class. The corresponding odds are lower among
females, in part because there are many more
new adult female targets. All adult women are
at some risk of sexual harassment and more
females than males in our sample were targeted at some point in their lives.

MASCULINITY AND WORKPLACE POWER
Although our individual-level survey data cannot speak to macro-level relationships between
power, masculinity, and the cultural meaning of
sexual harassment, we can bring some evidence
to bear on these relationships by examining patterns of association between measures of workplace power, gender relations, and sexual
harassment. Tables 9 and 10 address our final
hypotheses regarding power and masculinity,
reporting logistic regression equations predicting the behavioral syndrome and subjective
harassment. We consider perceived financial

Table 7. Adult Sexual Harassment Syndrome by Adolescent Sexual Harassment Syndrome
Adolescent

General, Adulta
Sexual Harassment
—High Sexual Harassment
—Total
Female, Adultb
—Low Sexual Harassment
—High Sexual Harassment
—Total
Male, Adultc
—Low Sexual Harassment
—High Sexual Harassment
—Total

—Low

Low Sexual
Harassment
n (%)

High Sexual
Harassment
n (%)

Total
n (%)

440 (80%)0
111 (20%)0
551 (100%)

049 (28%)0
127 (72%)0
176 (100%)

489 (67%)0.
238 (33%)0.
727 (100%).

237 (77%)0
072 (23%)0
309 (100%)

035 (33%)0
071 (67%)0
106 (100%)

272 (65.5%).
143 (34.5%)
415 (100%).

203 (84%)0
039 (16%)0
242 (100%)

014 (20%)0
056 (80%)0
070 (100%)

217 (70%)0.
095 (30%)0.
312 (100%).

a chi

square: 163.890 (1 df); gamma: .82
square: 066.677 (1 df); gamma: .74
c chi square: 104.634 (1 df); gamma: .91
b chi
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control and supervisory authority as dimensions of workplace power (Appendix 1 shows
the wording of questions and the descriptive
statistics for these items). Consistent with our
model, those reporting less financial security are
most likely to experience the behavioral syndrome, although the positive effect of supervisory authority in model 2 is counter to our
expectations.
Holly, a white woman who was the first and
only female manager at her company, helped
explain why female supervisors reported high
levels of harassment in our survey. She noted
that her male coworkers had specific expectations about women’s workplace roles. She
describes her firm as follows: “[It is] an oldschool company. It’s mostly males. Part of the
old boys’ club.” Holly also describes how male
subordinates respond to her as a female manager:
They joke periodically about this is the first time
a woman’s been in a management position there
directly under the owner and they’ll joke and say,
“If we had somebody with balls in this position
we’d be getting things done.”

A woman’s authority does not immunize her
from sexual harassment, at least within a cultural
context in which males hold greater power and
authority. Although Holly reports a range of
harassing behaviors and is classified among the
high-harassment group in our statistical models, she did not report in the survey that she was
sexually harassed.
Apart from workplace power, the attitudes
and behaviors regarding gender relations reveal
one facet of the “marginalized masculinities”
(Connell 1995:81) hypothesized to affect perceived harassment. As an attitudinal indicator,
the survey asked the high school seniors to
describe their beliefs about their spouse working outside the home after they have children.
As a behavioral measure, we also indexed the
amount of indoor housework that a respondent

does each week during the young adult period.
Model 3 presents results from the additive
model, and model 4 includes the hypothesized
gender relations interactions and an interaction
between supervisory authority and gender.
Model 4 shows that women in supervisory positions and men who do more housework are likely to experience the behavioral harassment
syndrome.
In models predicting subjective harassment,
we also include indicators of the two core behavioral harassment items. This helps isolate the
independent effects of workplace power and
gender relations on perceived harassment from
the effects of exposure to the behaviors most
commonly associated with sexual harassment.
As noted above, heteronormative masculinity
implies a construction of sex and gender in
which males are predators or protectors rather
than targets, which may partially account for low
male perceptions of sexual harassment.
Although the pattern is somewhat weaker in
these models, the results suggest that men with
more egalitarian attitudes toward their spouse’s
work patterns may have a broader frame or cultural reference point that gives meaning to their
own harassment experiences as a unified construct.
To test the robustness and generalizability
of these findings on an item that more explicitly references sexual conduct, we report results
of our General Social Survey (GSS) analysis in
Table 10. Sexual harassment is measured in the
GSS with a complex single item referencing
sexual advances, physical contact, and sexual
conversations (see Table 10). This item is useful for testing the robustness of YDS results
because it is unlikely to tap nonsexual workplace
conduct and because it was asked of a nationally representative adult sample. About 43 percent of women and 26 percent of men reported
harassment on this GSS item. These numbers are

Table 8. Logistic Regression Estimates Predicting Sexual Harassment Syndrome in Adulthood (N=727)
Model 1

Female
Adolescent Latent Syndrome
Female* Adolescent Syndrome
Constant

Model 2

Model 3

B

SE

B

SE

B

SE

0.190

.160

0.141
2.326**

.182
.199

–0.829**

.122

–1.458**

.150

0.458*
3.036**
–1.137**
–1.649**

.221
.346
.435
.175

* p < .05; ** p < .01
Downloaded from asr.sagepub.com at Serials Records, University of Minnesota Libraries on December 28, 2012

#1331-ASR 69:1 f lename:69105-uggen
84—–AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW

somewhat higher than for our YDS global perceptions indicator and our latent classes.
The GSS models include an additional statistical control for age because the age range of
respondents is far wider than the YDS cohort
study. Younger respondents were more likely to
report harassment in all models despite their
more limited work histories and reduced exposure time, suggesting that younger cohorts may
have greater consciousness of sexual harassment. Otherwise, the GSS results generally parallel those from the YDS. With regard to
workplace power, people more vulnerable financially and those with more egalitarian views
were most likely to report harassment. With
regard to behavior in gender relationships, men
who do more housework were again most likely to report harassment. These findings lend
some support to the argument that men who
behave in a way that does not match cultural
expectations of heteronormative masculinity
may be targets of harassment. In sum, the supplementary GSS analysis bolsters our confidence in findings based on YDS data and refines
conclusions about how sexual harassment is
related to workplace power and gender relations.
TAKING STOCK OF MACKINNON’S
SOCIOCULTURAL MODEL
The foregoing results suggest that power and
masculinity are linked to harassing behaviors
and perceived sexual harassment. MacKinnon
(1979) posits that sexual harassment derives its
meaning from the social context of power relations in the workplace and in society. Though her
analysis spurred important and credible work,
sexual harassment research has been criticized
for a lack of conceptual clarity (Fitzgerald and
Shullman 1993; Foulis and McCabe 1997; Patai
1998) and methodological rigor (Welsh 1999).
Building on MacKinnon’s theory and recent
work on gender and legal consciousness, we
formulated and partially tested a general model
of sexual harassment to explain both behavioral harassment and subjective perceptions of
harassment. Our results suggest that difficulties
in precisely defining sexual harassment arise
because the structure and meaning of sexual
harassment vary with age and gender. Though
sexual harassment emerges as a clear behavioral
syndrome across age and gender groups, we
find important differences in the specific behaviors that each group experiences.

MacKinnon’s theory and more recent feminist work suggest that power and masculinity
explain the social distribution of harassment
experiences. We therefore tested her most basic
prediction that females would experience more
harassment than males, extended this model to
consider age-based relations of power, and
hypothesized that few males would define their
harassment experiences as sexual harassment.
Although male reports of harassment were higher than we anticipated, we found general support
for these hypotheses. The female rates of harassing behaviors increase in the transition to adulthood, and male rates are comparatively stable.
In fact, for males in the high harassment classes, the likelihood of facing the classic markers
actually declines in adulthood. This finding is
consistent with our prediction that adolescents
are often targeted, in part, because of their relative lack of power in the workplace and the
larger society.
Our GSS results and intensive interviews
lend further support to this life course finding.
Rachel, a working-class woman of color who
worked in restaurants during high school, consulted an attorney after being harassed by an
older male coworker:
He [the supervisor] came for me while I was standing at the drive-through window and he came from
behind and grabbed me. And rubbed up against me.

When asked why she thought her supervisor
targeted her, Rachel said the following:
Well, for one I was young. And I was a young
mother. My supervisor seemed to think, “You must
be a freak or something because you have a child
at a young age.”

Age, race, class, and gender are interlocking
dimensions of power that produce unequal social
relationships and interactions (West and
Fenstermaker 1995). As a young mother and
working-class woman of color, Rachel’s relative
lack of power in the workplace, and in society
more generally, may help explain her experience
of sexual harassment. In fact, Rachel herself
points to her status as a young mother as explanation for the harassment. Her supervisor felt
free to harass her because as an adolescent and
a mother she did not adhere to cultural expectations for females her age. She continued to
experience harassing behaviors from older male
supervisors after high school, when she worked
as a telephone sales representative:
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†

x

should not work

p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01

Constant

x

—Female*Spouse

x

—Female*Housework

x

authority

should not work after kids

—Female*Supervisory

x

—Spouse

x

—Housework

Gender Relations and Interaction Terms
by respondent (10+ hours)

x

—Supervisory

x

Workplace Power
—Perceived financial control

x

—Unwanted Touching

x

Core Behavioral Items
—Invasion of Personal Space

x

–.843**
(.148)

.155
(.191)

Model 1

–.047
(.401)

–.325*
(.129)
.406*
(.204)

.153
(.194)

Model 2

.054
(.516)

.505*
(.199)
–.158
(.200)

–.314*
(.130)
.360†
(.206)

–.061
(.226)

Model 3

.754*
(.341)
–.282
(.237)
.734†
(.423)
–.350
(.421)
.436
(.439)
.361
(.561)

–.324*
(.131)
–.071
(.325)

–.717
(.618)

Model 4

Latent Behavioral Syndrome (N = 527)

–2.329**
(.229)

1.024**
(.246)
1.162**
(.343)

1.133**
(.251)

Model 1

–2.887**
(.518)

.142
(.153)
.401†
(.241)

1.008**
(.248)
1.197**
(.347)

1.184**
(.254)

Model 2

–2.202**
(.654)

–.146
(.234)
–.428
(.271)

.139
(.153)
.417†
(.243)

1.046**
(.251)
1.230**
(.350)

1.033**
(.283)

Model 3

Subjective Harassment (N = 522)

.588
(.478)
–.646†
(.375)
.256
(.544)
–.933†
(.545)
.454
(.541)
–1.997**
(.770)

.136
(.154)
.211
(.460)

1.040**
(.252)
1.241**
(.352)

.662
(.776)

Model 4

Table 9. Workplace Power, Gender Relations, and Sexual Harassment (1999 YDS Data): Logistic Regression Models Predicting Behavioral Syndrome and Subjective Appraisal of
Sexual Harassment
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Table 10. Workplace Power, Gender Relations, and Sexual Harassment (1996 GSS Data): Logistic Regression
Models Predicting Reported Sexual Harassment

Gender
x

Age in years
x

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

.896**
(.124)
–.014**
(.004)

.898**
(.124)
–.012**
(.004)

.814**
(.130)
–.009*
(.004)

1.670**
(.573)
–.009*
(.004)

–.270**
(.081)
.248†
(.148)

–.271**
(.081)
.223
(.149)

–.275**
(.081)
.041
(.234)

.052
(.055)
–.254**
(.087)

.167*
(.082)
–.186
(.153)
.303
(.305)
–.204†
(.110)
–.093
(.183)
–.483
(.485)

Workplace Power
with financial situation

—Satisfaction
x

—Supervisory

authority

x

Gender Relations
of housework done by respondent

—Share
x
—Wife

should help husband’s career rather than her own

x
—Female*Supervisory

authority

x
—Female*Housework
x
—Female*Wife

should help husband’s career

x

Constant

–.616**
(.186)

x

–.247
(.234)

–.004
(.336)

Note: The item is worded as follows: “Sometimes at work people find themselves the object of sexual advances,
propositions, or unwanted sexual discussions from co-workers or supervisors. The advances sometimes involve
physical contact and sometimes just involve sexual conversations. Has this ever happened to you?”
† p < .10; * p < .05; ** p < .01

He [the supervisor] would make comments like
‘Oh I’d love to see you at Playthings [a local strip
club]’ or just little smart comments regarding seeing me in the nude.

Other interview participants described experiences that show how age is tied to workplace
power dynamics. Erin, who also worked in
restaurants during high school, was cornered by
a male coworker who was “way older”:
He asked me to go in the freezer and get him
something. So I went in there and grabbed it and
when I turned around with the box he was there and
he tried to kiss me. And I was like, “Whoa! You
can’t kiss me! I don’t like you! I’m only 14!” .|.|.
I told him, I said, “No!” (Quotes indicate Erin’s
statements to her coworker.)

Erin explained that her reaction would be
even stronger if the same thing happened today,
now that she is in her mid 20s:
I think I’d probably smack the guy in his face
maybe. And say, “Hey!” Being the age that I am.
But then I didn’t know any better. I mean, when

you’re 14 and there’s an older man trying to kiss
you, you’re kind of flattered. You’re like, “Whoa!
He thinks I’m an older woman or something.” But
today I’d probably smack him in his face.

Though Erin is clear that she perceived the
situation described above as inappropriate at
the time, and would today as well, her description indicates that her youth played a role in the
event. Several of the males we interviewed also
tied age to workplace power dynamics. Cam, an
Asian man now in his twenties, noted invasion
of personal space and subjective harassment in
his survey responses. Cam was visibly upset
(he had never discussed the incident before)
when describing how an older female client initiated sexual contact with him several years
before:
She asked me to direct her to stop someplace and
talk|.|.|. And I didn’t know what to do. So I stopped
[the car] and, I mean, she intended to have a sexual relationship with me. She touched me [indicates by touching mouth, chest, and inner thigh],
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she asked me if I would kiss, and I said, “No. No,
I don’t want to do it because you are a married
woman.” And she said she didn’t care because she
has an older husband and she wants someone who
is young and who takes chances. I told her, “No.
I don’t want to do that. It’s wrong.” .|.|. And she literally scolded me. She said, “Well, you are a very
intelligent person in some ways, and very smart,
but you’re still dumb. You’re a very dumb person.”

Other interview participants reported adolescent work settings in which sexual joking,
physical horseplay, and more serious harassing
behaviors were common. As Rachel’s case illustrates, some adolescents pursue legal remedies
when they identify such conduct as sexual
harassment.
Although we observed sexual harassment
among adolescents and males, we confirmed
MacKinnon’s prediction that adult women are
most often targeted. Today, prevailing cultural
understandings of sexual harassment point to
adult women as the primary targets, and we
found this group most likely to interpret harassing behaviors as sexual harassment. Though
females experiencing harassment in adolescence were also quite likely to be targeted in
adulthood, this pattern is even stronger for
males. Men experiencing harassment appear to
have less powerful workplace positions and
more egalitarian gender relationships than other
males, but further research is needed to understand whether the males who are targeted conform to dominant cultural constructions of
masculinity. Our GSS analysis and interview
data suggest that Connell’s conception of “marginal masculinities” may prove useful in elucidating these relationships. For example, male
interview participants discussed sexual orientation in relation to sexual harassment across a
variety of contexts.
Our application of a latent class approach to
the measurement of sexual harassment pursued
Lazarsfeld and Henry’s (1968:3) classic question: “whether the patterns of covariation we
observe may not tell us something about the
defining nature of a concept.” Our analysis
showed that sexual harassment experiences are
best described by simple 2-class models that
appear to identify a behavioral syndrome. About
25 percent of adolescents and 30 percent of
adults were statistically assigned to the high
sexual harassment classes in our 6-item models,
with about 8 to 16 percent assigned to the high

harassment class in the more restrictive 4-item
models. Many others experience at least some
degree of unwanted sexual behavior at work; for
no group did we find a “non-harassed” latent
class. We also observed that invasive behaviors, such as unwanted touching, usually occur
with more common workplace problems such
as offensive jokes. Although males and females
both experience sexual harassment, we find
important differences in the latent structure of
the behavioral syndrome. Moreover, the behavioral syndrome is itself more closely correlated with “subjective” perceptions for females
than for males.
Although MacKinnon initially suggested that
harassment of males would be unlikely (1979),
her observations led to the general proposition
that expressions of gender connote different
amounts of power in the social production of
sexual harassment. Our interviews provide some
important clues in this regard, though further
qualitative work is needed to show how dominant expressions of gender, such as heteronormative masculinity, may be privileged in the
workplace (Lee 2000; Quinn 2002).
Nevertheless, our analysis resolves some of the
tension in debates about whether men and
women experience sexual harassment as a similarly cohesive behavioral syndrome and
whether they are subject to similar forms of
sexual harassment. Indeed, more women appear
to experience a virulent form of sexual harassment than men, as indicated by their greater
likelihood of facing unwanted touching and
violations of personal space, the classic markers of sexual harassment. Yet, for those males
who were targeted in adolescence, we also found
a high degree of life course continuity and repeat
harassment in adulthood.
CONCLUSION
Today, sexual harassment occupies a peculiar
place in American culture. On the one hand,
sexual harassment laws and policies represent
the “great success story of contemporary feminism,” forever altering workplace relations
between the sexes and providing tangible institutions for redressing grievances (Patai 1998:4).
On the other, an undercurrent of patronizing
skepticism often pervades discussions of the
phenomenon. In private conversations and public discourse, some are asking whether regulation of workplace sexual conduct has “gone too

Downloaded from asr.sagepub.com at Serials Records, University of Minnesota Libraries on December 28, 2012

#1331-ASR 69:1 f lename:69105-uggen
88—–AMERICAN SOCIOLOGICAL REVIEW

far” and whether the “whole paradigm of sexual harassment” should be reconsidered (Talbot
2002:95). Moreover, many feminist legal scholars are now challenging the very foundations of
sexual harassment law and policy (Abrams
1998; Ehrenreich 1999; Schultz 1998, 2003).
We suggest that the public skepticism, mainstream scientific neglect (Sever 1996), and legal
dilemmas posed by the phenomenon are caused
partly by untested assumptions about gender
and power. We test some of these assumptions
with an analysis of age and gender differences
in the structure and meaning of harassment
experiences and find evidence largely consistent
with feminist models. We generalize
MacKinnon’s (1979) theory of the sexual
harassment of working women to hypothesize
that dominant constructions of heteronormative masculinity also shape the harassment experiences of other workers. These expectations
are largely supported, although more evidence
is needed on several key points, particularly
those relating to legal consciousness of sexual
harassment.
In general, we found it difficult to tap men’s
experiences with sexual harassment, whether
using intensive interviews or survey methods.
In some instances in which sexual touching
occurred, the men said that they had never discussed these incidents with anyone prior to our
interview. These men seem uncomfortable using
existing cultural categories or vocabulary in
discussing their experiences with harassing
behaviors. We need better measures to learn
how the workplace is gendered for men and
women and to test whether men who do not

adhere to dominant constructions of masculinity are more vulnerable to harassment.
In conclusion, the evidence supports
MacKinnon’s basic propositions that sexual
harassment derives from power and masculinity—for males and adolescents as well as for
adult women. Moreover, the high adolescent
rates and clear harassment syndromes we
observe across age and sex groups indicate that
sexual harassment could be a general social
phenomenon. Nevertheless, differences in experiences remain, and adult women are most subject to classic markers. A model of workplace
power and gender stereotyping appears most
consistent with the social distribution of harassing behaviors as well as the age and sex differences observed in their meaning to targets.
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APPENDIX
Table 1. Variable Descriptions and Descriptive Statistics for Youth Development Study and General Social
Survey Workplace Power and Gender Relations Items
X
Variable
Youth Development Study
—Workplace Power
——Perceived financial control
——Supervisory

authority

x
Description

x
Coding

I feel I am in control of my
financial situation.
Do you supervise other workers on your job?

1 = Strongly disagree
4 = Strongly agree
0 = No
1 = Yes

Mean
(s.d.)

2.78
(.76)
.29
(.46)

(Continued on next page)
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Table 1. (Continued).
X
Variable
—Gender

Relations
should not work after kids

——Spouse

——Housework

by respondent (10+ hours)

General Social Survey
Power
——
Satisfaction with financial situation

Description

Coding

If you have children, do you
think that your spouse will
work outside the home?
Hours per week spent on
indoor household chores

1 = Yes
2 = Maybe
3 = No
0 = Fewer than 10
1 = 10 or more

So far as you and your family
are concerned, would you
say that you are pretty well
satisfied with your present
financial situation, more or
less satisfied, or not satisfied at all?
In your job, do you supervise
anyone who is directly
responsible to you?
Respondent’s age

1 = Not satisfied at all
2 = More or less
—satisfied
3 = Pretty well
—satisfied

It is more important for a wife
to help her husband’s career
than to have one herself.
How much of the work
around your home do you
do (including cooking,
grocery shopping, and
doing little repair jobs)?

Mean
(s.d.)
1.34
(.56)
41%

—Workplace

.——

Supervisory authority

——Age

1 = No
2 = Yes

20%

in years
1 = Strongly disagree
4 = Strongly agree

45.38
(16.97)
2.01
(.74)

1 = Very little or none
5 = All

3.66
(1.18)

—Gender

Relations
——Wife should help husband’s career rather
———than her own
——Share

of housework done by respondent
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Abstract
Power is at the core of feminist theories of sexual harassment, although it has rarely been
measured directly in terms of workplace authority. Popular characterizations portray male
supervisors harassing female subordinates, but power-threat theories suggest that women in
authority may be more frequent targets. This article analyzes longitudinal survey data and
qualitative interviews from the Youth Development Study to test this idea and to delineate
why and how supervisory authority, gender nonconformity, and workplace sex ratios affect
harassment. Relative to nonsupervisors, female supervisors are more likely to report harassing
behaviors and to define their experiences as sexual harassment. Sexual harassment can serve
as an equalizer against women in power, motivated more by control and domination than
by sexual desire. Interviews point to social isolation as a mechanism linking harassment to
gender nonconformity and women’s authority, particularly in male-dominated work settings.
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The term sexual harassment was not coined
until the 1970s (Farley 1978), but formal
organizational responses have since diffused
rapidly (Dobbin and Kelly 2007; Schultz
2003). Today, sexual harassment workshops,
policies, and grievance procedures are standard features of the human resources landscape, and a robust scholarly literature ties
harassment to gender inequalities (Martin
2003) and other forms of workplace discrimination (Lopez, Hodson, and Roscigno 2009).
Power, at work and in the broader society,
pervades accounts of harassment in all of
these literatures (Berdahl 2007a; Rospenda,
Richman, and Nawyn 1998; Welsh 1999).
Yet, after three decades of scholarship, basic
questions about whether and how workplace
power affects harassment remain unanswered.

Much of the evidence relies on inconsistent
measures, wide-ranging time frames, and narrowly focused samples. With rare exceptions
(e.g., Freels, Richman, and Rospenda 2005),
this research uses cross-sectional data better
suited for identifying correlates than for isolating causes. In the absence of rigorous
qualitative and longitudinal designs, the
dynamics of gender, power, and harassment
remain poorly understood.
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This article uses quantitative and qualitative data from the Youth Development Study
(YDS) to consider three hypotheses from an
integrated feminist model of sexual harassment, testing whether supervisory authority,
gender identity, and industry sex composition
are linked to experiences of harassment.
Using strong statistical controls for individual
differences, our quantitative models predict
whether respondents report any harassing
behaviors, the number of harassing behaviors
they report, and whether they subjectively
interpret their experiences as harassment.
After establishing basic empirical relations
using survey data, we analyze qualitative
interviews with YDS respondents to delineate
and explain the processes underlying these
relationships. We then situate both sets of
results within theories of gender and power
and extant research on sexual harassment.

Gender, Sexual
Harassment, And
Workplace Power
Sexual harassment is classified as a form of sex
discrimination under Title VII of the Civil
Rights Act of 1964. The U.S. Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission (EEOC) defines it as
“unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors, and other verbal or physical conduct
of a sexual nature” that interferes with one’s
employment or work performance or creates a
“hostile or offensive work environment” (U.S.
EEOC 2011). Due, in part, to varying definitions and indicators, prevalence estimates vary
dramatically (Welsh 1999), leading many
researchers to adopt a strategy of triangulation
that considers multiple forms or measures (e.g.,
Houston and Hwang 1996; Uggen and
Blackstone 2004).
Feminist scholarship situates sexual harassment within broader patterns of discrimination,
power, and privilege, linking harassment to
sex-based inequality (MacKinnon 1979).
Quinn’s (2002) research on “girl watching,”
for example, ties patriarchal gender relations
to everyday workplace interactions. Quinn
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argues that other men, rather than women, are
often the intended audience of sexist gestures
and comments. Although men often view girl
watching as light-hearted and playful, and
seem surprised when women take offense,
such activities demonstrate men’s power to
sexually evaluate women.1 Similarly, Martin
(2001) finds that men “mobilize masculinities” in ways that often exclude and cause
harm to women as a group, even when this is
not their intention.
Connell’s (1987) theory of hegemonic
masculinity, which argues that society privileges a single normative ideal of male behavior, provides a broad sociological framework
for understanding harassment, gender, and
power. Men may be vulnerable to harassment
if they are perceived as feminine (DeSouza
and Solberg 2004; Waldo, Berdahl, and
Fitzgerald 1998), and women may be targeted
if they challenge their subordinate position in
the gender system. Sexual harassment may
thus act as a tool to police appropriate ways of
“doing gender” in the workplace and to penalize gender nonconformity (West and Zimmerman 1987).
Research on contrapower harassment suggests that gender, race, and class positions
imbue harassers with informal power, even
when targets possess greater organizational
authority than do their harassers (Rospenda et
al. 1998). Women holding authority positions
thus offer an intriguing paradox for theory and
research on sexual harassment, and scholars
have advanced two distinct positions. The first,
the vulnerable-victim hypothesis, suggests that
more vulnerable workers—including women,
racial minorities, and those with the most precarious positions and least workplace authority—are subject to greater harassment. The
second, the power-threat model, suggests that
women who threaten men’s dominance are
more frequent targets. Although the matter is
far from settled, research has found greater
support for the paradoxical power-threat
model, in which women in authority positions
are most likely to face harassment (Chamberlain et al. 2008) and discrimination (Stainback,
Ratliff, and Roscigno 2011).
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Women supervisors, who hold authority
over some men, directly challenge the presumptive superiority of men. Women continue
to be underrepresented in positions of authority or relegated to the lower rungs of management (Elliott and Smith 2004; Gorman 2005;
Kalev 2009; Reskin 2003; Reskin and McBrier
2000). When women are able to crack the
glass ceiling and attain leadership positions,
stereotypical gender beliefs about their “natural” abilities continue to shape perceptions of
their job performance (Davidson and Cooper
1992; Eagly and Carli 2007). Moreover, while
men in traditionally female occupations reap
the rewards of a glass escalator to leadership
positions (Hultin 2003; Williams 1992),
women supervisors are often isolated and seen
as undeserving of their positions (Ridgeway
and Correll 2004; Ridgeway and Smith-Lovin
1999). In fact, women are unlikely to be promoted to management unless a sizeable proportion of women are already in place,
highlighting the difficulty of gaining initial
entry to such positions (Cohen, Broschak, and
Haveman 1998). Taken together, these processes point to women supervisors as potential
targets for harassment.
The idea of masculine overcompensation—in which men react to threats to their
manhood by enacting an extreme form of
masculinity (Willer 2005)—also helps explain
why men may harass women in power. Maass
and colleagues (2003), for example, find that
male participants in a computer image-sharing task sent more pornographic and offensive images to females identifying as feminists
than to females adhering to more traditional
gender roles. Along similar lines, Das (2009)
concludes that females who are “too assertive” threaten the gender hierarchy and are
denigrated through harassment. Correspondingly, De Coster, Estes, and Mueller (1999)
find that females with greater tenure, independent of age, are more likely to view sexual
harassment as a problem for them at work,
concluding that the practice is used instrumentally against powerful females who
encroach on male territory. Each of these
findings suggests that women supervisors
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may be more likely than other working
women to experience sexual harassment.
It is also possible that supervisors report
greater rates of harassment simply because
they are more aware of the phenomenon.
Supervisors’ advanced education and training
likely increase their overall legal consciousness and understanding of sexual harassment.
As a result, supervisors, who are often responsible for fostering a professional work environment free from harassment and
discrimination, may be more likely to recall
sexualized workplace interactions and to
label such experiences as harassment.
Supervisory authority and expressions of
gender are also tied to other forms of sexbased discrimination (Stainback et al. 2011).
Berdahl (2007a:644) reconceptualizes sexual
harassment as sex-based harassment, defined
as “behavior that derogates, demeans, or
humiliates an individual” based on sex. Sexbased harassment is driven by a motivation to
protect sex-based social standing. As a result,
targets are most likely to be females who
threaten males’ status. For example, Berdahl
(2007b) finds that females who perform gender in stereotypically masculine ways (e.g.,
assertive, dominant, and independent) are
more likely to experience harassment. She
argues that harassers reinforce masculine
dominance by relegating women to the “low
status of being a means to a man’s sexual
ends” (Berdahl 2007a:649). When men are
targeted by other men, harassers “prove” their
own manhood by undermining their targets’
masculinity.
Apart from supervisory authority and
expressions of gender, workplace demography
also influences harassment experiences. Sexual harassment occurs across a diverse range of
job settings (Collinson and Collinson 1996;
Dellinger and Williams 2002; Giuffre and Williams 1994), but a large literature debates the
importance of numerical sex ratios (Welsh
1999). The weight of the evidence suggests
that harassment, of both men and women, most
often occurs in male-dominated work settings
(Fitzgerald et al. 1997; Mansfield et al. 1991;
Rospenda et al. 1998; Uggen and Blackstone
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2004). Based on dynamics of sex, gender, and
power in the workplace, we form three primary
hypotheses:
Hypothesis 1: Females holding workplace authority positions (i.e., females who supervise others) are more likely to experience
sexual harassment than are females who do
not hold such positions.
Hypothesis 2: Gender nonconformity (i.e.,
more feminine behavior for males and less
feminine behavior for females) is associated
with an increased risk of sexual harassment.
Hypothesis 3: Sexual harassment will be greater
in industries and occupations characterized
by a higher proportion of male workers.

After testing these hypotheses in our
quantitative analyses, we turn to qualitative
interview data to understand the underlying
process behind these patterns. By probing
the experiences of our survey participants,
we are better able to explain why and how
gender, sex, and power shape harassment
experiences and workplace interactions
more broadly.

Data, Measures, And
Methodology
We analyze longitudinal data from the Youth
Development Study2 (Mortimer 2003). The
study began in 1988, when participants were
9th graders in St. Paul, Minnesota public
schools. The sample consists of 1,010 youth,
who have since been surveyed regularly. For
this article, we analyze the 2003 and 2004
surveys, when participants were approximately 29 and 30 years old. Survey retention
was 73 percent in 2004, and our analytic
sample (N = 522) consists of all working participants who responded to sexual harassment
items in both waves.
Quantitative studies are sometimes criticized for assuming that all sexuality in the
workplace is harmful to women, or that
women who do not label their experiences as
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harassment are suffering from false consciousness (Williams, Giuffre, and Dellinger
1999). Because workers may experience
some sexual behavior as tolerable or pleasurable (Dellinger and Williams 2002; Giuffre
and Williams 1994; Lerum 2004; Schultz
2003; Williams 1997), YDS respondents were
asked about sexual behaviors that they considered offensive or that made them uncomfortable. Although this wording admits a
range of conduct that may fall short of legal
definitions of harassment, it clearly eliminates sexualized interactions that respondents
would consider pleasurable. Finally, to avoid
potential biases associated with behavioral
indicators, we also asked respondents directly
whether they would classify their own experiences as sexual harassment.
Relative to surveys, however, qualitative
research is often “better suited to discovering
how the meaning of sexual behaviors varies in
different organizational contexts” (Dellinger
and Williams 2002:244). Dellinger and
Williams (2002), for example, powerfully contrast the “locker room” culture of a male pornographic magazine with the “dorm room”
atmosphere of a feminist magazine, showing
how organizational culture shapes workers’
definitions of harassment. Our survey results
reveal patterns of association, but they cannot
speak directly to the more subtle and specific
mechanisms linking group membership to
opportunities and outcomes (Gross 2009;
Reskin 2003). We therefore also conducted
interviews with 33 YDS respondents (14 men
and 19 women) to more closely examine the
processes linking power and gender and to better contextualize harassment experiences.3 Of
the interviewees, all but seven identified as
white, most self-identified as straight, and they
reported a range of supervisory and nonsupervisory jobs. We asked interview participants a
series of open-ended questions about their
work histories and interactions, inviting them
to share what they felt was most important
based on our interest in harassment, workplace
problems, and workplace sexuality. All interview participants’ names are pseudonyms.

McLaughlin et al.

Quantitative Measures: Sexual
Harassment
In 2003 and 2004, YDS participants reported
whether they had experienced eight harassing
behaviors in the past year and whether they
considered their experiences to be sexual
harassment. Behavioral indicators were modeled after the Inventory of Sexual Harassment
(Gruber 1992) and the Sexual Experiences
Questionnaire (Fitzgerald et al. 1988). Taking
advantage of the longitudinal nature of the
survey, we estimate models that statistically
control for respondents’ harassment experiences in the prior year. The measures capture
very similar experiences across the two
waves, although the wording differed slightly
between 2003 and 2004.4
We adopt a strategy of triangulation to
capture behavioral and subjective dimensions
of sexual harassment. First, we consider
whether respondents reported any behavioral
indicator (36 percent did in 2004). Second,
we predict a count of the four core indicators
asked in both 2003 and 2004 (i.e., offensive
material, staring or leering, attempts to discuss sex, and inappropriate touching). Third,
we assess subjective harassment using
respondents’ self-reports, rather than behavioral indicators. Gender plays an important part
in the process of subjectively defining behaviors as sexual harassment, with men less
likely than women to apply the term to their
experiences (Marshall 2005; Uggen and
Blackstone 2004). We therefore model this
outcome for females only. As Table 1 shows,
11 percent of females reported subjective
harassment.
Subjective appraisals involve “naming” an
experience as sexual harassment, or labeling a
particular experience as injurious (Felstiner,
Abel, and Sarat 1980–81:635). This process is
partly a function of legal consciousness—an
individual’s awareness, understanding, and
response to law and legality (see, e.g., Blackstone, Uggen, and McLaughlin 2009; Ewick
and Silbey 1998; Hirsh and Lyons 2010).
Authority position and other independent variables are likely tied to both legal consciousness
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and sexual harassment. If supervisory status is
related to subjective harassment but not behavioral measures, this might indicate greater consciousness of harassment and legal rights among
supervisors. If supervisory status affects both
indicators, however, this would suggest differences in actual targeting as well as consciousness.

Quantitative Measures: Independent
Variables
Workplace power. We measure workplace power as supervisory authority in 2004.
To model sex differences in the influence of
organizational power, we created an interaction term between sex and supervisory
authority. As Table 1 shows, 37 percent of
males and 28 percent of females supervised
others (a difference significant at p < .05).
Sex and gender. We measure sex with a
self-reported dichotomous item (male is
coded as 1). Clearly, questionnaire items on
femininity are subject to gendered social
desirability biases, such that some men may
be reluctant to report that they are feminine at
all. Nevertheless, a direct measure of participants’ perceived femininity provides an
important starting point for distinguishing sex
and gender in our analyses. To measure
gender identity and performance, we use
responses to the question, “How feminine
would you say you are?” with scores ranging
from 1 (not at all feminine) to 5 (extremely
feminine). We recoded responses into a
dichotomous indicator of femininity, with not
at all feminine and somewhat feminine coded
as 0 and about average, very feminine, and
extremely feminine coded as 1.5 Most females
(94 percent) identified as very feminine or
extremely feminine, compared to only 13 percent of males.6
Race and national origin. Given the
limited racial and ethnic diversity of the YDS,
we use simple dichotomous measures of race
(83 percent white in our analytic sample) and
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of the Youth Development Study Analytic Sample
Variables

Description

Sexual Harassment
Any harassment 2004

Experienced at least one
behavioral indicator 2004
Any harassment 2003
Experienced at least one
behavioral indicator 2003
Total harassment 2004
Total number of behavioral
indicators 2004
Total harassment 2003
Total number of behavioral indicators 2003
Subjective harassment 2004 Defined any behavior as sexual
harassment 2004 (females only)
Subjective harassment 2003 Defined any behavior as sexual
harassment 2003 (females only)
Workplace Power
Supervisor
Supervise others (full sample)
Supervisor*male
Supervise others (males only)
Sex and Gender
Male
Self-reported sex
Femininity
Self-reported femininity (full
sample)
Femininity*male
Self-reported femininity (males
only)
Individual Characteristics
White
Self-reported race
Born in the United States

Non-immigrant

Partner

Married or cohabiting

Children
Years education
Household income

At least one child
Years of education completed
Total household income in thousands of U.S. dollars

Work Characteristics
Work hours
Log employee
Job satisfaction

Weekly work hours in primary job
Log number of employees at
workplace (at your location)
Satisfaction with job as a whole

Job security

Security of primary job

Technical/craft

Technicians, craft workers, operatives, and laborers/helpers
Professional job category
Official/managerial job category
Sales workers, administrative
support workers, and service
Proportion of females in primary
job industry

Professional
Official/managerial
Service
Proportion female in
industry

Coding

Mean

SD

0 = No, 1 = Yes

.356

0 = No, 1 = Yes

.368

Min: 0, Max: 4

.481

.836

Min: 0, Max: 4

.450

.708

0 = No, 1 = Yes

.111

0 = No, 1 = Yes

.117

0 = No, 1 = Yes
0 = No, 1 = Yes

.318
.366

0 = Female, 1 = Male
0 = Low, 1 = High

.429
.594

0 = Low, 1 = High

.130

0 = Non-white, 1 =
.826
White
0 = Immigrant, 1 =
.939
Non-immigrant
0 = Single, 1 = Mar.713
ried or cohabiting
.600
0 = No, 1 = Yes
Min: 8, Max: 20
14.676 1.927
Min: 0, Max: 423
$61.772 $36.781

Min: 4, Max: 70
Min: 2.5, Max: 9.2
1 = extremely
dissatisfied, 6 =
extremely satisfied
1 = not at all, 4 =
very
0 = No, 1 = Yes

38.603
4.269

8.872
1.824

4.285

1.126

3.002

.855

.188

0 = No, 1 = Yes
0 = No, 1 = Yes
0 = No, 1 = Yes

.276
.142
.395

Min: .091, Max: .955

.498

.216

Note: N = 522 for all variables unless sample is limited to males (N = 224) or females (N = 298) only.
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national origin (94 percent U.S. born). Some
studies show that women of color are more
likely targets or experience more virulent
forms of harassment (Mansfield et al. 1991;
Ortiz and Roscigno 2009; Welsh et al. 2006),
while other studies find few racial differences
in harassment (e.g., Das 2009; De Coster et al.
1999). Qualitative studies considering the
intersection of multiple roles, however, suggest
that women of color are subject to a racialized
form of sexual harassment that may be distinct
from that experienced by white women
(Buchanan and Ormerod 2002; Texeira 2002).
Life course characteristics, education,
and income. With regard to family status,
single females tend to be targeted more than
married females (De Coster et al. 1999; Ragins
and Scandura 1995). De Coster and colleagues
(1999) theorize that single females are perceived
as challenging traditional family structures and
are viewed as less protected and more sexually
available. As Table 1 shows, 71 percent of our
respondents were married or cohabiting, and 60
percent had children. We also include indicators
of educational attainment (mean = 14.7 years)
and self-reported household income. De Coster
and colleagues (1999:29) find that more educated females, who challenge the “economic
and status resources traditionally monopolized
by males,” are more likely to report harassment
(see also Das 2009).
Work
characteristics. Respondents
reported their number of weekly work hours and
the number of employees in their workplace.
People employed in large establishments likely
encounter a broader range of individuals at
work, and potential harassers may be more
inclined to act inappropriately due to the anonymity of large organizations (Chamberlain et
al. 2008; De Coster et al. 1999). On the other
hand, larger organizations are also most likely to
have formal harassment policies in place (Hirsh
and Kornrich 2008). Some studies also report a
negative correlation between job satisfaction or
job security and harassment, although the temporal ordering of these phenomena has not been
firmly established (Fitzgerald et al. 1997). Job
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satisfaction ranges from 1 (extremely dissatisfied) to 6 (extremely satisfied), with a mean of
4.3 corresponding to a response of somewhat
satisfied. Job security ranges from 1 (not at all
secure) to 4 (very secure). We measure job satisfaction and job security in 2003, rather than
2004, because experiencing harassment may
affect both measures. We also include dummy
variables for primary occupation based on the
Census 2000 Special EEO Tabulation (U.S.
Census Bureau 2006).7 Finally, we derived the
proportion of female workers in respondents’
industries from 2004 U.S. Census estimates
(U.S. Department of Labor 2009).

Method of Analysis
We first present results from logistic regression
models predicting any sexual harassment.
Second, we use negative binomial regression to
predict the number of harassing behaviors. We
apply a count model because this outcome is
highly skewed (and we use a negative binomial
rather than a Poisson because of overdispersion
in our sample). Next, we use logistic regression
to predict subjective harassment, contrasting
these results against the preceding behavioral
models.
Each equation includes a lagged dependent variable for prior sexual harassment. This
approach provides a strong control for stable,
person-specific characteristics (such as family origins) that may influence both the independent variables and sexual harassment. Our
models take the following form:
log [P(Harassi2004=1)/P(Harassi2004=0)] = α +
β1Supervisori2004+ β2Harassi2003+ . . .+
βkXi2004 + ε

where i represents individual respondents,
Harass indicates the probability of experiencing harassment in 2004 (and the corresponding lagged item from 2003), Supervisor
represents the dichotomous workplace authority measure, X denotes other explanatory variables, β signifies effects of the independent
variables, α represents a constant term, and ε
is the error.8 Our negative binomial models
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adopt a parallel strategy, assessing more varied, frequent, or severe harassment.
A total of 582 working respondents
answered our sexual harassment questions in
both the 2003 and 2004 waves of the YDS. To
minimize missing data for independent variables, we substituted responses from up to
two prior survey waves (2002 and 2003).9
Although this method of addressing missing
data relies on a stability assumption (see
Allison 1995:147–150, 2002), it is preferable
to imputation-based approaches when the
time between observations is relatively short.
This strategy resulted in a final analytic sample of 522 cases. Our examination of variance
inflation factors (VIF) indicates some degree
of multicollinearity in the final models,
largely due to the covariation between education, work hours, nativity, job satisfaction,
and job security. We include these variables in
the models in Table 2 because of their substantive importance, but all results bearing on
our three hypotheses remain robust to specifications that exclude various subsets of these
predictors (see Table S1 of the online supplement [http://asr.sagepub.com/supplemental]).
After discussing our regression results, we
turn to respondents’ own accounts to detail the
processes linking harassment, gender, and
power. Our survey data cannot show how manifold and mutually reinforcing identities intersect, because it is difficult to keep sight of
respondents as a whole when controlling for
individual characteristics (Shields 2008; see
also Choo and Ferree 2010). Careful qualitative
research can reveal how identities intersect, the
social structures within which they are performed and created (e.g., Bettie 2003; Gonzalez-Lopez 2005), and the mechanisms linking
cause and effect in the social world (Gross
2009). We statistically model some of these
intersecting relationships, but our qualitative
data are better suited to this task.
To analyze our interview data, we used the
data management and analysis program
NVivo. We initially coded data according to
themes outlined in our interview guide. After
completing the first round of coding, we
reviewed each transcript, looking for common
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themes and coding like categories of data
together. We labeled these passages, or
“meaning units” (Weiss 2004), with names
denoting the themes present within each. The
first author then re-read all 33 transcripts to
ensure that the chosen excerpts accurately
reflected the interview sample as a whole,
with a special focus on themes bearing on our
major hypotheses: women in authority positions, gender identity, and male-dominated
industries and occupations.

Survey Predictors Of
Sexual Harassment
Table 2 shows estimates predicting the likelihood of experiencing any sexually harassing
behaviors (Models 1 and 2), the number of
harassing behaviors experienced (Models 3 and
4), and the likelihood of subjectively defining
these experiences as sexual harassment (Models
5 and 6). Although YDS respondents selfreported harassing experiences, there is great
ambiguity in the meaning and interpretation of
these events. The first four models identify individuals most likely to experience harassing
behaviors, but they do not tell us whether targets
themselves considered this to be sexual harassment. Over one-third of our sample reported at
least one behavioral indicator of harassment in
2004, yet only 7 percent subjectively reported
experiencing sexual harassment (11 percent of
females but only 1 percent of males). The final
two models in Table 2 concern subjective
harassment, which represents a higher threshold
than the behavioral measures. Here, we can be
confident that reports do not reflect desired
sexual banter or behavior that was reciprocated
by targets. Because the process of defining and
labeling behaviors as sexual harassment varies
by sex (Uggen and Blackstone 2004) and few
males reported experiencing harassment, we
focus this analysis on females only. We also
exclude nativity from these models because the
small number of female immigrants led to
unstable estimates.
Consistent with our first hypothesis, supervisory authority has significantly different
effects for males and females. Under the
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Table 2. Logit and Negative Binomial Models Predicting Three Measures of Sexual Harassment

Any Harassing
Behaviors (Logit)

Workplace Power
Supervisor
Supervisor*male
Sex and Gender
Male
Femininity
Femininity*male
Industry Sex Composition
Proportion female

Born in United States
Partner
Children
Years education
Household income ($1000s)
Work Characteristics
Work hours
Log number of employees
Job satisfaction
Job security
Professional (v. tech/craft)
Official/managerial (v. tech/
craft)
Service (v. tech/craft)
Constant
Log Likelihood
Number of Observations

Subjective
Harassment:
Females Only (Logit)

Model 1

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

Model 6

.833**
(.289)
–.938*
(.416)

.868**
(.317)
–1.030*
(.461)

.642**
(.221)
–.624
(.344)

.547**
(.207)
–.566
(.325)

1.112*
(.440)

1.245**
(.463)

–.948
(.570)
–1.176*
(.544)
1.690*
(.690)

–1.139
(.617)
–1.336*
(.595)
1.826*
(.754)

–.991*
(.389)
–.772*
(.350)
1.122*
(.511)

–.522
(.374)
–.389
(.336)
.673
(.485)

1.261
(1.103)

.995
(1.111)

–.336
(.512)

–.475
(.561)

–.702
(.426)

–.634
(.402)

–2.501*
(.977)

–2.540*
(1.029)

Past Sexual Harassment
Sexual harassment (one-year lag)
Individual Characteristics
White

Number of Harassing Behaviors (Negative Binomial)

1.887**
(.214)

.614**
(.088)

1.944**
(.489)

–.444
(.269)
.998*
(.482)
–.221
(.241)
.005
(.221)
.022
(.058)
–.001
(.003)

–.255
(.292)
.855
(.506)
.021
(.266)
–.008
(.243)
.036
(.063)
–.002
(.003)

–.436*
(.208)
.359
(.367)
–.311
(.200)
.196
(.186)
–.015
(.047)
.001
(.002)

–.399*
(.193)
.337
(.347)
–.210
(.188)
.191
(.175)
–.020
(.044)
.000
(.002)

–.078
(.515)

.260
(.550)

–.037
(.485)
–.061
(.448)
–.137
(.128)
.005
(.005)

.040
(.508)
.166
(.468)
–.117
(.128)
.005
(.005)

.006
(.012)
.090
(.053)
–.164
(.085)
–.038
(.115)
–.256
(.345)
–.353

.016
(.013)
.048
(.058)
–.136
(.094)
–.067
(.126)
–.205
(.373)
–.467

.005
(.010)
.055
(.043)
–.087
(.070)
.001
(.093)
–.152
(.282)
–.393

.007
(.009)
.049
(.040)
–.083
(.066)
.007
(.088)
–.099
(.266)
–.384

.005
(.024)
.040
(.101)
–.116
(.164)
–.029
(.226)
.307
(.892)
–1.101

–.004
(.025)
.064
(.107)
–.027
(.179)
–.101
(.245)
.364
(.922)
–.937

(.373)
.124
(.300)

(.407)
–.012
(.326)

(.314)
.041
(.245)

(.298)
–.040
(.230)

(1.034)
.247
(.837)

(1.056)
.315
(.882)

.005
–1.008
.543
–.308
–.580
(1.255)
(1.361)
(.974)
(.920)
(2.709)
–323.957* –281.255** –469.897* –446.395** –97.092
522
522
522
522
304

Note: Standard errors in parentheses.
*p ≤ .05; ** p ≤ .01 (two-tailed tests).

–1.280
(2.802)
–89.492**
304
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interaction coding in Models 1, 2, 3, and 4,
the main supervisor and femininity coefficients indicate effects for females, and the
supervisor*male and femininity*male interactions show the difference in effects for males
and females. In all models, workplace power
is a significant predictor of harassment for
females. Even with the strong control for past
harassment, female supervisors are 138 percent more likely to experience any harassing
behaviors (e.868 = 2.38 in Model 2), they
report a rate of harassment 73 percent greater
than that of nonsupervisors (e.547 = 1.73 in
Model 4), and they are nearly three and a half
times as likely to subjectively interpret these
experiences as sexual harassment (e1.245 =
3.47 in Model 6). The interaction of sex and
supervisory authority (supervisor*male) is
significant in Models 1 and 2 but falls just
short of standard significance levels in Models 3 (p = .070) and 4 (p = .066). Taken
together, these results suggest that not only
are female supervisors more likely to experience harassing behaviors (Models 1 and 2)
and to label them as such (Models 5 and 6),
but they also report a more varied and sustained form of harassment (Models 3 and 4).10
See Appendix Table A1 for a descriptive comparison of females and males by supervisory
status.
We find mixed support for our second
hypothesis regarding gender conformity. In
Models 1, 2, and 3, more feminine females
are less likely to report harassment. The
femininity*male interaction also signals a significant sex difference in the effect of femininity. Addition of the lagged measure in
Model 4, however, reduces the estimated
effects below standard significance levels.11
This pattern could indicate a spurious relationship in Model 3 or it could be indicative
of statistical overcontrol in the lagged models. Either way, the effect of femininity and its
interaction with sex is less robust than the
effect of authority position and its interaction
with sex.
Industry sex ratio, however, emerges as a
significant predictor of subjective harassment
in Models 5 and 6, lending support to our
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third hypothesis. In the trimmed models
reported in Table S1 of the online supplement, industry sex composition is also a significant predictor of the number of harassing
behaviors. These findings may reflect, in part,
the different nature of harassing behaviors in
male-dominated work settings. As suggested
by our interview data (see below), behaviors
such as suggestive stories or inappropriate
comments about women’s bodies may be
interpreted as more menacing, malicious, or
degrading at jobsites where women are
socially and numerically isolated. Just as
industry sex ratio is predictive only of subjective harassment, it is also plausible that when
women are surrounded by men, they may
interpret behaviors differently and be more
likely to label sexualized behaviors as harassment than will women in more gender-balanced settings.
Our statistical control for whether respondents experienced sexual harassment in the
previous year is a strong and significant predictor in all models, which likely captures
stable individual differences in legal consciousness as well as stability in targeting.
Respondents who reported any harassing
behaviors in 2003 were over six and a half
times as likely to report harassing behaviors
in 2004 (e1.887 = 6.60 in Model 2); respondents who were subjectively harassed in 2003
were seven times as likely to report subjective
harassment the following year (e1.944 = 6.99 in
Model 6). This lagged measure is perhaps
most important in models predicting subjective harassment, because the lag effectively
controls for stable within-person characteristics that may influence whether a person
interprets an event as sexual harassment or
dismisses it as sexual banter.
Moving to individual characteristics, we
observe little difference in the likelihood of
reporting any harassing behaviors by race,
although the rate of harassment among whites
is lower than for persons of color in Models 3
and 4. Respondents born in the United States
are also more likely to experience harassment
in Model 1, although this effect diminishes
with the introduction of the lagged dependent
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variable. In separate analyses, we examined
how sex, supervisory authority, and race intersect to shape harassment experiences (see
Table S3 of the online supplement). Among
white females, 47 percent of supervisors and
29 percent of nonsupervisors reported at least
one harassing behavior (p < .01). Workplace
power does not significantly increase the odds
of harassment for females of color, but it does
not serve as a protective factor either: 43 percent of supervisors and 45 percent of nonsupervisors experienced harassing behaviors. We
observe no significant differences among
males. These results suggest that harassment is
not a unidimensional experience, shaped by
just one aspect of a person’s identity. Instead,
as demonstrated by intersectionality scholars
such as Crenshaw (1991) and Collins (2004),
these dimensions operate simultaneously to
produce inequalities.

Why And How Authority,
Gender, And Composition
Matter
Our quantitative analyses establish the basic
empirical relations, but we turn to qualitative
interviews with YDS participants to delineate
why and how these relations matter. To learn
more about the processes connecting gender
and power, we present respondents’ accounts
of harassment in the context of our three
hypotheses: (1) experiences of women in
positions of authority; (2) experiences of
workers who do not conform to culturally
dominant expectations of gender; and (3) patterns of harassment in male-dominated industries and occupations.

Women in Authority
Consistent with our quantitative analyses, the
women we interviewed provided concrete
examples of how their supervisory status led
to harassment. Marie, a project manager on a
construction site, felt she was targeted because
she worked as a supervisor in a male-dominated
industry. She told us she needed to tolerate
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some harassment to keep her job and maintain working relationships with colleagues:
“If you wanted to leave, sure, you could file a
claim or do whatever . . . but if you want to
stay at the job . . . you kind of feel like you
have to put up with [it].”
Several women told us that men questioned their ability to effectively supervise
others, and Marie was no exception. One
older subcontractor explicitly told her, “This
isn’t the job for a woman.” Having just
walked him through the requirements of some
complex paperwork, Marie said, “I think he
just thought I was being a nag and that I
didn’t know what I was doing.” Later in the
interview, she said, “Just being a female in
management is difficult, and guys don’t like
it—especially the guys that work in the field.
They think that women should be secretaries”
(emphasis added). Marie’s experiences echo
findings by previous researchers (e.g., Eisenberg 2001; Quinn 2002) that men’s harassment of women has more to do with keeping
women “in their place” and marking their
own turf than with sexual attraction or arousal.
Holly, the first woman in upper management
at her manufacturing firm, also heard derogatory remarks from men at work. Her subordinates sometimes joked, “If we had somebody
with balls in this position we’d be getting things
done.” Holly was sexually harassed by a client
at a company dinner, being groped throughout
the evening by the vice president of an influential firm. She explained, “I didn’t know who this
guy was, I had no idea. I’m just sittin’ next to
him and I’m the only girl at the table. . . . And
he’d put his arm around me and pull me towards
him and, kind of uncomfortable, and I’d push
away. And he kept saying . . . ‘Oh, I love her.
She’s beautiful.’” Holly continued, “He just
kept going on and touching me and put his hand
on [my] leg very forcefully and then he was
playing the game of trying to unhook the bra
with two fingers, which he did after I tried to get
up and get away.”
If Holly had not been a supervisor, she
would not have been invited to this evening
event. Management positions in many manufacturing industries continue to be dominated
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by men (Hultin 2003; Williams 1992), and
supervisors like Holly are often the only
women in the room. Holly explained how she
was targeted because “I was the only girl
there. There were no other girls. Like I said,
there’s a female in management in customer
service but there’s always been a girl in management in customer service. But many of the
positions above that, which are directly below
our owner, there’s not been a woman in any of
those positions in eons” (emphasis added).
Holly suggested her isolation as a woman
in management may have been a key mechanism linking her supervisory status to her
harassment. Her story also shows how hegemonic masculinity operates through collective
practice (Connell 1987; Martin 2006; see also
Pascoe 2007 on compulsive heterosexuality).
Although her co-workers noticed the harassment, it went on for hours before anyone took
action to stop it. Even after others stepped in,
it was only to encourage Holly, and not her
harasser, to leave the event:
Somebody from our company noticed that
[the client] had his hands all over my lap and
[my co-worker] goes, “Where are his
hands?” and I go, I was sitting like this
[shows her legs crossed tightly] and I go,
“Exactly where you think they are.” And I
pushed [the client] away and so that’s when
[my co-worker] realized and motioned and
said, “I want the bill. We’re outta here.”

Although Holly left after their bill arrived,
the men (including the co-worker who intervened) stayed behind for drinks at the bar. No
one other than Holly directly confronted her
harasser that evening. Several colleagues made
it clear to Holly that they did not condone the
client’s behavior, but they did not speak out
against it. Instead, they privately and individually took her aside and urged her to leave. To the
extent they played the role of protectors, Holly’s
colleagues further undermined her authority.
Several other participants told us of contrapower harassment from subordinates and clients that similarly undermined their authority.
Jordan, a police officer, was subverted by
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another officer when they were dispatched to a
loud party. Her colleague was demeaning to
women in addressing the young men at the
party: “Kinda talking bad about women, you
know, referring to them as broads . . . and here
I’m the only woman, I’m a cop, and it’s like you
know, you’re not really giving these college
kids any reason to show me any respect.”
Other participants witnessed or experienced
contrapower sexual harassment against
women in diverse work settings. Jerry, a correctional officer, told us how prisoners would
stand naked at the front of their cells and masturbate in front of women officers. Cam told us
that when he worked as a youth counselor, a
teen ejaculated in a condom and then threw it at
a woman counselor who “cried a lot and she
quit the job.” Similar experiences were reported
by Janice, a high school teacher who was targeted by a student, and by Nate, who told us of
a woman produce manager targeted by a delivery person.
Both interview and survey data suggest
that experiences of harassment are far more
varied than the “typical harassment scenario”
of a male boss and a female subordinate.
Although data on harassers are notoriously
difficult to obtain and analyze, our surveys
provide some insight into the relative power
of both parties in the harassment dyad. To
illustrate, Figure 1 reports the number of YDS
survey respondents who experienced “staring
or leering” by a supervisor, co-worker (of
equal or subordinate status), or customers or
clients. The most common scenario involved
male harassers and female targets, followed
by male harassers and male targets. The figure also reports the percentage of supervisors,
co-workers, and clients within each harasser/
target dyad, although we caution that percentages are based on a small number of cases (as
indicated on the y-axis). In all scenarios, staring and leering by co-workers and clients,
rather than supervisors, make up the great
majority of these accounts. This general pattern holds across most of the other harassing
behaviors, although frequencies vary widely.
In supplementary analyses (see Table S4
of the online supplement), female supervisors
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Figure 1. Characteristics of Harassers and Targets for Staring or Leering Item

Note: Because workers may experience harassment from multiple parties, some reported multiple
scenarios for each behavior.

are consistently more likely than female nonsupervisors to experience harassing behaviors, whether from male or female supervisors,
co-workers, or clients. This difference is
especially pronounced for harassment by
male co-workers (p < .05). Male supervisors,
in contrast, are no more or less likely to experience harassment than are other male workers. Different dynamics could be driving the
behavior of various categories of harassers,
depending on their structural location relative
to female supervisors. Nevertheless, women
in authority appear to elicit a power-threat
response—especially from below, but perhaps more generally as well. The same forces
that exclude women from management positions continue to operate even after women
obtain supervisory authority. Both our qualitative and quantitative data suggest that the
robust differences in harassment between
women supervisors and nonsupervisors are
largely driven by harassment from co-workers
or subordinates.

Sexual Orientation and Expressions
of Femininity
Results shown in Table 2 suggest a less consistent link between gender nonconformity
and the three harassment outcomes. This provides partial support for Connell’s theory of
hegemonic masculinity, which emphasizes
the significance of gender performance and
the negative sanctions elicited by departures
from gender expectations. As Marie’s experience on the construction site, Jordan’s work
in law enforcement, and the following interviews with male participants demonstrate,
sexual harassment often occurs in group settings where “boys will be boys” and workers
are targeted for gender nonconformity.
Seth, a journalist who rated himself as
more feminine than most other male respondents on our survey, described a “news guy”
who targeted him for not behaving more
aggressively. He also recalled a restaurant job
where sexist comments were part of everyday
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interaction: “I can remember [the owner] kind
of ribbing men, gay men that were working
there, in sort of a patronizing way. . . . With
men his attitude was sort of manifest as a sort
of dominance thing.” Similarly, Cam told us
of a co-worker harassed “because of the way
he moves, the way he dress, they call him [a]
faggot, and they spit on him, they manipulate
him.”
Dan, who also reported being more feminine, was taunted about his sexuality by coworkers at a post office. Although he identified
as heterosexual, they would say “‘you’re gay’
and stuff like that.” When sexual material
came through the mail, his co-workers would
make inappropriate comments and “they’d
cut photos of some of the post office guys and
put the heads on the bodies of models and
stuff like that.” Dan told us about a co-worker
who was targeted because “he had tendencies,
and I think they kind of focused on him
because they thought ‘okay, you like men.’”
Dan was unaware of this worker’s sexual
orientation, but he told us his co-worker was
“more feminine” and isolated because he
“hung out with women more than men.”
Men’s collective practice of masculinity
similarly undermined women’s authority during Lisa’s time working in an advertising
agency. Like the fictitious ad agency portrayed on the television series Mad Men, “the
boys” would exclude women from creative
decisions, “drink the afternoon away,” and
visit strip clubs after hours, leaving the lion’s
share of the day-to-day work for women staff
members. When an “obviously gay” temp
worker arrived at the agency, he was immediately labeled as an outsider. The top three
men at the firm were taken aback by the
worker’s arrival, and Lisa could tell they were
thinking, “Oh my god! There’s a gay man in
my office!” She added, “I had seen those guys
drunk so many times and they were so macho
and so misogynistic that I didn’t doubt for one
second that they’d take him out and beat him
up. I thought they were fully capable of doing
that.” Later, Lisa’s boss told her, “That guy—
get him outta here or someone’s gonna break
his legs.” Lisa explained the situation to the
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temp worker, who later sued the company for
wrongful termination. After the case was settled, Lisa believed she was held responsible
for the lawsuit. She described how “my
responsibilities slowly eked away from me. .
. . Number one, I’m sure some of it was, well,
we just can’t trust her.”
These accounts reveal how putatively
“effeminate” men, those perceived to be
somehow weak in character or womanlike in
their presentation of self (Hennen 2001), are
targeted in some work settings. Gender and
sexuality were often erroneously conflated in
these reports; men were identified as gay simply because of their gender performance.
Research on the multiple masculinities
enacted by gay men (Connell 1992; Hennen
2008) calls such assumptions into question, of
course, as do broader critiques of heterosexuality as an institution (e.g., Ingraham 2008).
More generally, our participants’ accounts
comport with those of previous research
(Quinn 2002; Tallichet 1995). Social isolation
and what Lisa called a “macho and misogynistic” workplace culture serve as key mechanisms connecting gender performance and
harassment—concerns we discuss below in
reference to our third hypothesis.

Male-Dominated Professions and
Occupations
Earlier, we found only mixed support for our
third hypothesis regarding differences across
occupational and industrial sectors. Females
in predominantly male industries reported
significantly greater subjective harassment,
with industry composition also approaching
significance in the behavioral count models
(p < .10). Although occupational variables are
not predictive in the multivariate models, we
observe somewhat more harassment in service work for males and in technical and craft
occupations for females.12
As Dellinger and Williams (2002) suggest,
qualitative work is well-suited for analyzing
how the meaning of sexual behaviors varies
in different organizational contexts. Like
Tallichet’s (1995) study of coal miners, our
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interviews show how some men use harassment and discrimination to diminish women
employed in masculine occupations. For
example, Jordan experienced gender-based
discrimination before officially beginning her
security job. A co-worker refused to issue her
a uniform, saying, “There’s no way they hired
you for security.” Despite this early setback,
Jordan eventually became a police officer,
describing a work environment that “nonpolice personnel would maybe consider inappropriate. You know everybody probably sees
on TV how a lot of the jokes and a lot of the
way police officers act can be real callous and
can be offensive. . . . There’s probably a lot of
sexual joking.” Jordan encountered co-workers who believed women did not belong in
law enforcement. This led to serious and
potentially life-threatening discrimination,
when a policewoman did not receive the necessary backup from other officers when she
responded to calls for service:
She’d get a call and nobody would go to
assist. . . . There would be a few people that
were okay with her or whatever that would
come and assist her but you know for the
most part nobody would answer up to go
and eventually the dispatcher will assign
somebody to go.

Other participants shared similar accounts
of male-dominated settings, as when Jenna’s
manager at a gas station made comments
about her body, and the same day, a coworker told a customer, “We’ll send Jenna to
blow your car.” Jenna chose not to confront
her co-workers, telling us: “I was the only
female there. . . . So it’s kinda like they work
on the buddy system, you know? So the more
you say the more you get yourself in trouble”
(emphasis added). Some women felt that sexual harassment came with the territory; they
tolerated such behavior while attempting to
prove themselves as women in these fields.
Marie, for example, encountered “constant”
sexual advances and frequent catcalls, staring, and inappropriate sexual questions
while working in construction. She told us,
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“Knowing I was going to be at a company
like that, I kind of expected it.”
Some men we interviewed also experienced sexually harassing behavior in maledominated firms. Rick reported hearing many
gay and sex jokes at a printing company. He
told us, “I would just sit there and grin but it’s
just the fact that [the jokes] were so awful that
I do remember them.” Rick believed the
working conditions would have been “less,
you know, college dorm room” had women
been present. Similarly, John described coworkers’ interactions during his military service as “pretty unprofessional” and
“inappropriate,” adding “you could open up a
drawer and there would be a bunch of [Playboy] magazines in there.”
Marie, Holly, and other women we interviewed pointed to the particular difficulties
they experienced as supervisors in male-dominated industries. In light of these comments,
we returned to our survey data to learn how
workplace sex composition might affect harassment among supervisors and nonsupervisors. Figure 2 shows the proportion of
respondents reporting harassment by supervisory status in predominantly male and female
industries (with predominance defined as 50
percent or more workers). Our sample contains too few female supervisors in maledominated industries to detect a significant
interaction in the models shown in Table 2,
but data show a consistent pattern: female
supervisors are more likely to experience harassing behaviors in predominantly male
industries (58 percent) than in predominantly
female industries (42 percent).13

Gender, Power, And
Beyond
This multimethod analysis offers the strongest evidence to date on the interaction of sex,
gender, and power in predicting sexual harassment (Berdahl 2007a; Connell 1987; Quinn
2002; Uggen and Blackstone 2004). The vulnerable victims perspective suggests that
authority acts as a protective factor, exempting women from the suggestive gaze or
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unwelcome touch of co-workers, but we find
that supervisory status actually increases
women’s harassment, in keeping with the
power threat perspective. Although other
research has suggested this counterintuitive
result, this study is the first longitudinal
investigation to clearly reveal the pattern.
Could this finding be a product of supervisors’ greater sensitivity or legal consciousness? If so, we would expect to have observed
stronger effects of supervisory status on subjective harassment (in Models 5 and 6 of
Table 2) than on behavioral indicators (in
Models 1, 2, 3, and 4). By every measure,
however, female supervisors were more likely
to report harassment. Moreover, although
supervisors may have greater awareness of
sexual harassment law and policy, most individual differences in consciousness should be
absorbed in the lagged dependent variable
measured just one year prior. Legal consciousness undoubtedly evolves over the life
course, but it is unlikely that supervisors’
consciousness changed so dramatically over a

12-month period. In addition, no evidence
suggests that either consciousness or the
lagged dependent variable would operate differently for male and female supervisors.
Instead, our survey and interview data extend
and confirm research connecting sexual harassment with women’s workplace power
(Berdahl 2007a; Quinn 2002; Willer 2005).
Within the supervisor category, there may
be important differences in harassment by
level of workplace authority. For example,
women in upper management, or in organizations with few women in supervisory roles,
may experience more harassing behaviors
(Cohen et al. 1998). When we distinguished
between females who supervised only one to
three workers and those who supervised a
greater number, we found larger positive
effects of supervisory authority on harassment for females supervising a larger number
of workers. Further research is needed, however, to move beyond a simple supervisor/
nonsupervisor dichotomy and to better locate
workers in hierarchies of authority. Studies of
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harassment in the armed forces, for example,
could more clearly speak to finer-grained differences by rank (Miller 1997).
Regardless of organizational rank, sexual
harassment objectifies workers and reduces
women to sexual objects in ways that “may
trump a woman’s formal organizational
power” (Quinn 2002:392). Indeed, our qualitative interviews help to explain why women
in authority positions are targeted for harassment. Women supervisors repeatedly spoke
about feeling isolated and of harassment by
co-workers and subordinates directed toward
putting them “in their place.” Still, they tolerated such harassment to keep their jobs.
Social isolation may also represent an important mechanism linking expressions of gender
and industry sex ratios to harassment, in
keeping with our second and third hypotheses. Whether attempting to prove they could
lead a team of workers or prove themselves as
women in masculine fields, women’s isolation in these positions repeatedly left them
vulnerable to harassment. Women supervisors
were told “this is no place for women,” and
men and women who diverged even slightly
from rigid gender expectations elicited taunts
and more menacing responses.
Although our longitudinal approach is
well-suited to testing our hypotheses, we
must note several caveats. First, the YDS is
based on a Minnesota sample that is not
nationally representative. Second, our quantitative analysis is based on harassment occurring when respondents were 29 or 30 years
old. Although analysis of a single cohort is
advantageous in distinguishing authority
effects from age effects, supervisory authority
and gender may operate differently in other
phases of the life course. Further research is
needed to consider potential interactions
between age, gender, and power, as well as
changing definitions of harassment over time.
Third, although we measured harassment
behaviorally and subjectively—increasing
confidence in our findings—we relied on
targets’ self-reported accounts. There is a
large difference between the percentage of
respondents who reported harassing behaviors
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relative to the number who defined their
experiences as sexual harassment. This discrepancy is attributable, in part, to differing
definitions of harassment among respondents,
a reluctance to label oneself as a target or a
victim, and differences in organizational cultures and norms regarding workplace sexuality (see Dellinger and Williams 2002; Ewick
and Silbey 1998). Finally, the vast majority of
our YDS sample self-identified as straight.
More qualitative and large-scale survey
research on harassment experiences of workers expressing other sexual identities is clearly
needed.
Despite these caveats, this study provides
clear evidence on the effects of workplace
authority on sexual harassment, with consequential implications for theories of gender
and power. In particular, we find that female
supervisors are more, rather than less, likely
to be harassed, supporting the notion that
interactions between workers are not driven
strictly by organizational rank. Instead, coworkers’ relative power is also shaped by
gender. Although women supervisors’ authority is legitimated by their employer, sexual
harassment functions, in part, as a tool to
enforce gender-appropriate behavior. Formal
lines of authority are established to maximize
efficiency and help organizations run more
smoothly, but tensions surrounding gender or
other forms of inequality will likely manifest
in other ways (Roscigno 2011). When women’s power is viewed as illegitimate or easily
undermined, co-workers, clients, and supervisors appear to employ harassment as an
“equalizer” against women supervisors, consistent with research showing that harassment
is less about sexual desire than about control
and domination (Berdahl 2007a, 2007b;
Schultz 2003).
Sexual harassment policies are put in place
to protect workers, but organizational practice
is often misaligned with formal policies or
grievance procedures, calling into question
fundamental assumptions many sociologists
make regarding organizational constraint and
agency (Roscigno 2011). Take, for instance,
the sexual harassment of Holly at a company
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dinner. Her co-workers’ concern led to her
removal from the situation rather than the
punishment of her harasser. Her colleagues
ended Holly’s harassment, but they did so in
a way that would not jeopardize their profitable business relationship with the client.
Holly’s co-workers quickly labeled her harasser as a “bad apple,” but the organizational
contexts that allowed the harassment and
broader gender inequality to occur remained
unquestioned.
Many of our interviewees experienced
wide-ranging forms of sex-based discrimination as well as sexual harassment. These findings may thus extend more broadly to
workplace bullying, intimate partner violence, and other forms of discrimination and
harassment. For example, Johnson (1995:284)
identifies “patriarchal terrorism” as a form of
intimate partner violence that reflects “patriarchal traditions of men’s right to control
‘their’ women.” Similarly, Macmillan and
Gartner (1999) direct attention to dyadic
power relations, finding that women’s
employment lowers risks of spousal abuse
when their male partners are employed but
increases risks when their male partners are
unemployed. Future research might also
examine sexual harassment dyads and the
positions and perspectives of harassers (Quinn
2002). Harassers appear to view targets as a
threat to their own power—in the workplace
and in the broader society.
Theory and research on gender stratification often make the implicit assumption that
problems such as sexual harassment, sex discrimination, and workplace bullying will
recede if and when women attain greater
power at work. Yet power in the form of
supervisory authority also provokes backlash
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from clients, subordinates, and fellow supervisors. This paradox of power represents a
challenge and an opportunity for existing
frameworks. Beyond gender, characteristics
such as race and class may similarly trump
formal organizational authority in determining workplace power. Firms are increasingly
adopting policies to increase diversity in
management (Kalev, Dobbin, and Kelly
2006), but this study points to a new obstacle
for women and, perhaps, racial minorities in
leadership positions (but see Hirsh and Lyons
2010). To test the latter idea, an extension of
this analysis might examine whether racial
minorities who supervise others are subject to
greater racial harassment.
Although legal and organizational
responses to sexual harassment have evolved
rapidly in the past three decades, the cultural
image of harassers and targets has not kept
pace with changing workplace realities. Many
still view the typical harassment scenario as
one involving a sleazy male boss and a powerless female secretary. As this article shows,
the reality is far more varied. Moving away
from such stereotypes is a critical step for
improving organizational policies and training procedures on sexual harassment. Effective training must go beyond male boss/
female subordinate role-playing exercises and
better reflect the diversity of harassment
experiences. Effective grievance procedures
must also enable targeted workers to come
forward without undermining their own
authority. For women who become bosses,
their positions create a paradox of power in a
gender system that continues to subordinate
women. In taking on positions of authority,
they also take on a greater risk of sexual harassment.
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Appendix
Table A1. Descriptive Statistics by Sex and Supervisory Authority
Female Respondents

Male Respondents

Supervisors Nonsupervisors Supervisors Nonsupervisors
(N = 214)
(N = 82)
(N = 142)
(N = 84)
Sexual Harassment
Any harassment 2004
Total harassment 2004
Subjective harassment 2004
Expressions of Gender
Femininity
Industry Sex Ratio
Proportion female

.476*
.738*
.179*

.318
.472
.084

.329
.402
.000

.359
.387
.021

3.548

3.598

1.610

1.451

.563

.570

.404

.407

Individual Characteristics
White
Born in the United States
Partner
Children
Years education
Household income

.845
.964
.738
.464**
15.298**
72.504**

.799
.953
.682
.673
14.612
57.118

.829
.890
.780
.610
14.659
67.081

.852
.930
.704
.563
14.415
59.373

Work Characteristics
Work hours
Log employees
Job satisfaction
Job security
Technical/craft occupation
Professional occupation
Official/managerial occupation
Service occupation

39.440**
4.070
4.310
3.083
.024
.321
.286**
.369**

35.897
4.379
4.327
2.949
.079
.285
.084
.551

43.177**
4.108
4.317
3.159
.42
.207
.146
.220

39.546
4.315
4.190
2.944
.310
.275
.141
.275

Note: T-tests for differences between supervisors and nonsupervisors, separately for males and females.
*p ≤ .05; **p ≤ .01 (two-tailed tests).
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Notes
1. To clearly differentiate sex and gender in this study,
we use the terms “male” and “female” to identify biological sex and the terms “man” and “woman” to
signal gender identity.
2. The Youth Development Study data are available
through the Inter-University Consortium for Political
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and Social Research (ICPSR) and can be downloaded
at http://dx.doi.org/10.3886/ICPSR24881.v1.
3. In 2002, we invited 98 men and 86 women who
reported harassment on their 1999 survey to discuss
their experiences in a face-to-face interview. Individuals who returned a postcard expressing their interest
(28 men and 30 women) were contacted up to three
times to schedule interviews. Interviews lasted 60 to
90 minutes, and participants were paid $40. Sample
interview questions included: In your own words,
what does sexual harassment mean? Would you call
any of the experiences you’ve told me about sexual
harassment? Could you describe them? Were these
behaviors considered normal at this workplace?
4. In 2004, participants were asked whether they had
experienced (1) offensive pictures, posters, or other
materials; (2) staring or leering at you in a way that
made you uncomfortable; (3) attempts to discuss sex;
(4) suggestive stories or offensive remarks; (5) being
touched in a way that made you uncomfortable; (6)
repeated requests for drinks or dinner despite rejection; (7) attempts to establish an unwanted sexual
relationship with you; or (8) suggestions to cooperate
with sexual behaviors in order to be well treated.
5. We tested the robustness of our gender measure using
self-reported masculinity and an index of items from the
Bem Sex Role Inventory. Males show slightly greater
variability in response to the masculinity item as
opposed to the femininity item. The direction of effects
is largely consistent with models reported in Table 2, but
neither masculinity nor the masculinity*male interaction
is statistically significant.
6. YDS respondents also reported their sexual identity in
the 2000 survey. Because 98 percent of our sample identified as straight, we lacked sufficient variation to
include this measure in multivariate models. T-tests
revealed that non-heterosexual participants, both male
and female, were more likely to report harassment.
7. We collapsed the nine job categories in the EEO tabulation into four groups: (1) professional, (2)
managerial, (3) technical/craft (consisting of technicians, craft workers, operatives, and laborers and
helpers), and (4) service (sales workers, administrative support workers, and service workers). The
percentage of supervisors within each job category
ranges from 24 percent (service) to 49 percent (managerial). Models excluding job categories produced
similar estimates to those presented here.
8. Our lagged 2003 dichotomous measure represents
whether respondents experienced any of five indicators best reflecting the 2004 items (i.e., offensive
material, staring or leering, staring or invasion of personal space, questions about one’s private life, and
unwanted touching). In count models, we limit our
lagged measure to the following four indicators:
offensive material, staring or leering, questions about
one’s private life, and unwanted touching.
9. Because job satisfaction and job security were lagged
one year in our analyses, we imputed values from
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2002 only. Results bearing on our three main hypotheses are robust to mean and multiple imputation
strategies. In particular, we find a consistently strong
and robust effect of supervisory authority on harassment among females.
10. As shown in Table S2 of the online supplement, coefficients are larger for females who supervise a greater
number of employees (60 percent supervised more
than three workers). High earning supervisors, however, are not significantly different from
nonsupervisors. These findings suggest that the
strong effect of supervisory authority is not driven by
low-level supervisors who are only responsible for a
few workers and may not be perceived by other
employees as holding workplace power. At the same
time, harassment may be a less common strategy used
to undercut women’s authority among the highest
earning employees.
11. Although Table 2 does not provide a direct test of the
effect of femininity for males, we recoded the variables to provide such a test. In models predicting any
harassing behaviors, femininity fell short of standard
significance levels, as it did in models limited to
males only.
12. Within technical/craft occupations, 35 percent of
males and 52 percent of females experienced harassment (p = .12). Within service jobs, 46 percent of
males and 35 percent of females reported harassing
behaviors (p = .08).
13. In addition, we compared rates of harassment among
female supervisors and nonsupervisors across each of
our occupational categories. In every case, supervisors were more likely than nonsupervisors to be
harassed (44 versus 21 percent for official/managerial; 52 versus 29 percent for professionals; 50 versus
47 percent for technical/craft workers; and 45 versus
33 percent for service).
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Taste clusters of music and drugs: evidence from
three analytic levels1
Mike Vuolo, Christopher Uggen and Sarah Lageson

Abstract
This article examines taste clusters of musical preferences and substance use
among adolescents and young adults. Three analytic levels are considered: fixed
effects analyses of aggregate listening patterns and substance use in US radio
markets, logistic regressions of individual genre preferences and drug use from a
nationally representative survey of US youth, and arrest and seizure data from a
large American concert venue. A consistent picture emerges from all three levels:
rock music is positively associated with substance use, with some substancespecific variability across rock sub-genres. Hip hop music is also associated with
higher use, while pop and religious music are associated with lower use. These
results are robust to fixed effects models that account for changes over time in
radio markets, a comprehensive battery of controls in the individual-level survey,
and concert data establishing the co-occurrence of substance use and music listening in the same place and time. The results affirm a rich tradition of qualitative and
experimental studies, demonstrating how symbolic boundaries are simultaneously
drawn around music and drugs.
Keywords: Substance use; music; cultural capital; taste clusters; consumption

Introduction
People develop tastes for particular drugs in much the same way they develop
preferences for art or music. As Becker noted, ‘Taste for such experience is a
socially acquired one, not different in kind from acquired tastes for oysters or
dry martinis’ (1963: 53). Qualitative and experimental research show that
tastes for drugs and music frequently coincide, in keeping with Bourdieu’s
insight that ‘taste classifies, and it classifies the classifier’ (1984: 6). This paper
brings statistical evidence to bear on these ideas, examining three analytic
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levels using three distinct data sets: aggregate trends among youth and young
adults in US radio markets (Level A), individual preferences in a nationally
representative survey of US youth (Level B), and subcultural participation in
a large American concert venue (Level C).2
We will argue that those favouring particular musical genres begin to identify with the scene that surrounds them, with shared values and social activities
delineating social boundaries. These values and activities often include specific
positive and negative evaluations of substance use, which can crystallize into
distinctive taste clusters of music and drugs. We will not make strong causal
claims for this process, nor will we suggest that deliberate efforts to manipulate
the airwaves would curb drug use. On the contrary, genre-specific scenes
represent a reaction against such universal approaches. Rather, our goal is to
employ new methods and data to probe and elucidate the connections
between musical genres and substances.

Music, drugs, and culture
The concept of taste is central in sociological studies of art and music. For
Bourdieu, taste is the propensity and capacity to appropriate (materially or
symbolically) a given class of particular objects or practices (1984: 173).
Through the classification of tastes, distinctions between cultural forms shape
behaviour and legitimate social differences, such that knowledge of cultural
objects represents a form of capital (Bourdieu 1984; DiMaggio and Useem
1978). Yet, cultural capital is often fungible and variable across social space,
such that certain knowledge, practices, and objects are more highly valued by
some groups than others. For example, knowledge of hip hop music may be
valuable for teens seeking approval from their peers, whereas knowledge of
opera may be less valued and useful in this context. Taste thus helps create
symbolic boundaries, as groups use cultural expertise to define themselves and
to recognize members and outsiders (Lamont 1992; DiMaggio 1987). As
people assemble to share tastes for, say, hip hop, they may also share a common
affinity for marijuana use. This view of tastes and boundaries allows for overlapping and mutually reinforcing identifications, which unfold dynamically
over time and deepen feelings of in-group solidarity.
These concepts have proven useful in explaining consumption of music and
the arts. At the upper end of the stratification hierarchy, cultural socialization
shapes taste for the high arts, reinforcing elite cohesion through favoured
(DiMaggio and Useem 1978; Schuessler 1948) and disfavoured aesthetic tastes
(Bryson 1996; Mark 1998). Music consumption similarly defines boundaries at
the base of the social ladder. For example, punk and reggae music emerged
from resistance by the white working class and black lower class, respectively
(Hebdige 1979), a theme also reflected in recent studies of hip hop music
© London School of Economics and Political Science 2014
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(Tanner, Asbridge, and Wortley 2009; Kubrin 2005, 2006). Boundary formation
based on cultural consumption, of course, is not limited to a single domain such
as music. To the extent that parallel consumption-based boundaries develop
around substance use, a clustering of tastes is likely to emerge.
In a critique of research on tastes, Holt calls on researchers to consider
bundles of preferences or ‘taste clusters’ across disparate consumption fields
(1997: 118). Based on these clusters, researchers can construct cultural profiles
that combine other activities with musical tastes (Katz-Gerro 1999). By this
logic, musical genres and substances should be related to the degree that they
occupy similar consumption spaces (Bourdieu 1984).Although illicit consumption has not been considered in this line of research, criminological work
clearly supports such arguments. As Sutherland, Cressey, and Luckenbill
(1992) and Becker (1963) describe, both delinquent and non-delinquent attitudes and behaviours are learned in similar ways. This learning includes norms,
techniques, and motives for behaviours, which likely encompass both musical
preferences and substance use preferences. Enjoyment is thus learned and
cultivated by others’ favourable definitions of the experience (Sutherland,
et al. 1992; Becker 1963: 56), and continued use is a product of this differential
reinforcement (Akers 1992).
Many qualitative studies have drawn precisely these connections, portraying
music and drugs as mutually reinforcing forms of cultural consumption. For
example, Andrew Wilson (2007: 9) describes an ‘amphetamine ethos’ within
the British northern soul scene of the 1970s; for those initially drawn to the
music and dancing, amphetamine use was both a rite of passage and a symbol
of commitment. The contemporary rave scene similarly combines ecstasy use
with house, electronic, and techno music (Maxwell 2005). As Pedersen and
Skrondal (1999) report, preferences for techno music among Oslo youth
predict preferences for ecstasy over other drugs, even as the genre grew
increasingly popular (Hammersley, Khan, and Ditton 2002).
Research in the USA finds similar evidence tying music scenes to particular
drugs. As Kubrin demonstrates via content analysis (2005: 375–7; 2006), some
hip hop music provides an ‘interpretive resource’ for feelings of injustice
(Tanner, Asbridge, and Wortley 2009), extending the purview of a street code
of violence and respect, Johnson et al. (2006) describe a distinctive argot
among marijuana smokers that is so often paired with hip hop music that such
activities are expected to occur together (Dunlap et al. 2005; Kelly 2005). This
research leads us to expect a clustering of hip hop and other forms of urban
music (e.g., rhythm and blues) with marijuana use and substance use more
generally (Chen et al. 2006).
Rock music is perhaps the most-studied genre in relation to substance use.
There are myriad rock sub-genres, several of which have been paired with
particular substances. While rock music is broadly associated with substance
use, the sub-genre most often singled out for analysis is heavy metal or hard
British Journal of Sociology
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rock. Arnett (1991a) reports that heavy metal is more than a musical preference to young boys, shaping their worldview, habits, and values. Boys and girls
with strong preferences for this genre appear to have especially high levels of
sensation seeking and delinquency (Arnett 1991b, 1996; McNamara and
Ballard 1999; Selfhout et al. 2008; Singer, Levine, and Jou 1993). Given this line
of research, we expect heavy metal and hard rock preferences to be associated
with greater substance use, both legal and illegal.
Studies of the Grateful Dead and psychedelic rock similarly link a rock
sub-genre to drug use. The ‘Dead’ gave rise to a subculture of startling commitment (Pearson 1987: 427), which remains distinct from broader shifts in
youth culture (unlike, say, European rave culture (Hammersley, Khan and
Ditton 2002)). Drug markets make up a significant part of this group’s
economy, supported by a value system promoting the recreational and spiritual
use of hallucinogens (Epstein and Sardiello 1990). Although most research has
focused specifically on the Grateful Dead, we expect that psychedelic rock –
and recent incarnations, such as jam bands – will be more generally associated
with substance use, particularly hallucinogens.
Research on other sub-genres within the broader rock music category has
hinted at similar connections. For example, Hebdige (1979) describes substances as playing a part in the cultural emergence of punk rock, such that we
might expect more alcohol and drug use among those who prefer this subgenre. Also, so-called ‘alternative’ music is a heterogeneous strain of rock
music derived from Seattle grunge bands and, to some extent, punk rock
bands. Little extant literature expressly addresses this form of rock music, but
it represents a more popularized or mainstream rock sub-genre than heavy
metal or punk rock.3 Devotees of so-called alternative music may thus show
more varied or muted tastes for substance use, relative to those who prefer the
better-defined rock sub-genres described above.
Outside of hip hop and rock music, studies of musical preferences and
substance use have been rare or inconclusive, though some patterns have
emerged. Because religiosity is linked to lower substance use among teens and
young adults (Bachman et al. 2002), we expect religious musical preferences to
be associated with lower use across all substances. As for country music, the
research does not paint a clear picture. Chalfant and Beckley (1977) show how
ambivalence toward drinking is woven into country music – alcohol is portrayed as a necessary activity for coping with life, albeit one that usually
produces negative results (Connors and Alpher 1989). Because alcohol consumption is so prominent in the genre, we expect a positive association
between drinking and country music preferences.
Finally, some musical tastes are closely associated with particular stages of
the life course. One of the better-known findings of life course research is that
adolescents who work intensively or adopt other adult roles exhibit greater
delinquency, including substance use (see, e.g., Agnew 1986; McMorris and
© London School of Economics and Political Science 2014
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Uggen 2000). Yet Mulder et al. (2010) find that adult-oriented music, including
jazz and classical genres, is negatively related to substance use. So too is pop
music, a mainstream taste that stresses age-appropriate teen behaviour. Such
work points to both the potential and the complications of life course
approaches to cultural consumption and drug use; age-appropriate musical
consumption might either encourage or buffer against the precocious development of adult substance use patterns.
Based on this literature, several expectations emerge regarding the clustering of musical preferences and substance use. We expect a positive association
between most rock sub-genres and substance use. Alternative rock is the
exception, where the relationship has yet to be explored. We also expect
positive effects for ‘urban’ sub-genres, including hip hop and rhythm and blues.
From the existing research, we would also expect negative associations
between drug use and religious, pop, classical, opera, and jazz music. Finally,
the expectations for country music are unclear. Most research has focused on
alcohol consumption, where an ambivalent relationship exists, but with a pronounced thematic emphasis on consumption.

Strategy, data, and methods
Analytic strategy
While the preceding research links musical preferences and substance use, we
lack the sort of quantitative studies that would generalize to broader populations of interest. Recognizing the strengths and weaknesses of various analytic
approaches, we consider evidence from three different levels, summarized in
Table I. Level A is an analysis of US states and large Metropolitan Statistical
Areas (MSAs), based on aggregated FBI Uniform Crime Report arrest data,
National Household Survey on Drug Abuse self-reported substance use, and
Arbitron Radio Reports listenership data from 1998 to 2002. Level B is an
individual-level cross-sectional survey of US teenagers conducted by the New
York Times and CBS News in 1998. Level C is a complete record of drug
arrests and seizures for 40 concerts at a large music venue in Wisconsin, USA
from 2002 to 2006.
We first examine aggregate substance use rates (Level A), based on drug
arrests in the 100 largest US MSAs and self-reported drug use across the 50
states and District of Columbia. The potential pitfalls of aggregate data in this
context have been fully explicated (see, e.g., the comments and replies based
on Stack and Gundlach’s 1992 article on suicide rates and country music).With
proper model specification, however, the risk of falsely interpreting aggregate
data is greatly reduced (Gove and Hughes 1980). Following the causal path
described in qualitative studies, we estimate the effect of music listenership on
British Journal of Sociology
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Table I: Analytic level descriptions
Level A
Level

Aggregate rates

Level B
Individual-level survey
data
US teenagers aged 13–17

Population US states and
of interest Metropolitan Statistical
Areas (teenagers and
young adults)
Years
States: 1999–2001; MSAs: 1998
covered
1998–2002
Drug
Self-reported marijuana,
Self-reported marijuana,
measures
other drug, and cigarette
cigarette, and alcohol
use among states; total
use
juvenile drug arrest and
total DUI arrest rates
among MSAs
Music
Percentage listening to
Self-reported musical
measures
radio stations of specific
genre preference
musical genres
Data
sources

Drugs: National
New York Times/CBS
Household Survey on
News individual-level
Drug Abuse, FBI
cross-sectional survey
Uniform Crime Reports;
(1998)
Music: Arbitron Radio
Reports; Controls: US
Census Bureau

Level C
Concert/Event data
Concert venues

2002–2006
Police reports for
marijuana, LSD, and
cocaine arrests; and
marijuana, cocaine,
ecstasy, hashish, heroin,
LSD, and psilocybin
seizures
Musical sub-genre of
performing band(s), as
defined by Amazon.com
and allmusic.com
Walworth County,
Wisconsin Sherriff’s
Department complete
arrest and seizure data
for each event at Alpine
Valley Music Theatre
(East Troy, Wisconsin,
USA)
All 40 musical events
occurring over 5 years

Sample size 50 states and D.C. over 3 1048 teenagers
years (153); and 100
MSAs over 5 years (500)
Statistical
Per cent black, per cent
Age, sex, race, parent’s
N/A
controls
Hispanic, per cent males
education, work,
ages 15 to 24,
household and marital
population,
status, parental
unemployment rate, per
marijuana use, city type,
cent with high school
US region, work hours,
education, income
volunteering, school
type, car ownership,
church attendance
Method
Fixed effects time series
Logistic regression models Descriptive statistics
models

drug use using fixed-effects models (Allison 2009). These models statistically
control for the stable characteristics of each state or metropolitan area, so that
estimates cannot be biased by factors that do not change over time. To adjust
for time-varying traits, our models also include a set of demographic control
variables.
Of course, one potential threat that cannot be completely overcome in
aggregate-level analysis is the ecological fallacy – drawing inferences about
individual behaviour from data that characterize a larger group.To address this
risk, we draw on a CBS News/New York Times survey of 13 to 17 year olds in
the USA that asks individuals about both their musical preferences and their
© London School of Economics and Political Science 2014
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substance use (Level B).With this survey, we can be certain that the individuals
reporting particular musical preferences are the same individuals using particular substances. The survey includes a robust battery of questions concerning other determinants of substance use, providing important controls in our
models (see Bachman et al. 2002).
Even with robust controls and statistical evidence of a relationship,
however, we still cannot be certain that music listening and drug use are
co-occurring activities or part of the same cultural phenomena. We therefore
compiled a third dataset with a complete record of drug arrests and seizures at
a popular American concert venue for all events from 2002 to 2006 (Level C).
These data will clearly reveal whether particular types of drugs co-occur with
particular types of music, though we caution that some concerts (and venues)
are more heavily policed than others. The three analytic levels are thus complementary and mutually reinforcing, such that a consistent pattern of results
would paint a convincing picture of the specific taste clusters linking drugs and
music, bolstering conclusions from qualitative and ethnographic studies.
Level A: Aggregate music listenership and drug use
FBI Uniform Crime Reports (UCR)
We used county-level UCR data4 to construct arrest rates for the 100 most
populated US MSAs from 1998 to 2002 (US Department of Justice, various
years). We follow US Census Bureau definitions (2003a, 2003b) to identify the
100 MSAs and to aggregate county-level arrest data to the appropriate MSA.5
The dependent variables include the rate per 100,000 for total juvenile drug
arrests (of all drug types) and the total driving under the influence (DUI)
arrest rate (which includes alcohol and other drugs).
National Household Survey on Drug Abuse (NHSDA)
The NHSDA is the primary source of statistical information on the drug use of
Americans ages 12 and older (Wright 2003a).6 The data are collected through
in-person interviews with a representative sample of the noninstitutional
population at their place of residence (see Wright 2003a for sampling and
estimation procedures). The 1999 to 2001 state estimates report the percentage
using cigarettes, marijuana, and any drug other than marijuana in the past
month (Wright 2003b, 2002; Wright and Davis 2001). These are used as
dependent variables in models predicting change in self-reported substance
use for teenagers (12–17) and young adults (18–25).
Arbitron Radio Reports
Our first measure of music consumption comes from Arbitron, a leading
international media and marketing research firm. Although internet and
British Journal of Sociology
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satellite radio have expanded dramatically in recent years, broadcast radio was
dominant during our 1998 to 2002 observation period.7 Arbitron’s ‘Format
Trends’ capture the percentage of radio listeners during an average quarter
hour tuned to a station of a given genre (or ‘format’), with radio stations
self-identifying their genre (Arbitron 2004). Arbitron randomly selected over
5 million potential ‘diarykeepers’ in the 94 largest US Arbitron Radio Metros
each year, with an average response rate of 75 per cent. Upon consent, participants were mailed a 7-day radio listening diary for each household member
over the age of 12, instructions, and a cash premium. From a given Thursday to
Wednesday, participants recorded the stations they listened to, start and stop
times, listening locations, and demographic information. Each week, 230,000
diarykeepers recorded their listening habits on an average of 2,500 radio
stations. These trends are periodically reported on Arbitron’s website and can
be viewed by demographic characteristics and eight geographic regions. For
each region, we selected the listening trends for those ages 12 to 17 and those
ages 18 to 24, averaging the four quarterly rates. For each state and MSA, we
recorded the percentage listening in the region in which the state or MSA is
located. Because regional values are used for lower levels of aggregation, the
standard errors are adjusted for regional clustering using the cluster option in
Stata. This measure taps the broader cultural identification of individuals in a
particular area, assuming that their time investment in a musical genre represents commitment to the scene associated with that music (Mark 1998;
Bourdieu 1984: 281).
Demographic controls
We incorporate demographic variables in our analyses to adjust for other
changing factors that may affect drug use and arrests. For MSAs, data were
aggregated in the same manner as the UCR. Measures of the percentage black,
Hispanic, males aged 15 to 24, and total population are taken from US Census
Bureau (2003a, 2003b) population estimates. The unemployment rate, the
percentage aged 25 and older with a high school education, and income are
derived from the Current Population Survey and reported by the US Bureau
of Labor Statistics (US Census Bureau 2003c). Income and education are
unavailable for MSAs, but are included in state models.
Level B: CBS News/New York Times individual-level survey
Our second analytic level is a cross-sectional survey from a monthly poll of 13
to 17 year olds conducted by CBS News and the New York Times (1998). This
survey of social and political issues remains, surprisingly, the only large-scale
(N = 1,048) nationally representative US survey to address both musical
preferences and substance use.8 The survey inquires into several categories of
© London School of Economics and Political Science 2014
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musical preference and use of marijuana, alcohol, and cigarettes. Given the age
range and thus lower usage patterns, we analyse lifetime use, though this
specification is less suited for establishing temporal order than the fixed-effects
models discussed above.9 In addition to musical preferences and substance use,
the survey collected an impressive breadth of information regarding the key
predictors of substance use. The control variables cut across all the primary
predictors in the substance use literature (see, e.g., Bachman et al. 2002),
including work patterns (hours worked, volunteer participation), school
involvement (extra-curricular participation), religiosity (church attendance),
family substance use (parental marijuana use), immediate surroundings (city
size, type of school attended), home life (parental employment, family structure), ability to spend recreational time outside the home (owning one’s own
car), socioeconomic background (parents’ education), and demographic characteristics (age, gender, race). By adjusting for these covariates, we reduce the
risk of drawing spurious individual-level inferences about music and drugs.

Level C: Alpine Valley Music Theatre arrest and seizure data
To situate substance use and music listenership in the same time and place, we
compiled a complete record of drug arrests and seizures from Alpine Valley
Music Theatre from 2002 to 2006. Alpine Valley is a large outdoor amphitheater in East Troy, Wisconsin, USA, 51 km (32 miles) south-west of Milwaukee
and 128 km (80 miles) north-west of Chicago. With a capacity of 37,000, the
venue attracts well-known recording artists, with regular musical offerings in
four rock music sub-genres: alternative rock, classic rock, jam bands, and heavy
metal.10 Events at the venue are policed by the Walworth County Sheriff’s
Department, which provided complete arrest and seizure information for
every Alpine Valley event.

Estimation
For the Level A analysis of USA states and MSAs, we use fixed effects pooled
time-series models to predict changes in arrests and self-reported substance
use. These models are preferable when researchers cannot ensure that confounding variables are adequately controlled, because the fixed effects reduce
the risk of bias from specification errors due to stable, uncontrolled differences, thereby removing all between-area differences (Allison 2009). Across
multiple waves, a pooled fixed effects data structure results in

Yit = (α + μi ) + β1 X it 1 + … + β p X itp + eit
where, for region i in wave t with p predictor variables, μi represents the fixed
effect for the region-specific adjustment of the intercept. Fixed effects models
British Journal of Sociology
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are estimated in Stata. For our cross-sectional survey (Level B), we use standard logistic regression techniques with covariate adjustment. For the concert
venue data (Level C), simple descriptive statistics are used.

Results
Level A: Trends over time and place using aggregated data
Our drug measures for the analysis of USA states include last month marijuana use among teens 12 to 17, any other illicit drug use among young adults
18 to 25, and cigarette use among teens. Our official drug measures include the
rate (per 100,000 population) of juvenile total drug arrests and total DUI
arrests. With regard to music, Arbitron reports distinct differences in listenership between teenagers and young adults. On average across the years, 8 per
cent of teens listened to classic or hard rock11, compared to 14 per cent of
young adults. Also, 14 per cent of teens listened to urban, compared to 12 per
cent of young adults. On average, more young adults (8 per cent) than teens (5
per cent) listened to country, and more young adults (11 per cent) than teens
(10 per cent) listened to alternative. Religious music accounts for a small share
of the total listenership, about 1 per cent in both age groups.12
Since musical affiliations are closely correlated, we estimate separate models
for the effects of each musical genre on each drug measure and age group,
though all control variables are included in all models. Given the large number
of models, we condensed the results into a single table, which does not display
covariates used strictly as statistical controls. Further, we only display models
for dependent variables in which the musical affiliation variables exhibit significant effects. Full models are available upon request.
Column 1 in Table II considers the effects of musical identification on total
juvenile drug arrests (juvenile drug arrests are predicted using teen music
listening). We find statistically significant effects for religious (p < 0.05) and
classic/hard rock (p < 0.01) music, net of demographic controls. The models
show that for a one percentage point increase in religious music, there is a
predicted decrease of about 3.9 in the juvenile drug arrest rate per 100,000
(which averaged 72 across all years). For a similar one per cent increase in
classic/hard rock listening, there is a 1.2 unit increase in the juvenile drug arrest
rate per 100,000. The total DUI arrest rate model is shown in column 2 of
Table II. Country music (p < 0.001) and classic/hard rock listenership (p <
0.001) among young adults have significant positive effects on the DUI arrest
rate. A one percentage point increase in country listenership corresponds to a
25.2 increase in DUI arrests per 100,000 (which averaged 468 across all years),
and a one per cent increase in classic/hard rock corresponds to an increase of
8.0 in DUI arrests per 100,000.
© London School of Economics and Political Science 2014
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Table II: Level A estimates from separate fixed effects models for the effect of musical affiliation on
drug-related outcomes
Column 1
Total juvenile
drug arrest
rate; music
ages 12–17 (93
MSAs)

Musical Affiliation
Alternative
0.038
rock
(0.323)
Country
0.229
(0.905)
Religious
−3.944*
(1.535)
Classic/Hard
1.190***
rock
(0.208)
Urban
−0.245
(0.527)

Column 2
Total DUI
arrest rate;
music ages
18–24 (93
MSAs)

Column 3
Self-reported
last month
marijuana use
ages 12–17;
music ages
12–17 (50
states & DC)

Column 4
Self-reported
last month
other drug use,
ages 18–25;
music ages
18–24 (50
states & DC)

Column 5
Self-reported
last month
cigarette use,
ages 12–17;
music ages
12–17 (50
states & DC)

−2.765
(2.622)
25.172**
(6.919)
−16.853
(12.088)
8.011**
(2.048)
−2.223
(4.664)

−0.285**
(0.061)
−0.198
(0.198)
0.039
(0.416)
0.216*
(0.071)
0.181***
(0.034)

−0.126**
(0.034)
0.053
(0.123)
−0.041
(0.669)
0.112*
(0.038)
0.115
(0.164)

−0.233***
(0.032)
−0.037
(0.239)
−1.060#
(0.520)
0.168#
(0.087)
0.149*
(0.059)

Sources: FBI Uniform Crime Reports (MSAs; US Department of Justice, various years), National
Household Survey on Drug Abuse (states; Wright 2003b, 2002, Wright and Davis 2001), US Census
Bureau (MSAs and states; US Census Bureau 2003a, 2003b), US Bureau of Labor Statistics
(MSAs and states; US Census Bureau 2003c), Arbitron (MSAs and states; Arbitron Radio Ratings
and Media Research 2004).
Notes: (a) Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. (b) For analyses of MSAs, there are 93
groups and 459 observations, spanning 1998 to 2002. For analyses of states, there are 51 groups and
153 observations, spanning 1999 to 2001. (c) Each coefficient represents a different model. Each
model controls for per cent black, per cent Hispanic, per cent males ages 15 to 24, population,
and unemployment rate. The models for states additionally control for per cent with a high
school education and income. Full models with controls are available upon request. (d) # p < 0.10
* p < 0.05 ** p < 0.01 *** p < 0.001 (two-tailed test)

Gusfield (1981) warns of the dangers of basing inferences on DUI arrest
data, as enforcement rates vary greatly – a warning that extends to all arrest
data. Although our fixed effects models effectively control for stable policy
differences across jurisdictions, we are mindful of these cautions and thus
consider self-reported drug use in Columns 3–5. Column 3 shows results from
models of USA states predicting self-reported marijuana use for teens (which
averaged 7.9 per cent). We find a significant positive effect of both classic/hard
rock (p < 0.05) and urban (p < 0.001) music. A one per cent increase in
classic/hard rock listenership predicts a 0.22 per cent increase in self-reported
marijuana use, while a one per cent increase in urban listenership corresponds
to a 0.18 per cent increase. These results support our expectations for both
genres. Perhaps surprisingly, alternative music (p < 0.001) has a significant
negative coefficient, with a one per cent increase in listenership corresponding
to a 0.29 per cent decrease in marijuana use.
The effects of classic/hard rock and alternative music are replicated in
models predicting use of illicit drugs other than marijuana among young adults
British Journal of Sociology
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(which averaged 6.4 per cent), as shown in column 4. A one per cent increase
in classic/hard rock music corresponds to a 0.11 per cent increase in use of such
drugs. A similar increase in alternative rock listenership predicts a 0.13 per
cent decrease. As for drugs that are legal for adults but illegal for juveniles,
Column 5 of Table II reports models predicting teen cigarette use (which
averaged 15.3 per cent). Here, increases in both alternative (p < 0.001) and
religious music (marginally significant, p < 0.10) have negative effects. Urban
music has a statistically significant (p < 0.05) positive effect, while classic/hard
rock is marginally significant and positive in direction, providing some support
for our genre-specific expectations.
Level B: Addressing the ecological fallacy with individual-level
survey data
To learn whether those reporting certain musical preferences are the same
individuals reporting particular substance use, we examine data from the only
nationally representative US survey with information on both behaviours
(Level B). Table III shows descriptive statistics for CBS News/New York Times
data. At the time of the 1998 survey, alternative (23 per cent) and hip hop (20
per cent) were the most popular musical preferences, with rhythm and blues
next at 13 per cent. Rock sub-genres, including classic rock, punk rock, and
heavy metal and hard rock, together account for about 12 per cent of the
sample. The remaining categories include country, religious music, opera, classical, jazz, pop, and a small but diverse ‘other’ category.13 Lifetime use of
marijuana, alcohol, and cigarettes was 15 per cent, 43 per cent, and 36 per cent,
respectively. Table III also shows descriptive statistics for the wide breadth of
control variables used to address potential spuriousness in the association
between musical preferences and substance use.
The bivariate relationships between musical preferences and substance use
are shown in Figure I, sorted by marijuana prevalence rates. The figure clearly
shows high use among the rock sub-genres, particularly for punk rock, classic
rock, and heavy metal and hard rock. For example, those identifying a punk
rock preference report lifetime use rates of 35 per cent for marijuana, 65 per
cent for alcohol, and 46 per cent for cigarettes. Among non-rock genres, hip
hop listeners report the highest use rates: 28 per cent for marijuana, 53 per cent
for alcohol, and 45 per cent for cigarettes. The figure also shows very low rates
of use among those favouring religious, pop, and country music, though the
latter genre was associated with relatively high rates of alcohol (41 per cent)
and cigarette (37 per cent) use.
Of course, these bivariate relationships may be spurious due to common or
correlated causes. We therefore turn to logistic regression models that introduce a large battery of control variables. For each outcome in Table IV, we
present a nested model that includes only musical preferences, followed by a
© London School of Economics and Political Science 2014
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Table III: Level B survey descriptive statistics, CBS News/New York Times data 1998 (reported as
percentages, except where noted)
Variable
Substance use
Musical preference

Age
Sex (female)
Race

Parent’s highest education

Household parental structure

Parents married
Father works
Mother works
Know parents smoke marijuana
City type
Region

Work hours

Volunteer activities
Extra-curricular activities
School type
Have own car
Church attendance

British Journal of Sociology

Categories

Percentage/Average

Ever used marijuana
Ever drank alcohol
Ever smoked cigarettes
Alternative rock
Classic rock
Pop
Punk rock
Heavy metal/Hard rock
Religious
Country
Rhythm and blues
Hip hop
Opera/classical/jazz
Other
Mean years (s.d.)
Female = 1; male = 0
White
Black
Asian
Hispanic
Other
High school or less
Some college or trade school
College graduate
Post-graduate
Don’t know
Both parents
Only one parent
Parent and step-parent
Someone else
Yes
Yes
Yes
Yes
Large city
Suburbs
Rural
East
Midwest
South
West
Not working
0–5
6–10
11–20
More than 20
Yes
Yes
Public = 1; Private/Parochial = 0
Yes
Every week
Almost every week
Once or twice a month
Few times a year
Never

14.7%
43.2
35.9
23.4
5.3
5.0
2.5
3.8
3.2
7.8
12.9
19.7
3.5
12.9
15.0 (1.4)
50.8
74.9
12.2
2.1
7.4
3.3
35.1
15.9
32.6
9.7
6.6
63.3
19.7
15.0
2.0
67.6
90.0
83.2
19.8
30.2
41.7
28.1
17.7
26.9
34.6
20.7
51.0
16.6
11.4
7.6
13.5
59.0
73.6
88.2
15.4
33.7
16.5
16.7
22.2
10.9
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65%

46%

Ever smoked cigareƩes

47%

53%

31%
45%

53%

28%
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metal/
Hard rock

Source: CBS News/New York Times Survey 1998
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Hip hop
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39%

13%
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Figure I: Level B substance use by musical preference (sorted by marijuana use)
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Table IV: Level B logistic regression predicting ever used a given substance (1998)
Marijuana
Model 1
Intercept

−2.242***
(0.224)
Music: Classic rock vs.
1.403***
Alternative
(0.374)
Music: Pop vs. Alternative −0.957
(0.755)
Music: Punk rock vs.
1.354**
Alternative
(0.502)
Music: Heavy metal/Hard
1.325**
rock vs. Alternative
(0.436)
Music: Religious vs.
−1.160
Alternative
(1.041)
Music: Country vs.
−0.649
Alternative
(0.561)
Music: Rhythm and blues
0.296
vs. Alternative
(0.356)
Music: Hip hop vs.
0.834**
(0.293)
Alternative
Music: Opera/classical/jazz −0.499
(0.763)
vs. Alternative
Music: Other vs.
0.199
(0.362)
Alternative
Age
Sex: Female vs. Male
Race: Black vs. White
Race: Asian vs. White
Race: Other vs. White
Race: Hispanic vs. White
Parent education: Some
college vs. H.S.
Parent education: College
grad vs. H.S.
Parent education:
Post-graduate vs. H.S.
Parent education: Don’t
know vs. H.S.
Home structure: 1 Parent
vs. Both
Home structure: Parent &
Step vs. Both
Home structure: Someone
else vs. Both
Parents married
Father works
Mother works

British Journal of Sociology

Alcohol

Cigarettes

Model 2

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

Model 6

−8.118***
(1.802)
0.968*
(0.427)
−0.567
(0.786)
1.370*
(0.566)
1.224*
(0.499)
−0.838
(1.084)
−0.764
(0.589)
0.115
(0.409)
0.559#
(0.336)
−0.745
(0.797)
0.307
(0.397)
0.430***
(0.101)
−0.497*
(0.225)
0.031
(0.397)
−0.230
(0.749)
0.061
(0.633)
0.156
(0.405)
−0.216
(0.330)
0.106
(0.268)
0.157
(0.418)
−1.399
(1.050)
0.494
(0.492)
0.445
(0.457)
0.613
(0.818)
−0.074
(0.446)
0.062
(0.420)
−0.389
(0.281)

−0.131
(0.132)
0.245
(0.305)
−1.280***
(0.377)
0.642
(0.442)
0.303
(0.364)
−2.543***
(0.743)
−0.241
(0.268)
−0.240
(0.228)
0.289#
(0.200)
−0.428
(0.385)
−0.371
(0.229)

−8.368***
(1.267)
−0.391
(0.353)
−1.454***
(0.425)
0.981*
(0.496)
0.202
(0.417)
−2.598***
(0.772)
−0.716*
(0.313)
−0.299
(0.280)
0.433#
(0.243)
−0.822#
(0.447)
−0.476#
(0.260)
0.525***
(0.070)
−0.046
(0.156)
−0.480
(0.300)
−0.296
(0.532)
0.088
(0.426)
0.387
(0.301)
−0.110
(0.236)
−0.043
(0.190)
−0.096
(0.287)
−0.153
(0.397)
−0.307
(0.375)
−0.329
(0.338)
1.402#
(0.767)
−0.408
(0.331)
0.499
(0.335)
0.684**
(0.218)

−0.661***
(0.139)
0.623*
(0.308)
−1.021*
(0.410)
0.324
(0.437)
0.255
(0.372)
−1.573*
(0.623)
0.122
(0.276)
−0.109
(0.241)
0.593**
(0.205)
−1.062*
(0.505)
−0.171
(0.241)

−5.554***
(1.292)
0.143
(0.356)
−0.990*
(0.442)
0.395
(0.499)
0.140
(0.423)
−1.746**
(0.678)
−0.215
(0.311)
−0.212
(0.290)
0.625*
(0.246)
−1.496**
(0.577)
−0.229
(0.270)
0.374***
(0.071)
0.108
(0.160)
−0.820**
(0.319)
−0.083
(0.573)
−0.440
(0.463)
0.211
(0.309)
0.160
(0.237)
−0.185
(0.196)
0.028
(0.299)
−0.591
(0.445)
0.306
(0.367)
0.634*
(0.324)
0.106
(0.664)
0.089
(0.323)
−0.518
(0.327)
−0.060
(0.216)
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Table IV: Continued
Marijuana
Model 1

Model 2

Alcohol

Cigarettes

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

0.977***
(0.245)
City type: Suburbs vs. City
−0.133
(0.263)
City type: Rural vs. City
−0.124
(0.298)
Region: Midwest vs. East
−0.753*
(0.331)
Region: South vs. East
−0.384
(0.314)
Region: West vs. East
−0.223
(0.329)
Work hours: 0–5 vs. Not
0.657*
working
(0.317)
Work hours: 5–10 vs. Not
0.482
working
(0.370)
Work hours: 11–20 vs. Not
0.285
working
(0.394)
Work hours: >20 vs. Not
0.664*
working
(0.312)
Volunteer activities
−0.023
(0.231)
Extracurricular activities
−0.298
(0.244)
School type: Public vs.
0.557
other
(0.402)
Have own car
−0.121
(0.310)
Church: Every week vs.
−0.930*
Never
(0.370)
Church: Almost every
−0.631
week vs. Never
(0.412)
Church: Once/twice a
−0.335
month vs. Never
(0.358)
Church: Few times a year
−0.711*
vs. Never
(0.350)
-2 Log-likelihood
706.65
605.80
1250.77
Chi-squared, df
45***, 10 145***, 53***, 10
44

0.533**
(0.202)
−0.183
(0.188)
0.109
(0.210)
−0.573*
(0.233)
−0.305
(0.232)
−0.328
(0.249)
0.021
(0.221)
0.570*
(0.247)
0.285
(0.296)
0.302
(0.246)
0.331*
(0.166)
0.194
(0.184)
−0.281
(0.248)
0.296
(0.246)
−0.391
(0.281)
−0.392
(0.310)
0.033
(0.298)
0.121
(0.283)
1056.46
247***,
44

0.990***
(0.200)
−0.215
(0.194)
−0.007
(0.214)
−0.223
(0.237)
−0.211
(0.236)
−0.596*
(0.261)
0.063
(0.231)
0.408
(0.254)
0.589*
(0.293)
0.896***
(0.243)
−0.018
(0.170)
−0.230
(0.185)
−0.246
(0.251)
0.157
(0.242)
−0.160
(0.290)
0.005
(0.321)
0.225
(0.305)
0.136
(0.290)
1185.20
1013.40
47***, 10 219***,
44

Parents smoke marijuana

Model 6

Source: CBS News/New York Times Survey, 1998.
Note: Standard errors are in parentheses.
#
p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001

model with the full set of control variables. As the modal category, alternative
rock represents the baseline category for comparison. Beginning with marijuana in Model 1, we find significantly higher use among those identifying
classic rock, punk rock, heavy metal and hard rock, and hip hop as their
musical preferences. The three rock sub-genres remain predictive in Model 2,
though hip hop is reduced to marginal significance. The magnitude of most
significant coefficients is reduced in Model 2, due to their correlation with
© London School of Economics and Political Science 2014
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control variables such as age. Nevertheless, the estimated coefficients remain
strong and statistically significant predictors. Compared to alternative rock,
those who identified punk rock as their musical preference were 3.9 times
(e1.379 = 3.935) more likely to have smoked marijuana in their lifetime (p <
0.05), net of the control variables. Similarly, those identifying heavy metal/hard
rock and classic rock were 3.4 and 2.6 times more likely to have used marijuana, respectively (p < 0.05).
Musical preferences thus remain robust predictors in models with strong
controls. Consistent with the substance use literature, females are 39 per cent
less likely than males to have smoked marijuana (p < 0.05) and use increases
with age (p < 0.001). Further, teens who work either a few hours per week (0
to 5) or many hours (more than 20) are more likely to use marijuana than
those who do not work. Church attendance also has a statistically significant
effect, with weekly attenders about 61 per cent less likely to have used marijuana than non-attenders. The musical preference effects hold even after inclusion of powerful predictors such as parental marijuana use, which raises the
odds of respondents’ marijuana use by about 2.7 times.
Turning to the results for alcohol use in Model 4, musical preferences again
remain statistically significant in the face of strong control variables. Relative
to those who favour alternative rock, punk rock devotees are about 2.7 times
more likely to use alcohol (p < 0.05) and religious music listeners are 93 per
cent less likely to drink (p < 0.001). Preferences for pop, a taste linked to
childhood and early-adolescent age norms, are associated with a 77 per cent
reduction in alcohol use (p < 0.001). We also find a negative effect of country
music relative to alternative rock, with the former about 51 per cent less likely
to imbibe. While this finding may be surprising, it is not inconsistent with our
aggregate-level results, where the only significant country music finding was
for those 18–25 years old. Similar to the marijuana model, a preference for hip
hop is positive but only marginally significant. Again among the control variables, age, hours worked, and parental marijuana use are significant predictors
of alcohol use. In addition, those who report that their mother is employed are
about twice as likely to use alcohol (p < 0.001).
There is little to differentiate the rock sub-genres with respect to cigarette
use, as shown in Model 6. As with alcohol, we again find statistically significant
negative effects for religious and pop music, with odds of use about 83 per cent
and 63 per cent lower than alternative rock, respectively. In addition, opera,
classical, and jazz preferences are associated with lower odds of cigarette use
(p < 0.10). Finally, supporting our aggregate-level results, those identifying a
hip hop preference are about 87 per cent more likely to have smoked cigarettes than those preferring alternative rock (p < 0.05). We again find significant effects for age, hours worked, and parental marijuana use. In addition,
there is a significant race effect, with blacks about 56 per cent less likely to have
smoked cigarettes than whites (p < 0.01).
British Journal of Sociology
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Figure II: Level C marijuana, LSD, and cocaine arrests by musical sub-genre at all concerts
at Alpine Valley Music Theater, 2002–2006
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Source: Walworth County, Wisconsin, USA Sherriff’s Department

Even after adjusting for the robust set of controls suggested by the substance use literature, our cross-sectional models (Level B) reveal significant
differences in substance use by musical preference. Consistent with the aggregate level results (Level A), we again find a positive association between rock
music and substance use. The more refined individual-level data, however,
show important differentiation among the rock sub-genres. We also find consistent evidence tying hip hop to marijuana and cigarette use and, again,
observe a negative association between religious music and substance use. We
next explore the rock sub-genres in greater detail, using data situating drugs
and music in the same time and place.
Level C: Concert data situating drug types and musical sub-genres in time
and place
Examining substance use at concerts (Level C) helps to address an unknown
from the analytic levels A and B: the simultaneity of music listening and drug
use. Given our theoretical framework, it is critical to establish the two phenomena as co-occurring and to deepen our analysis of sub-genres. Our focus
here is rock music, given its widespread association with substance use across
the Level A and Level B results and the qualitative literature tying drug use to
rock sub-genres.14 Figure II shows marijuana, LSD, and cocaine arrests per
© London School of Economics and Political Science 2014
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concert across four rock sub-genres, based on analysis of 40 Alpine Valley
concerts from 2002 to 2006. While marijuana is ubiquitous across all four, only
the heavy metal and jam band sub-genres elicit arrests for cocaine and LSD, as
expressed on the secondary axis. Two sub-genres involved only marijuana
arrests, with an average of about 13 per classic rock concert and 28 per
alternative rock concert. Jam band and heavy metal concerts provoke arrests
for all three types of drugs, and their rate of marijuana arrests – 43 per heavy
metal concert and 66 per jam band concert – far exceeds that of other concerts.
Consistent with qualitative research associating hallucinogens with ‘Deadheads’ (Epstein and Sardiello 1990), jam band concerts also elicit more LSD
arrests (1.1 per concert) than heavy metal shows (0.14 per concert), although
LSD and cocaine base rates are very low for all sub-genres. Heavy metal
concerts average 0.6 arrests per concert for cocaine, relative to 0.4 arrests for
jam band concerts.
Table V shows the distribution of drug seizures at these concerts. Similar
patterns emerge: the concerts with only marijuana seizures featured alternative rock and classic rock sub-genres, with the exception of a single heavy
metal band in 2006. Cocaine, ecstasy, hashish, heroin, and LSD seizures
occurred exclusively at jam band concerts, again with a heavy metal exception
for Ozzfest (a multi-band, multi-genre festival). Psilocybin is widespread
across genres, occurring in all but classic rock concerts.
Though our data cannot speak to the demographic characteristics of audiences, the low level and limited variety of drug arrests at classic rock concerts
is consistent with life-course theories of drug use. Classic rock bands are
labeled as such because of their enduring popularity – many concert-goers are
older and prefer only marijuana, and at a lesser rate than attendees in other
sub-genres. Jam band attendees experience the full spectrum of drugs at high
levels, while heavy metal and alternative rock concert attendees are more
specific in their use, mostly at lower levels. Overall, these data support expectations about substance use differences at the sub-genre level: tastes in drugs,
as well as music, help constitute these sub-genres as distinctive scenes.

Discussion
Sociological research findings are greatly strengthened when affirmed by
diverse methods. While interviews, observations, content analyses, and smallscale psychological studies have greatly contributed to understanding the
covariation between tastes for music and substance use, such understanding is
complemented and bolstered by a generalizable quantitative assessment. Recognizing that any quantitative approach has its own disadvantages, we examined taste clusters of drugs and music using US data from three analytic levels.
We first used Arbitron Format Trends to estimate fixed effects models of music
British Journal of Sociology
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Table V: Level C drug seizures by concert at Alpine Valley Music Theater (2002–2006)
Drug seized
Marijuana only*

Cocaine

Ecstasy

Hashish
Heroin
LSD

Psilocybin

Musical artist

Musical style
(Amazon.com)

Creed (2002)
Pearl Jam (2003)
David Lee Roth (2002)
Aerosmith (2002, 2003, 2006)
ZZ Top & Ted Nugent (2003)
Bon Jovi (2003)
Kiss (2003)
Motley Crue (2006)
Korn (2006)
Ozzfest (2002, 2003, 2005, 2006)
Jimmy Buffett (2003)
Grateful Dead (2002)
Phish (2003, 2004)
Deadheads (2004)
Dave Matthews Band (2006)
String Cheese Incident (2002)
Grateful Dead (2002)
Dave Matthews Band (2002, 2003, 2004)
Phish (2003)
Deadheads (2004)
Grateful Dead (2002)
Phish (2004)
Deadheads (2004)
Grateful Dead (2002)
Phish (2004)
Dave Matthews Band (2006)
String Cheese Incident (2002)
Grateful Dead (2002)
Ozzfest (2002)
Phish (2003, 2004)
Deadheads (2004)
Radiohead (2003)
Coldplay (2005)
Ozzfest (2005, 2006)
Dave Matthews Band (2003, 2005, 2006)
Phish (2003, 2004)
Deadheads (2004)

Alternative rock
Alternative rock
Classic rock
Classic rock
Classic rock
Classic rock
Classic rock
Classic rock
Heavy metal**
Heavy metal**
Jam bands
Jam bands
Jam bands
Jam bands
Jam bands
Jam bands
Jam bands
Jam bands
Jam bands
Jam bands
Jam bands
Jam bands
Jam bands
Jam bands
Jam bands
Jam bands
Jam bands
Jam bands
Heavy metal
Jam bands
Jam bands
Alternative rock
Alternative rock
Heavy metal**
Jam bands
Jam bands
Jam bands

Source: Walworth County, Wisconsin, USA Sherriff’s Department.
Notes: * Where the band is not otherwise listed in the table for a concert during a different year.
** Based on headlining acts, defined as those playing the main stage.

and drug consumption that statistically adjust for stable differences across
states and metropolitan areas (Level A). We then addressed potential ecological problems in this approach by analyzing a nationally representative survey
of individual US teenagers (Level B). To further strengthen our inferences, we
drew on drug arrest and seizure data from a major US concert venue to place
the two activities in the same location and time (Level C). Taken together,
results from the three levels paint a consistent picture, supporting a conceptual
model drawn from broader theories of taste and more localized empirical
studies.
© London School of Economics and Political Science 2014
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For Bourdieu (1984), individuals are predisposed to favour groups of embodied tastes, which Holt (1997) calls taste clusters.While much past work addresses
high art consumption, we extend these theories to consumption of popular
music and drugs. People are predisposed to enjoy and identify with particular
genres through consumption of those genres. In identifying with the scene
surrounding this music – the fellow enthusiasts they meet at concerts, for
example – they begin to draw boundaries based on the values and activities of
the group (Lamont 1992).These may include positive or negative definitions of
drug use, which increase or decrease the chances of initiating and continuing use
(Becker 1963; Akers 1992). Because certain music scenes value general and
particular drug use, we hypothesized taste clusters linking drugs and music.
The expected link between urban music and substance use was supported in
models predicting marijuana use and cigarette use at Levels A and B. We also
found support for our expectations about the suppressive effects of religious
music at Levels A and B, affirming the negative effects of religious cultural
identification on substance use (Bachman et al. 2002). Our expectations for
country music were substance-specific and focused on alcohol, though past
research had been unclear as to the direction of such effects. In the model for
total DUI arrests, country music showed a large positive effect for young
adults, but there was no such effect among teenagers at Levels A or B.
Most generally, tastes for rock music consistently predict self-reported substance use and drug arrests in both age groups. These effects are present in
both aggregate and individual-level models (Levels A and B), consistent with
small-scale studies showing high substance use among rock listeners (Arnett
1991a, 1991b, 1996). Where it was possible to disaggregate the various rock
sub-genres, we found further support for our expectations that certain
marginalized listening habits would elicit higher rates of use, as seen with
heavy metal and punk rock, relative to more mainstream tastes such as alternative rock. We further investigated rock sub-genres in our Level C concert
data. Consistent with expectations, each sub-genre showed a distinctive
pattern of drug use – in terms of both taste and levels of consumption – with
few arrests and seizures at classic rock shows, low levels at alternative shows,
cocaine and marijuana use at heavy metal concerts, and ubiquitous drug use
for jam bands.
None of this is to suggest that the substance and form of specific musical
genres causes drug use. Rather, we argue that many teens and young adults
form identities within and around music-listening scenes. Based on this identification, they come to define the accepted practices of the group as normal
and enjoyable, and other practices as deviant and unpleasant. Definitions and
practices around substance use are thus defined with reference to the scene.
While we remain agnostic as to the causal role of musical tastes, we have
established that the two phenomena – drugs and music – move in tandem in
predictable patterns. Nevertheless, we would not suggest that deliberate efforts
British Journal of Sociology
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to manipulate the airwaves would somehow curb drug use. In fact, such campaigns could draw sharper boundaries around genre- and substance-specific
scenes (Hebdige 1979), likely mobilizing resistance to anti-drug messages.
Even with validation across three levels, several questions remain
unanswered. First, the association of hip hop and marijuana use is partly
explained by race and class differences in musical taste, which should encourage further exploration of class, race, and boundary formation. Second, our
study categorizes individuals into distinct groupings based on musical
affiliation. In reality, youth and young adults may identify with multiple scenes,
which could affect the formation of taste clusters. Third, even with survey and
concert data on sub-genres, our measures still represent rather mainstream
categorizations. For example, intensive participation in a local ‘heavy metal
scene’ implies more than simply identifying heavy metal as one’s favourite
music. If boundary formation is stronger on the periphery than the mainstream, we would expect even greater clustering of drugs and musical tastes
among the ‘hardcore’ scene members identified in qualitative studies. While
our analysis cannot explicate the intensive process of subcultural identification, the studies outlined in our literature review do examine this process, and
our quantitative study can affirm their findings. Finally, technological changes
in the consumption of both music and drugs, particularly regarding the digital
distribution of music, should spur new research to refine these relationships.
In sum, the links between drugs and music observed in past qualitative and
experimental studies are also manifest at higher levels of aggregation. We find
taste clusters of music and drugs among youth and young adults, with symbolic
boundaries simultaneously drawn around both activities. Such boundaries
dictate feelings of group solidarity and guide the interactions of members
(Lamont 1992). Here, groups listening to particular musical genres come to
define reality by classifying practices, including drug use. Such mutually
reinforcing processes comport well with the learning models of substance use
advanced by Akers (1992), Becker (1963), and Sutherland, et al. (1992). Identification with a genre or scene that values drug use thus engenders greater
drug use among its members – whether identification is measured at the
aggregate level by radio ratings, at the individual level by expressed personal
preferences, or at the event level by artists embodying distinct sub-genres.
(Date accepted: June 2013)

Notes
1. The authors thank Doug Hartmann,
Kathy Hull, Angie Behrens, Sarah Shannon,
Suzy McElrath and Rochelle Schmidt for
helpful comments on earlier drafts, and the
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Walworth County,WI Sherriff’s Department
for sharing their data.
2. We use the term ‘subculture’ advisedly
here, preferring the terms ‘scene’ or ‘genre’
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to indicate participation in and identification
with particular musical forms (see
Hesmondhalgh 2005).
3. Alternative music is the only rock subgenre tracked in the Arbitron Radio Ratings
genre categories (Level A), attesting to its
mainstream acceptance. Alternative rock was
also the most commonly preferred sub-genre
in our individual-level survey (Level B).
4. FBI UCR data were obtained from the
Inter-University Consortium for Political
and Social Research (ICPSR). The study
numbers are: 2910 (1998); 3167 (1999); 3451
(2000); 3721 (2001); and, 4009 (2002).
5. Because county-level arrest data are
not available for the seven Florida MSAs,
the number of MSAs in the models is 93.
6. The NHSDA changed substantially in
1999 and 2002, including a name change in
2002 to the National Survey on Drug Use
and Health (NSDUH). Because changes in
the structure of the survey and incentives
have affected prevalence estimates, we limit
our analysis to 1999–2001 when the data are
considered comparable (Wright 2004).
7. Arbitron has since changed their methodology to better incorporate digital music
(see, www.arbitron.com). Given the growth
in digital music, radio listenership was likely
a more salient measure of musical affiliation
in the late-1990s than it is today. A full discussion of these changes is beyond the scope
of the current study, though the changing
technology of music consumption is clearly
relevant for future work on taste clusters.
This is especially the case for subsequent
replications of our Level A models over a
longer historical period or with a contemporary sample. These shifts should have little
effect on our other analytic levels (B and C),
however, as they do not draw on broadcast
radio sources.
8. The logistic regression models below
have an N of 952, or 91 per cent of the total

respondents, when missing responses are
excluded.
9. We also examined use in the previous
month, although the rates are too low to
provide stable estimates for less popular
genres such as religious music. Among other
genres, however, results for past-month use
parallel those for lifetime use (not shown,
available by request).
10. Unfortunately, no hip hop or country
concerts took place during our observation
period. Given the specificity of our hypotheses for rock sub-genres, however, analysis
of the venue’s rock concerts still proves
informative.
11. While Arbitron disaggregates rock
sub-genres such as alternative, the data do
not distinguish between stations that identify as classic rock versus hard rock/heavy
metal. Thus, for the Level A analysis, these
categories are combined. Similarly, the
Arbitron data do not distinguish between
the urban music sub-genres of hip hop and
rhythm and blues, so these are combined as
well. Distinctions within these sub-genres
are explored in more detail in the
individual-level survey (Level B) analysis.
12. Models with ‘pop’ as a category are
not discussed due to a lack of significant
results. The lone significant finding was
in the total DUI arrest model (b = −10.50,
p < 0.01).
13. The choices in the ‘other’ category
had very few respondents each and include
oldies, reggae, techno rave, folk, disco, Latin/
salsa, unspecified rock, everything, other,
and don’t know.
14. Sub-genres were classified based on a
search by band name on Amazon.com and
allmusic.com. While we considered using
Billboard.com to classify performers into
genres, each group or performer may appear
on multiple Billboard charts, but Allmusic
and Amazon provide global classifications.
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Abstract
Psychiatric disorders are unusually prevalent among current and former inmates, but it is not known what
this relationship reflects. A putative causal relationship is contaminated by assorted influences, including
childhood disadvantage, the early onset of most disorders, and the criminalization of substance use.
Using the National Comorbidity Survey Replication (N = 5692), we examine the relationship between
incarceration and psychiatric disorders after statistically adjusting for multidimensional influences. The
results indicate that (1) some of the most common disorders found among former inmates emerge
in childhood and adolescence and therefore predate incarceration; (2) the relationships between
incarceration and disorders are smaller for current disorders than lifetime disorders, suggesting that the
relationship between incarceration and disorders dissipates over time; and (3) early substance disorders
anticipate later incarceration and other psychiatric disorders simultaneously, indicating selection. Yet the
results also reveal robust and long-lasting relationships between incarceration and certain disorders, which
are not inconsequential for being particular. Specifically, incarceration is related to subsequent mood
disorders, related to feeling “down,” including major depressive disorder, bipolar disorder, and dysthymia.
These disorders, in turn, are strongly related to disability, more strongly than substance abuse disorders
and impulse control disorders. Although often neglected as a health consequence of incarceration, mood
disorders might explain some of the additional disability former inmates experience following release,
elevating their relevance for those interested in prisoner reintegration.

Keywords
disparities, incarceration, mental health, methods, stratification

Incarceration has risen dramatically over the past 30
years, and sociologists are beginning to document
its negative consequences for life chances and, more
recently, health (Massoglia and Schnittker 2009;
Schnittker and John 2007; Wakefield and Uggen
2010). Understanding the impact of incarceration on
psychiatric disorders presents special challenges.
On one hand, it is clear that the prevalence of psychiatric disorders is higher among inmates than
among those outside of prison. It also seems likely
that psychiatric disorders are related to at least some
of the difficulties former inmates experience after
they are released. On the other hand, the relationship
between incarceration and psychiatric disorders
presents a complicated set of empirical concerns. It
is not clear whether incarceration is causally related

to psychiatric disorders, even if it is clear that former inmates suffer from higher rates. Both incarceration and psychiatric disorders are strongly
related to early childhood experiences, potentially
explaining their association but casting doubt on the
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Figure 1. Conceptual Model Illustrating Influences in the Incarceration-Psychiatric Disorder Relationship

effects of incarceration. A related problem concerns
selection. The criminalization of many common
psychiatric disorders, especially substance use,
implies that some inmates end up in prison at least
partially because of their psychiatric disorders.
In this study, we explore the relationship
between incarceration and psychiatric disorders
using a design sensitive to these concerns. We do
so in two ways. First, we explore whether the relationship is robust to controls for background factors and social selection, paying particular attention
to timing. In addition to using a variety of control
variables, we explore a variety of psychiatric disorders, assuming that not all disorders will be
equally sensitive to selection. The ability to make
more granular claims is not inconsequential in a
highly charged debate. In a review of the psychological effects of incarceration, Walker (1995)
noted the tendency toward “sweeping exaggerations” made “chiefly by sociologists,” especially
those focused on life in total institutions (p. 104).
Second, we explore the consequences of psychiatric disorders for disability, testing whether psychiatric disorders are related to some of the difficulties
inmates experience after release in terms of their
social roles. We do so using the National Comorbidity Survey Replication (NCS-R), a nationally
representative survey of psychiatric disorders in
the United States (Kessler et al. 2006; Kessler and
Merikangas 2004; Kessler and Ustun 2004).

2010). In addition, the prison system is dynamic:
The vast majority of those in prison will be
released, and all told, more than 700,000 people
reenter their communities from prison every year
(West and Sabol 2009). Considering the stock and
flow of inmates, Uggen, Manza, and Thompson
(2006) estimated that 7.5 percent of the adult
population, approximately 16 million people, are
felons or ex-felons, a figure that approximates the
number of unemployed persons during the deep
economic recession of 2008 to 2009 (Wakefield
and Uggen 2010).
This increase means that incarceration is no
longer uncommon, so if incarceration is to be considered a social determinant of mental health,
medical sociologists should not consider it an
especially rare one. What, however, is the relationship between incarceration and mental health?
Certainly its potential effects are large, but it must
be understood in a broader epidemiological and
institutional context, which altogether casts considerable doubt over causal claims, especially
sweeping ones. Figure 1 provides a framework for
understanding the relationship between incarceration and psychiatric disorders. The figure presents
a number of elements and pathways that will be
considered shortly, but the immediate question is
whether there is a direct pathway from incarceration to psychiatric disorders, which is presented at
the center of the figure.

Background

The Total Institution and the Pains of
Imprisonment

The incarceration rate has increased substantially
in the United States over the past 40 years. In
1980, the incarceration rate was 149 per 100,000,
but by 2009, it was five times higher, at 749 per
100,000 (U.S. Department of Justice 2005; West

Goffman (1961) was perhaps the first to conceptually formalize the effects of living in a total institution on mental health, but research on the social
structure of prison life predates his work (Weinberg
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1942), and subsequent work has expanded the
debate considerably, focusing on the broad consequences of prisonization (Haney 2006; Wheeler
1961). Regardless of the focus, the stress of prison
life remains clear: In being denied their freedom,
features of their identities, and many goods and
services, inmates often suffer high levels of anxiety and distress.
Consistent with this premise, the prevalence of
psychiatric disorders within the prison environment
is relatively high (Fazel and Danesh 2002; Wilper et
al. 2009). About 1 in 10 inmates experience major
depression, and among male inmates, 1 in 2 experiences antisocial personality disorder (Fazel and
Danesh 2002). By some estimates, most inmates
returning to the community have psychiatric disorders, even if a large fraction of those cases remain
undiagnosed (Mallik-Kane and Visher 2008). Other
studies have estimated a diagnosed prevalence
between 15 and 26 percent (Ditton 1999; Wilper et
al. 2009) but characterized mental health problems
as “ubiquitous” relative to the general population
(Wilper et al. 2009:669). These studies focused on
currently or soon to be released inmates, but the
effects of incarceration likely extend to life after
release. A major theme of the reintegration literature
concerns the difficulties ex-inmates face in readjusting to traditional roles (Pager 2007). If these difficulties provide ongoing stress, then the total effects
of incarceration will reflect both prison experiences
and the postrelease consequences of prior prison
terms. Nevertheless, the threat of confounding is
powerful all along the pathway.

Confounding and the Effects of
Incarceration
From a descriptive standpoint, the high prevalence
of psychiatric disorders among inmates is clear,
but the source of this elevated prevalence is not.
The problem stems, in part, from the focus of
many studies and the lack of integration across
them: Much of the conceptual research focuses on
life in a total institution, while much of the descriptive work focuses on the mental health of current
inmates, but recent research on psychiatric disorders focuses increasingly on the early developmental and social antecedents of psychiatric disorders,
as does much of the recent research on crime.
Similarly, some research has focused on the treatment needs of former inmates, but this research is
mostly agnostic to what caused the disorders.
Some scholars recognize this limitation, as when

Liebling (1999) argued that the observational
nature of research on total institutions has largely
failed to convince scholars that incarceration
causes psychological harm. This failure, such as it
is, stems in no small part from the many complications involved.
Figure 1 presents the contaminating influences
in a path diagram and illustrates two sorts of complications. The first pertains to confounding, which
has several dimensions. Development antecedents
are presented to the left of incarceration, exerting
an influence on incarceration and outcomes further
down the pathway. To the degree that childhood
disadvantage is associated with both incarceration
and adult psychiatric disorders, the apparent relationship between the two may be confounded. On
this point, there is already considerable indirect
evidence. Childhood adversities have been linked
to adult psychiatric disorders (Green et al. 2010),
and many of the same adversities have been linked
to both the early onset of delinquency and the stability of criminal behavior (Sampson and Laub
1992). Moving to the right, Figure 1 also presents
early-onset psychiatric disorders. Many psychiatric disorders emerge early in life and will therefore
predate adult incarceration (Kessler, Berglund,
et al. 2005; Kessler and Wang 2008; Paus, Keshavan,
and Giedd 2008). Indeed, this is perhaps especially
true among former inmates, insofar as some of the
most common psychiatric disorders found among
inmates have unusually early onsets. For example,
most impulse control disorders, characterized by a
predisposition toward swift action in pursuit of
gratification with little regard for long-term negative consequences, begin in childhood (Kessler
and Wang 2008). This point is not merely one
about psychiatric disorders; the idea is consistent
with Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) general
theory of crime, which locates the root cause of
criminality in the failure to develop self-control
early in life. Of course, not all criminal behavior
reflects a psychiatric disorder, and not all inmates
are mentally ill. Nevertheless, these patterns suggest that those with histories of incarceration may
have distinct psychiatric patterns regarding, for
example, age of onset and chronicity.
A related complication stems from patterns of
comorbidity between substance-specific disorders
and other disorders. Many commonly occurring
disorders are comorbid with others (Kessler and
Wang 2008), and an especially common pairing is
between substance disorders and mood and anxiety
disorders (Kessler, Chiu, et al. 2005). This pattern
has specific implications for those interested in
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incarceration. Because many crimes either reflect
the behavioral disinhibition associated with substance use or are a direct reflection of possessing
controlled substances, the prevalence of certain
disorders among former inmates could reflect the
natural co-occurrence of these disorders with criminalized conditions and behaviors (Abram and
Teplin 1991). Along these lines, Swartz and Lurigio (2007) found that the relationship between
arrest and serious mental illness can be explained
either entirely or substantially by substance use,
depending on the offense. Furthermore, substance
disorders might set in motion subsequent disorders. Early-onset substance abuse, for example, is
related to the subsequent onset of a variety of other
disorders, as well as delinquency and criminal
behavior (Ellickson, Tucker, and Klein 2003).
Although the influences depicted on the left side of
Figure 1 do not suggest that the relationship
between incarceration and psychiatric disorders is
entirely spurious, they do suggest that those interested in identifying the influence of incarceration
must control for a variety of anterior factors.

Psychiatric Disorders and Disability
Unpacking the relationship between incarceration
and psychiatric disorders requires a focused and
granular evaluation, but it is important to recognize the broader stakes. Figure 1 presents two lines
from incarceration, one going directly to disability
and the other passing through psychiatric disorders
on the way to disability. Current research on incarceration tends to focus on its social and economic
consequences, rather than its consequences for
health, and thus has focused on direct pathways
(Wakefield and Uggen 2010), but if health is
related to disability—impairments in the ability to
assume ordinary social roles—the crime, stratification, and health literatures may have more in common than a concern with confounding.
A good deal of evidence points to the daunting
challenges of prisoner reintegration (see Wakefield
and Uggen 2010 for a review). These challenges
are usually interpreted in terms of human capital or
stigma, as when former inmates are not hired
because of their interrupted work histories, when
state laws regulate their eligibility for certain occupations, or when employers engage in outright

discrimination. Mental health problems could pose
another barrier, and a parallel body of research has
explored the needs of former inmates with psychiatric disorders (Mallik-Kane and Visher 2008).
This literature often begins with current or former
inmates with disorders and thereby brackets questions about what causes disorders, but it provides
clear evidence that psychiatric disorders are relevant to successful reintegration (Steadman et al.
2009). There is a strong relationship between psychiatric disorders and disability in social, economic, and cognitive domains, reflecting the
effects of psychiatric disorders on motivation,
thought, and behavior (Merikangas et al. 2007). In
this sense, disability may be related to the difficulties of reintegration insofar as both involve the
inability to assume normal social roles. Yet here,
too, it is important to consider the specificity of
incarceration’s effects, given variation between
disorders in their relationship with disability.

Summary and Data Requirements
This study has two related goals: (1) to understand
the effects of incarceration on psychiatric disorders
in a framework sensitive to selection and confounding and (2) to consider the role of psychiatric disorders in explaining the disability former inmates
experience. The data we use allow us to explore
these goals in a nationally representative context. In
addition, they allow us to explore a variety of psychiatric disorders and a multidimensional measure
of disability, our key dependent variables.

Data and Methods
The NCS-R
The NCS-R is a representative survey and the
benchmark source for recent information on psychiatric disorders in the United States. It was carried out between 2001 and 2003 within the
coterminous states among respondents aged 18
years and older (Alegria et al. 2008; Kessler et al.
2006; Kessler and Merikangas 2004). The overall
sample size was 9,282, and the response rate was
74.6 percent. The primary purpose of the NCS-R
was to assess change in the prevalence and correlates of psychiatric disorders (Kessler and
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Merikangas 2004). The NCS-R was divided into
two parts, each reflecting a different goal. Part I
was administered to all respondents (N = 9,282)
and contained questions about the core disorders
included in the World Mental Health Survey
Initiative Version of the World Health Organization
Composite International Diagnostic Interview
(WMH-CIDI), discussed in more detail below. Part
II contained information on risk factors and other
correlates of psychiatric disorders. Given the number of questions required to assess even the common disorders evaluated in part I, part II was not
administered to all respondents. It was instead
administered to respondents revealed in part I to
have psychiatric disorders or significant symptoms
(i.e., those who met the criteria for a lifetime disorder, who met subthreshold criteria and received
some kind of treatment, or who had made plans to
commit suicide), along with a probability subsample of other respondents (N = 5,692). Because
our study is concerned with variables contained
only in part II, we limit the analysis to part II
respondents. All our models use survey weights,
which adjust for survey design, nonresponse, and
sample selection into part II. When weighted, the
NCS-R part II sample very closely approximates
sociodemographic information from the March
2002 Current Population Survey (Kessler et al.
2006).
Incarceration. Our primary variable of interest is,
of course, incarceration. Respondents were asked
whether they ever spent time in prison, jail, or a
correctional facility since the age of 18 years. Our
models include a dichotomous indicator: whether
the respondent was ever incarcerated. Approximately 14 percent of respondents reported having
been in prison or jail in their lifetimes, a rate that
exceeds previous estimates of the number of
former prisoners in the general population (Uggen
et al. 2006), because the NCS-R also includes persons who have been incarcerated in local jails.
Because of an unusual skip pattern, however, not
all eligible respondents were asked this question.
Respondents who reported that their religious
beliefs were “not at all important” in their daily
lives were not asked additional about questions
about their religiosity, but, more important for our
purposes, they were also not asked questions about
incarceration (among other questions not used in

our study). This skip pattern is unfortunate, but it
has little apparent consequence for our specific
research questions, and the few missing cases it
introduces can be approximately recaptured using
multiple imputation. Very few respondents reported
that religion was not at all important in their lives
(7.6 percent). In addition, the response category
adjacent to “not at all important” is quite similar in
denotation (“not very important”), allowing us to
test whether the incarceration coefficient varied
between the meaningfully different observed levels
of low religiosity. Interactions with this variable
were almost entirely insignificant, and even among
the few interactions that were, only half revealed
linear patterns vis-à-vis adjacent categories, suggesting random variation. All results presented in
this article were derived from multiply imputed
data (Little and Rubin 2002), allowing us to recapture a complete set of 5,692 respondents over 20
data sets.
We focus on the effects of having ever been
incarcerated, but incarceration varies greatly in
duration and is highly skewed. The mean for the
sample is 162 days, but the median is just under a
week. In supplementary models, we explore the
relationship between length of incarceration and
psychiatric disorders using semiparametric methods. These models revealed that the length of a
sentence was generally unrelated to psychiatric
outcomes beyond the difference between those
with and without histories of incarceration
(Schnittker and John 2007). If anything, the relationship was nonlinear, such that it increased for
years in prison but declined for terms beyond five
years, consistent with the idea that long-term
inmates may cope better than shorter term inmates.
In general, these findings suggest that modeling
the effects of incarceration as a dummy variable is
appropriate.
WMH-CIDI. The primary diagnostic interview
schedule used in the NCS-R was the WMH-CIDI
(Kessler and Ustun 2004). The WMH-CIDI is a
fully structured diagnostic interview that generates
diagnoses consistent with the criteria contained in,
for our study, the Diagnostic and Statistical
Manual of Mental Disorders, Fourth Edition. The
WMH-CIDI generates both lifetime and 12-month
diagnoses, the former indicating those who experienced a given disorder at any point in their lifetimes
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and the latter indicating those who experienced
lifetime disorders and had significant symptoms
consistent with the disorders in the preceding 12
months.
The WMH-CIDI is intended for lay administration, meaning that those who met the criteria for a
disorder need not have been diagnosed by clinicians. Clinical reappraisal studies have revealed
that the WMH-CIDI shows reasonably good concordance with structured clinical interviews (Kessler, Chiu, et al. 2005), but for our study, lay
interviews rather than clinical interviews are even
more essential than they are for other applications.
First, by using a fully structured lay interview format, the WMH-CIDI avoids the biases that may
result when a clinician evaluates a known former
inmate, which are considerable (Rhodes 2000).
Second, the fully structured interview format
avoids contamination between diagnosis and selfreported treatment. This too is particularly important in the incarceration literature. On the basis of
the prisonization literature, we expect that many
former inmates will be reluctant to seek services
for fear of appearing weak, leading to an especially
strong disjuncture between diagnoses on the basis
of self-reports of treatment seeking and those
based on the lay administration of clinical criteria
(Mallik-Kane and Visher 2008).
Childhood adversities. The NCS-R assessed a
variety of childhood adversities, occurring before
18 years of age, divided into four types (Green et
al. 2010). Parental maladjustment is the sum of
four indicators: mental illness, substance abuse,
criminality (whether either parent engaged in criminal behavior or was arrested), and violence.
Interpersonal loss is the sum of three indicators:
parental death, divorce, and other separation from
parents or caregivers. Abuse or neglect is the sum
of three indicators: physical abuse, sexual abuse,
and neglect. And economic adversity is whether a
respondent’s family ever received welfare. These
items were culled from a variety of sources, all of
which are validated, including the first wave of the
National Comorbidity Survey (Kessler, Davis, and
Kendler 1997), related surveys (Courtney et al.
1998), the Family History Research Diagnostic
Criteria Interview (Endicott, Andreasen, and
Spitzer 1978; Kendler et al. 1991), and the Conflict
Tactics Scales (Straus 1979).

World Health Organization Disability Assessment
Schedule (WHO-DAS). Respondents were also
administered the WHO-DAS (Rehm et al. 1999).
We use the WHO-DAS in a descriptive fashion, to
see whether psychiatric disorders might explain at
least some of the disability former inmates experience. The WHO-DAS is valuable in this regard
because it was designed to measure functional
impairments across six different dimensions. The
dimensions and their questions concern (1) role
loss, defined as the number of days within the past
30 days in which the respondent was unable to
complete normal activities; (2) self-care limitations, defined as days the respondent had difficulty
washing, getting dressed, and staying alone; (3)
mobility limitations, defined as days the respondent had difficulty standing for 30 minutes, moving
inside the house, and walking a long distance; (4)
cognition, defined as days the respondent had difficulty concentrating for 10 minutes, understanding
what was going on, remembering to do important
things, and learning a new task; (5) social functioning, defined as days the respondent had difficulty
getting along with others, maintaining a conversation, dealing with people he or she did not know,
maintaining friendships, making new friends, and
controlling emotions around other people; and (6)
social participation, defined as the amount of
embarrassment and discrimination due to health
problems. On the basis of established conventions,
each of the domains was scaled to a theoretical
range of 0 (no disability) to 100 (complete disability within the domain).
In our models, we explore the effects of incarceration on disability and attempt to explain these
effects on the basis of psychiatric disorders. There
are two important considerations in this regard.
First, making accurate inferences about the mediating contributions of psychiatric disorders necessitates measuring other health conditions, including
chronic physical health conditions. The chronic
conditions checklist included in the NCS-R was
adapted from the list used in the National Health
Interview Survey, supplemented with additional
questions. We include the sum of eight chronic
conditions shown to be related to disability: arthritis, back pain, headache, chronic pain, stroke,
asthma, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease,
and epilepsy. Second, there is some natural overlap
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Table 1. Lifetime and 12-Month Prevalence of Psychiatric Disorders among Those with and without
Histories of Incarceration, National Comorbidity Survey Replication (N = 5,692)
Lifetime Prevalence
No
Incarceration
Disorder
Anxiety disorders
Panic disorder
Agoraphobia
Specific phobia
Social phobia
 Generalized anxiety disorder
Posttraumatic stress disorder
Adult separation anxiety
Mood disorders
Major depressive disorder
Dysthymia
Bipolar disorder
Impulse control disorders
Oppositional defiant disorder
Conduct disorder
Attention deficit disorder
Intermittent explosive disorder
Substance disorders
Alcohol abuse
Alcohol dependence
Drug abuse
Drug dependence

12-Month Prevalence

Incarceration

No
Incarceration

Incarceration

%

SE

%

SE

%

SE

%

SE

4.4
2.3
12.2
11.3
7.6
6.3
5.7

.3
.2
.5
.5
.4
.5
.3

7.4*
3.4
16.0*
18.6*
9.3
10.8*
13.2*

1.0
.7
1.6
1.5
.9
1.5
1.6

2.5
1.2
8.4
6.2
3.9
3.2
1.6

.2
.1
.5
.3
.2
.2
.2

4.5*
2.7*
11.7*
11.5*
5.3
6.3*
4.0*

.8
.6
1.3
1.2
.8
1.4
.8

16.1
3.8
3.8

.6
.3
.3

19.8*
5.9*
8.5*

1.6
.8
1.0

6.4
2.0
2.5

.3
.2
.2

9.2*
4.1*
5.8*

1.0
.7
.8

4.5
3.4
3.5
6.7

.5
.4
.3
.5

13.7*
18.3*
10.8*
15.7*

1.4
2.3
1.2
1.6

.4
.3
1.7
3.4

.1
.1
.2
.3

2.4*
2.2*
5.9*
10.3*

.7
.8
1.2
1.7

8.4
3.1
4.9
1.7

.7
.3
.5
.2

47.0*
21.3*
29.2*
12.9*

4.8
2.4
3.1
1.7

1.9
.8
.8
.3

.2
.2
.1
.1

10.0*
5.2*
4.8*
1.5*

1.6
1.1
1.0
.6

Note: Models are based on 20 multiple-imputation data sets, imputing 488 missing cases.
*p < .05 (two-tailed test of mean difference between no incarceration and incarceration).

between the measurement of disability and the
diagnostic criteria of psychiatric disorders. The
diagnostic criteria for psychiatric disorders emphasize clinically significant impairment, while the
measures of disability assess certain dimensions of
that impairment. Although there is some overlap,
the overlap is far from perfect, and furthermore,
the diagnostic criteria for psychiatric disorders are
generally more specific than the items constituting
the WHO-DAS. Consistent with this idea, we
show that some disorders defined by their clinical
significance are not in fact correlated with the
WHO-DAS. Even with some overlap between
disorders and disability, it is still meaningful to
compare among the effects of different types of
disorders and physical health conditions. The key

question for our purposes is not simply whether
they contribute at all but how much psychiatric
disorders contribute relative to other things associated with incarceration.

Analytic Map and Empirical Considerations
In what follows, we explore the relationship
between incarceration and psychiatric disorders, as
well as the relationship between psychiatric disorders and disability. The analysis proceeds in stages.
Table 1 begins with simple prevalence estimates of
psychiatric disorders for those with and without histories of incarceration, allowing us to assess a baseline association. We use both lifetime and 12-month
disorders. We then consider the characteristics of
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psychiatric disorders in greater detail, assessing
whether those with histories of incarceration have
earlier onset disorders, implying disorders that
began before incarceration, and whether those with
histories of incarceration have more chronic disorders, implying more severe cases. We then turn a
multivariate analysis of the relationship between
incarceration and psychiatric disorders. Table 2
explores the relationship between incarceration
and lifetime and 12-month disorders over three
models. In Model 1, we estimate the relationship
between incarceration and psychiatric disorders
including only demographic control variables (i.e.,
education, race-ethnicity, age, and sex). Model 2
adds childhood background, and Model 3 adds
early-onset substance disorders. In the final model,
we adjust for early-onset disorders, either by dropping cases whose onset was prior to 18 years of
age in the case of lifetime disorders or controlling
for under-18 onset in the case of 12-month disorders. Because substance disorders become control
variables in the final model for other psychiatric
disorders, we do not estimate the final model when
substance disorders are the dependent variable.
Furthermore, we drop from consideration those
disorders for which adult onset is impossible or
uncommon. Table 3 then explores whether psychiatric disorders mediate the association between
lifetime incarceration and disability.

Results
Table 1 reveals pervasive differences in the prevalence of psychiatric disorders between those with
and without histories of incarceration. The largest
differentials are found with respect to substance
use disorders: As many as 29 percent of former
inmates have met the criteria for drug abuse during
their lifetimes, and nearly half of those with histories of incarceration abused alcohol. These disorders are criminalized in the sense that the behavior
described by the disorder is itself either illegal
(e.g., using controlled substances) or closely associated with illegal activities (e.g., drunk driving).
Yet the prevalence of psychiatric disorders is elevated across the full spectrum of disorders: Former
inmates are more likely to experience anxiety disorders, mood disorders, and impulse control disorders. Former inmates also have a higher prevalence

of current disorders, and in this case, criminalized
disorders such as substance abuse are less relevant.
The most common 12-month disorders among
former inmates are, in fact, phobias. In addition,
major depressive disorder is more common than
alcohol dependence, drug abuse, or drug dependence, despite the link between the latter and
crime. Similarly, all three mood disorders are more
common than either oppositional defiant disorder
or conduct disorder.
In supplementary analyses, we explored the
characteristics of disorders rather than their prevalence (available in an online supplement). Specifically, we explored the average age of onset for
each of the disorders, along with a measure of
persistence. Our measure of persistence was the
fraction of 12-month cases to lifetime cases: A
perfectly persistent disorder will yield a ratio of
one, whereas a perfectly remitting disorder will,
over a sufficiently long period of time, yield a ratio
of zero (no lifetime disorder will also be a 12-month
disorder). Those without lifetime disorders are not
considered in this calculation. These figures
allowed us to test whether the age of onset is earlier for those with histories of incarceration and
whether psychiatric disorders are more persistent
among former inmates, a difference anticipated by
some psychologically driven theories of criminality. Because of trends in incarceration, the sample
reporting any incarceration is slightly younger than
the sample not reporting incarceration (40 vs. 46
years). Because of this, our test of persistence is
conservative: All else equal, former inmates will
have slightly more persistent cases because they
have had fewer years in which the disorders could
remit. Both groups, however, have an average age
well in excess of the average age of onset for psychiatric disorders, meaning that most of the
expected lifetime disorders in the sample are
already apparent.
Although the prevalence of psychiatric disorders may be higher among former inmates, the
characteristics of their disorders are generally no
different. Former inmates have first onsets at significantly younger ages for 5 of the 18 disorders,
but for most disorders, there is no difference; the
significant differences exceed five years in only 1
case (dysthymia), and the few significant differences are occasionally in the opposite direction.

Downloaded from hsb.sagepub.com at Bio Medical Library, University of Minnesota Libraries on December 4, 2012

456

Downloaded from hsb.sagepub.com at Bio Medical Library, University of Minnesota Libraries on December 4, 2012

.855**
.731*
.568**
.733**
.568**
1.141**
.759**
.597**
.954**
.701**
.915**
1.468**
1.709**
1.420**
1.549**

.500**
.744**
.738**
.653**
2.029**
1.922**
1.862**
2.017**

12-Month
Coefficient

.829**
.507
.499**
.651**
.551**
1.004**
.917**

Lifetime
Coefficient

1.901**
1.750**
1.704**
1.794**

.481**

.322**
.390*
.477**

.574**
.210
.288*
.477**
.276*
.714**
.672**

Lifetime
Coefficient

1.304**
1.486**
1.224**
1.241*

.737**

.395**
.657**
.480**

.570*
.491
.366**
.539**
.308
.772*
.540

12-Month
Coefficient

Model 2
(Model 1 + Childhood
Background)

.371*

.288*
.340
.321*

.473**
.114
.209
.405**
.235
.610**
.600**

Lifetime
Coefficient

.628**

.383**
.626**
.335*

.464*
.414
.311*
.491**
.255
.631*
.470

12-Month
Coefficient

Model 3
(Model 2 + Early-Onset
Substance Abuse)

.527

.375*
.537*
.511*

.559*
.117
.939
.533
.367
.697*
.797**

Lifetime
Coefficient

.632*

.392*
.748**
.484

.509
.592
.598**
.324
.371
.578
.504

12-Month
Coefficient

Model 4 (Model 3 + Controls
for Under-18 Onset of
Primary Disorder)

Note: The basic controls are education, race-ethnicity, age, and sex. Models are based on 20 multiple-imputation data sets, imputing 488 missing cases. For lifetime disorders, Model 4
eliminates those with under-18 onset of the primary disorder. For 12-month disorders, Model 4 includes a control variable for under-18 onset of the primary disorder.
*p < .05. **p < .01 (two-tailed tests).

Anxiety disorders
Panic disorder
Agoraphobia
Specific phobia
Social phobia
 Generalized anxiety disorder
Posttraumatic stress disorder
Adult separation anxiety
Mood disorders
Major depressive disorder
Dysthymia
Bipolar disorder
Impulse control disorders
Intermittent explosive disorder
Substance disorders
Alcohol abuse
Alcohol dependence
Drug abuse
Drug dependence

Disorder

Model 1
(Basic Controls)

Table 2. Any Incarceration Coefficients from Logit Regression Models of Lifetime and 12-Month Disorders with Controls, National Comorbidity Survey Replication
(N = 5,692)
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8.499**
(1.698)

Model 1

.550*
(.258)

6.965**
(1.628)

Model 2

Extent out of role

.427
(.278)

Model 2

4.152**
(.501)
7.784**
(1.026)
1.539
(1.384)
1.598
(1.144)
5.321**
(.424)

4.262**
(1.355)

Model 3

.441*
(.189)
.845*
(.375)
–.438
(.400)
–.014
(.211)
.510**
(.159)

.240
(.266)

Model 3

1.004**
(.282)

Model 1

.903**
(.277)

Model 1

.801**
(.264)

Model 2

Social interaction

.566*
(.233)

Model 2

Cognitive

1.064**
(.183)
1.952**
(.338)
.376
(.335)
.147
(.231)
.286**
(.063)

.400
(.209)

Model 3

1.365**
(.189)
2.312**
(.357)
.276
(.329)
–.167
(.260)
.640**
(.073)

.069
(.202)

Model 3

2.554**
(.642)

Model 1

3.312**
(.940)

Model 1

1.918**
(.588)

Model 2

Social participation

2.827**
(.934)

Model 2

Mobility

2.018**
(.311)
3.819**
(.520)
.760
(.633)
.234
(.958)
1.201**
(.123)

.997*
(.446)

Model 3

1.393**
(.405)
2.650**
(.738)
–.568
(.701)
–.956*
(.431)
3.126**
(.225)

1.921*
(.893)

Model 3

Note:   All models also include covariates for race-ethnicity, age, sex, and education. Models 2 and 3 add childhood background factors. Models are based on 20 multiple-imputation data
sets, imputing 488 missing cases.Values in parentheses are standard errors.
*p < .05. **p < .01 (two-tailed tests).

Chronic physical conditions

Substance

Impulse

Mood

Condition counts
Anxiety

Any incarceration

Chronic physical conditions

Substance

Impulse

Mood

Condition counts
Anxiety

Any incarceration

Model 1

Self-Care

Table 3. Linear Regression Models of World Health Organization Disability Assessment Schedule Disability Scores, National Comorbidity Survey Replication (N = 5,692)
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For drug dependence, for example, former inmates
have a significantly later onset (22.6 vs. 20.3
years). Mood disorders generally have the latest
onset for both groups, which is an important observation for our later discussion. The persistence of
psychiatric disorders also differs little between
former inmates and others. Former inmates have
significantly more persistent cases of agoraphobia
and intermittent explosive disorder, as indicated by
a higher ratio of 12-month cases to lifetime cases
(expressed as the percentage of lifetime cases that
are also 12-month cases: 79.6 vs. 54.4 percent and
65.7 vs. 51.0 percent, respectively). But none of
the remaining differences is significant, and in the
case of all four substance disorders, former inmates
actually have slightly less persistent cases, as
might be the case if former inmates are required to
undergo drug treatment as a condition of parole or
probation. Together with Table 1, these figures
convey an important point: Although the prevalence of psychiatric disorders may be higher
among former inmates, the characteristics of these
disorders are not different from those found among
those without histories of incarceration.
Former inmates are, however, at higher risk,
and this risk begins in childhood. There are pervasive mean differences in the childhood background
control variables between former inmates and others (results are available in the online supplement).
Former inmates are more likely to experience
interpersonal loss, family maladaptation, economic
adversity, and abuse or neglect. They are also
much more likely to experience early-onset drug or
alcohol abuse, with 15 percent of former inmates
abusing alcohol before the age of 18 years and 11
percent abusing drugs. These risk factors may
explain some, and perhaps all, of the association
between adult incarceration and adult psychiatric
disorders.
In Table 2, we explore the association between
incarceration and psychiatric disorders in a multivariate context. We consider only those conditions
for which adult onset is diagnostically possible.
This eliminates three of the four impulse control
disorders discussed earlier, but we reconsider these
disorders when discussing disability, because they
could explain some of the disability former inmates
experience even if they are not a consequence
of incarceration. Table 2 presents two sets of

incarceration coefficients for each model, the first
for lifetime disorders and the second for 12-month
disorders. The models are presented in rows, rather
than the conventional columns, but proceed left to
right through progressively more stringent specifications, as discussed above.
Table 2 reveals several things. First, the relationship between incarceration and psychiatric disorders is highly sensitive to control variables, but
not all the control variables are equally relevant.
For all the disorders, the reduction in the incarceration coefficient, expressed as a percentage, is
greater between Models 1 and 2 than between
Models 2 and 3. Proceeding to the final model, the
relationship between incarceration and mood disorders remains especially robust. Incarceration
more than doubles the odds of 12-month dysthymia and increases the odds of 12-month major
depression by nearly 50 percent. There are also
assorted relationships between incarceration and
certain anxiety disorders—notably, for example,
posttraumatic stress disorder—but none of the
relationships significant in the case of lifetime
disorders is also significant in the case of 12-month
disorders, and vice versa. Some relationships evident for lifetime disorders disappear for 12-month
disorders, suggesting that the associations with
incarceration, such as they are, fade with time. In
sum, the evidence for a strong global effect of
incarceration on psychiatric disorders is marginal,
but we cannot rule out an association with mood
disorders, and these associations, although particular, are strong.1
Table 3 reveals that these particular associations are also consequential. The table presents
three models for each of the six forms of disability
in the WHO-DAS. The first model presents the
relationship between incarceration and disability
with basic controls, the second model adds childhood background, and the third model adds psychiatric disorders and chronic physical conditions.
The results reveal, first, that former inmates suffer
from more disability, manifest across multiple
dimensions. The relationship between incarceration and disability is significant in all six cases and
large relative to known benchmarks, such as education. In four of the cases, the difference between
those with and without histories of incarceration
exceeds the difference between those with 16 or

Downloaded from hsb.sagepub.com at Bio Medical Library, University of Minnesota Libraries on December 4, 2012

459

Schnittker et al.
more years of education and those without high
school diplomas. The table also reveals, however,
that the problems former inmates experience do
not stem from human capital deficits alone (or
even primarily).
The difference between Models 2 and 3 reveals
that mental and physical health problems explain
anywhere from 32 percent (mobility disability) to
88 percent (cognitive disability) of the relationship
between incarceration and disability. Notably, in
the case of self-care and cognitive disability, the
association between incarceration and disability is
explained entirely in Model 3. A large fraction of
this mediation stems from mood disorders specifically. Across the six different types of disability,
the consequences of mood disorders exceed those
of the other conditions, even those strongly associated with incarceration by virtue of criminalization. For example, neither substance disorders nor
impulse control disorders are strongly related to
disability, even in the case of social interaction or
social participation. Similarly, although chronic
physical conditions are associated with incarceration, they are not as strongly related to disability as
mood disorders, except in the case of mobility disability. Although former inmates may suffer from
substance disorders, impulse control disorders, and
poor physical health, the additional disability they
experience stems more from mood disorders.

Discussion
A long-standing line of sociological research is
concerned with the role of total institutions in the
well-being of their inhabitants, but few studies
have attempted to deal with the many potential
threats to a causal relationship between incarceration and psychiatric disorders. This study reveals
that the relationship between incarceration and
psychiatric disorders is both stronger and weaker
than anticipated. Although former inmates have
higher rates of psychiatric disorder for virtually all
common disorders, the association does not reflect,
in most instances, a causal effect of incarceration.
Precisely because of the intersection between
childhood conditions, criminal offending, and psychiatric disorders, the relationship between incarceration and psychiatric disorders is highly
sensitive to childhood background factors and, to a

lesser degree, early-onset substance abuse. In this
way, our results highlight the considerable overlap
between the life-course determinants of crime and
the life-course determinants of psychiatric outcomes. Incarceration does, however, have a persistent relationship with mood disorders, and for this
class of disorders, the relationships are quite
strong. Incarceration is associated with a 45 percent increase in the odds of lifetime major depression, the most common psychiatric disorder in the
general population (Kessler, Berglund, et al. 2005).
The association with 12-month dysthymia is even
stronger. Although the relationship between incarceration and 12-month bipolar disorder is not significant at conventional levels, the insignificant
coefficient from the most rigorous specification
(Model 4) is larger than the significant coefficient
from a less rigorous specification (Model 3). It is
possible that a larger sample would produce more
consistent findings, and in this vein, it is notable
that many of the incarceration coefficients for
anxiety disorders are insignificant but quite substantial. Given the sample, however, our empirical
confidence is limited to mood disorders, and even
if the effects of incarceration are limited in this
way, they are still quite important.
Mood disorders are strongly related to disability
and play an important role in explaining the additional difficulties former inmates experience after
release. Indeed, our results suggest that disability
differences between former inmates and others
could be reduced greatly by addressing psychiatric
disorders. The mediation of the incarceration coefficient is driven primarily by mood disorders,
whose relationship with disability exceeds that of
almost all the other condition categories, whether
mental or physical. This set of findings is important
for several reasons. For one, it suggests that our
intuitions regarding what matters for selection into
prison are not a particularly good guide for hypotheses regarding what is most consequential following release (Uggen and Piliavin 1998). Although
substance disorders and impulse control disorders
are among the most common disorders among former inmates and are relevant to criminal behavior,
they are not the most relevant for understanding
disability. This asymmetric causation illustrates one
specific way in which the segregation of the literatures on incarceration and mental health may come
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at a cost: Focusing only on childhood disadvantage
or social selection or reintegration might miss the
interwoven nature of these topics. By the same
token, focusing only on global conceptions of
“mental health” might miss the particularity of
incarceration’s effects, leading to erroneous conclusions regarding whether selection is or is not globally important when, in fact, its relevance depends
greatly on the outcome.
This finding is also relevant to social policy,
especially to those responsible for providing services to returning inmates. And here, too, our
results introduce questions regarding whether current theoretical frameworks are appropriate. There
have been some efforts among service providers to
more closely align the criminal justice system with
the public health system, arguing that by protecting
the health and well-being of former inmates, we
can also protect the community (Freudenberg et al.
2008). Our study is consistent with this idea, adding that such programs might also promote reintegration. Yet mood disorders do not fit comfortably
into most existing criminal-justice-as-publichealth frameworks. Mood disorders are neither
directly criminalized, like substance abuse disorders, nor are they infectious, like HIV/AIDS or
tuberculosis. As a result, mood disorders might fall
through the cracks of even the most broad and
progressive frameworks.
The results also point to areas of mutual interest
between those concerned with the health consequences of incarceration specifically and those
interested in the negative effects of incarceration. To
date, stigma and discrimination are perhaps the
most commonly proffered mechanisms for understanding the consequences of incarceration. Yet
psychiatric disorders are important in a number of
respects and complementary to existing research
agendas. For one, it is possible that the stigma of
incarceration and psychiatric disorders work hand in
hand. Employers, for example, may be reluctant to
hire former inmates because they are perceived to
be mentally ill, much as employers are reluctant
to hire former mental patients because they are perceived to be dangerous. Mood disorders may also be
significant in their own right, such that even if discrimination against former inmates were reduced or
eliminated entirely, former inmates would continue
to suffer. Indeed, because of their strong effects on

functioning and cognition, mood disorders provide
scholars with a mechanism for explaining the selfdefeating behavior of former inmates, a task for
which discrimination alone is ill suited. For example, former inmates are discriminated against
because employers believe former inmates have few
skills, but insofar as this belief is true at all, it may
have more to do with the mental health of former
inmates than with their motivation, intelligence, or
organization. By recognizing the consequences of
mood disorders, it is possible to develop a more
robust appreciation of former inmates’ behavior and
recognize some of its structural determinants.
Although our analysis focuses on the unique
effects of incarceration, it is important to note that
the disorders experienced by former inmates do
not appear to be much different in kind from those
experienced by others. It is true that psychiatric
disorders among former inmates often begin in
childhood and adolescence, but this is also true for
those without histories of incarceration (Paus et al.
2008). Similarly, incarceration has a long-term
association, linking the past with current disorders,
but former inmates do not in fact suffer from more
persistent disorders. Furthermore, the relationship
between incarceration and lifetime disorders is
often stronger than that the relationship with
12-month disorders, implying that the relationship
is not necessarily enduring and that many disorders
among former inmates are self-limiting in the same
fashion they are in the population in general (Kessler and Wang 2008). In short, although psychiatric
disorders are more prevalent among inmates, they
may be just as amenable to treatment and intervention as they are among others.

Limitations
The strengths of this study stem from the NCS-R.
The survey allows the analyst to explore psychiatric disorders with breadth and precision, a benefit
available in few other surveys. But the weaknesses
of the survey stem from the flip side of the same
coin. Although we observe many influences relevant to incarceration, these influences are sensitive
to measurement error. The age-of-onset controls,
for example, involve retrospective accounts, which
are imperfect. Similarly, childhood adversities are
based on retrospection, which may be correlated
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with current mental health (Kendler et al. 1991).
Related to this is the lingering threat of confounding. Our models control for many relevant influences predating incarceration and the onset of
disorder, but more complicated and contemporaneous selection processes are possible. We did not
include adult life events for fear of mixing causes
and effects, but adult processes might simultaneously lead to incarceration and psychiatric disorders much like childhood processes. Unemployment,
for instance, is regularly considered an outcome of
incarceration, but it might occasion both depression
and criminal behavior. Despite this, there are signs
that our control variables do account for many of
the influences we are concerned with. If selection
were the preeminent force behind the relationship
between incarceration and psychiatric disorders, for
instance, the effects of incarceration would be
weaker for conditions with earlier onsets because
they would be more likely to anticipate rather than
follow incarceration. However, this pattern was not
observed in our models. Anxiety disorders, for
example, have an especially early onset, but their
relationship with incarceration is no more sensitive
to age-of-onset controls than the relationship
between incarceration and other conditions. We
also do not know the age at which incarceration
first occurs, except that it occurs in adulthood. In
future research, it will be important to systematically discern the timing and life-course sensitivity
of the processes explored here.
It is also possible the taxometric properties of
psychiatric disorders differ between former inmates
and others, as when former inmates manifest psychiatric disorders in a fashion that does not cohere
well with conventional diagnostic criteria. Something of the sort could be apparent in the unusually
strong relationship we find between incarceration
and dysthymia, a relationship that exceeds that
between incarceration and the other mood disorders. If prisonization involves the suppression of
emotions that convey weakness or vulnerability,
former inmates might express their distress more
through dysthymia, a milder form of sadness, rather
than major depression. In this way, differences in
the incarceration-disorder relationship could reflect
meaningful taxometric asymmetries between former inmates and others, but if so, the incarceration
coefficient is only diminished by a reporting bias.

Moreover, even if this sort of reporting differential
is occurring, there is still a relationship between
incarceration and major depression that is sufficiently strong to withstand a great many controls.
Our results may understate the total effects of
incarceration in certain respects. Our analyses
reveal that the relationship between incarceration
and many (but not all) psychiatric disorders is spurious. We have emphasized the robust association
between incarceration and mood disorders, but it is
premature to rule out associations with other outcomes. Our measure of incarceration is based on
self-reports, and it is likely that some people who
were incarcerated are not classified as such,
thereby underestimating the effects of incarceration (see Western, Lopoo, and McLanahan 2004).
Future research should consider this possibility
and use alternative measurement strategies.
A final limitation pertains to the meaning and
interpretation of incarceration itself. It is unclear
what process the incarceration-disorder relationship actually reveals. Incarceration is the outcome
of a criminal arrest and conviction (or, in short
stays, being held in the interim between these
stages of criminal justice processing), but it reflects
many other things besides, including, in most
instances, the mark of a criminal record, exposure
to the prison environment, and discrimination after
release. Although we demonstrate associations
attributable to having been previously incarcerated
and thus provide some evidence for an enduring
influence of incarceration, we were unable to specify whether these associations represent the lingering impact of the prison environment per se or other
related processes, such as the effects of a criminal
record, the stress of reintegration, or ongoing
involvement in criminal behavior. To be sure, many
of these experiences might stem from prison and
thus be considered consequences of incarceration.
If so, they do not undermine our basic claim of a
significant association, but they nonetheless imply
different processes and points of intervention and
therefore deserve more fine-grained attention.

Conclusion
In closing, it is worth noting that our emphasis on
psychiatric disorders as an outcome of incarceration
and a mechanism for explaining poor reintegration
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has an ironic edge. A long tradition in sociology
casts psychiatric disorders as a means of labeling
and thereby controlling deviant behavior—thus the
well-known alignment of “madness” with “badness” (Conrad 1992). Although psychiatric disorders provide a convenient label for certain forms of
abnormality, our results suggest that treating psychiatric disorders is a strategy for reintegrating exinmates and thereby a mechanism for normalizing
deviants. In this light, we encourage the development of new frameworks for understanding incarceration’s consequences for mental health and
reintegration. These frameworks should be sensitive
to the different forces behind selection and those
behind causation, as well as the distinction between
what is legally criminalized and what is enduringly
consequential.

Note
1. The tables focus on average effects for the entire
sample, but other models were investigated. In supplementary analyses, we estimated interactions
between incarceration and race-ethnicity and incarceration and sex. Of the 90 possible interactions with
race (3 interactions, exhausting comparisons between
four racial-ethnic groups), only 1 was significant, less
than expected by chance (incarceration has a stronger
relationship with social phobia among “other” racialethnic groups). Similarly, of the 30 possible
interactions with sex, only 2 were significant, with
both interactions suggesting larger negative effects
for women (for lifetime intermittent explosive disorder and 12-month adult separation anxiety disorder).
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