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Abstract

Numerous studies have examined the postrelease behaviors of men and 
women, highlighting the importance of social bonds in understanding posi-
tive reentry. However, there is evidence that the effect of social bonds on 
recidivism may vary by gender. Furthermore, research suggests that an indi-
vidual’s propensity for criminality, including prior criminal history, may hinder 
the development and maintenance of positive social bonds and subsequently 
affect reentry transitions. The current study extends previous research in 
two ways. First, the authors examine gender differences in the sources of 
recidivism and focus on the role of social ties and criminal history in shaping 
recidivism risk. Next, the authors consider if the influence of parolees’ ties to 
their parents and intimate partners is conditioned by their criminal history. 
The results reinforce the importance of social ties, particularly to parents, for 
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parolees; however, the results also suggest that male relationships with parents 
and intimate partners may be influenced by prior criminal involvement.
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An established body of literature has documented the correlates of recidi-
vism. These studies suggest that factors such as age, criminal background, 
drug use, education, and employment status are important for understanding 
recidivism outcomes for men (Gendreau, Little, & Goggin, 1996; Langan & 
Levin, 2002) and women (see Kruttschnitt & Gartner, 2003, for a review). 
A number of important findings have emerged. First, prior criminal history is 
an important marker of recidivism risk; individuals who have been involved 
in crime are most likely to repeat these behaviors in the future (Kurlychek, 
Brame, & Bushway, 2006). Conversely, strong social bonds are an important 
catalyst for desistance (Laub & Sampson, 2003). However, recent research 
suggests that the effect of social bonds on offending may be conditioned 
by criminal propensity, particularly prior criminal involvement, and gender 
(King, Massoglia, & MacMillan, 2007).

The goal of the current study is to further refine our understanding of postre-
lease outcomes by examining the within- and between-gender patterns of recid-
ivism among a diverse sample of men and women released from prison. There 
is ample theoretical and empirical evidence indicating that men’s and women’s 
exposure and response to life circumstances in the postrelease context are dis-
tinct, suggesting that the array of factors producing successful release outcomes 
do not have a uniform influence across gender lines. These facts highlight the 
potential need for a gender-specific understanding of recidivism (La Vigne, 
Brooks, & Shollenberger, 2009; Uggen & Kruttschnitt, 1998).

Furthermore, in an attempt to examine the effect of social ties on crime, 
many studies measure marital status and/or intimate partner relationships 
using dichotomous variables (Griffin & Armstrong, 2003; Horney, Osgood, 
& Marshall, 1995; Huebner, DeJong, & Cobbina, 2010; King et al., 2007). 
This is surprising because theory underscores that the quality and strength of 
the relationship is vital, rather than just the presence or absence of a relation-
ship (Sampson & Laub, 1993). Sampson and Laub (1993) argue that “adult 
social ties are important insofar as they create interdependent systems of obli-
gation and restraint that impose significant costs for translating criminal pro-
pensities into action” (p. 141). Thus, we set out to examine how recidivism is 
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affected by social relationships by capturing not only the presence of ties but 
also their quality and nature.

Finally, we examine whether the effects of postrelease social ties are con-
ditioned by criminal history. Recent criminological research has discovered 
variation among individuals (e.g., based on criminal history, substance abuse) 
in the propensity to enter into social relationships, particularly marriage 
(King et al., 2007; Sampson, Laub, & Wimer, 2006); therefore, in theory, the 
association between social ties and recidivism may be contingent on the extent 
to which one has been involved in crime. The gendered nature of offending 
further underscores the potential variation in the interaction between criminal 
history, social relationships, and recidivism.

Gender and Prisoner Reentry
There is general consensus in the criminological literature that social rela-
tionships matter for understanding crime. Social ties to individuals and insti-
tutions can inhibit the impulse to offend in a number of ways (Sampson & 
Laub, 1993). First, strong, positive social bonds can be a rich source of social 
support and capital, making possible the achievement of certain ends that 
would not have been previously available (see Coleman, 1988). Most men 
and women returning home from prison obtain some level of social and 
economic support from their family (Visher & Courtnery, 2006). As mean-
ingful social relationships increase, ex-offenders are more likely to amass the 
human capital they need to provide them access to institutional roles in work 
and education (Bazemore & Erbe, 2004). Social relationships also dominate 
daily routines, reducing situational opportunities for crime such as the asso-
ciation with deviant peers (Warr, 1998). Finally, support from social institu-
tions and conventional relationships also signals to offenders that they can 
become productive members of society and can contribute to the formation 
of a prosocial identity (Braithwaite, 1989; Maruna, 2001).

Although social relationships, particularly marriage, have been identified 
as critical for understanding the patterns of offending behavior among male 
samples, there is evidence that these factors may also have differential effects 
on female criminality (De Li & MacKenzie, 2002; Simons, Stewart, Gordon, 
Conger, & Elder, 2002). Although research is mixed, studies suggest that 
attachment to a male romantic partner may initiate or amplify women’s deviant 
activity. Although females, in general, are less likely to engage in criminal activ-
ity than males, when they do it is often a by-product of their emotional attach-
ment to a criminally involved boyfriend or spouse (Gilfus, 1992; Mullins 
&Wright, 2003). For instance, in their examination of male and female felony 
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offenders, Alarid, Burton, and Cullen (2000) discovered that women who are 
married to or cohabiting with a male offender are significantly more likely to 
participate in drug and/or property offenses (see also Griffin & Armstrong, 
2003). Common to research of this type, Alarid et al. (2000) did not have 
access to information on the quality of the relationships.

The empirical research on gender, intimate partner relationships, and pris-
oner reentry has been mixed. There is ample evidence to suggest that marriage 
reduces the odds of offending for male offenders (Horney et al., 1995; Visher, 
Knight, Chalfin, & Roman, 2009). However, recent research using an all-female 
sample did not observe a significant association, either positive or negative, 
between marriage and recidivism (Huebner, DeJong, & Cobbina, 2010). Of 
particular relevance to the current study, King et al. (2007) found that although 
marriage was a strong protective force for male offenders, separate from the 
propensity to marry, marriage only reduced criminal involvement for females 
with moderate propensities to marry. Moreover, King et al. found that mar-
riage did not influence the behavior of women with low “marriage-capital” 
(e.g., little educational attainment, inconsistent work histories, prior criminal-
ity), suggesting that returning female offenders may not derive the same ben-
efit from intimate partner relationships as similarly situated male offenders. 
An important note, however, is that the studies mentioned above are limited 
primarily to the presence or absence of a relationship with a spouse or a 
significant other. To date, very little research of this type has explored how 
women’s reentry is influenced by the quality of their prosocial relationships.

As noted, family provides an important social network for offenders return-
ing from prison. Most offenders return home to live with their family, usually 
remaining for several months (McMurray, 1993). Studies show that families 
often provide support to a loved one who is released from prison, which can 
result in positive change. For instance, a study by the Urban Institute on men’s 
reentry in Chicago found that nearly all the respondents received a degree of 
financial support from family members (La Vigne, Visher, & Castro, 2004). 
Moreover, the study revealed that quality familial relationships reduced the 
likelihood of reconviction. However, empirical evidence suggests that 
females are more likely to have strong attachment to family; whereas, males, 
particularly young men, are more likely to look to peers for social support 
(Anderson, 1989).

Finally, research shows that peer networks can influence behavior pat-
terns for both males and females (Cairns & Cairns, 1994; Haynie, 2001; 
Rowe, Vazsonyi, & Flannery, 1995; Simpson & Elis, 1995). For instance, 
some studies find that although girls are more likely to have more intimate 
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and affectionate friendships than boys (Giordano, Cernkovich, & Pugh, 1986; 
Steffensmeier & Allan, 1996), males are more susceptible to negative peer 
influence (Giordano et al., 1986). On the other hand, several studies reveal 
that the companionship of nondelinquent peers reduces women’s risk of 
engaging in criminal behavior (Uggen & Kruttschnitt, 1998). Furthermore, 
research suggests that peer attachment may exert greater social control for 
females than for males (Alarid et al., 2000). In their examination of young 
adults, Simons, Stewart, Gordon, Conger, and Elder (2002) discovered that 
deviant peer networks influenced the choice of a romantic partner and 
involvement in criminal activities. Although they revealed that having an 
antisocial partner was strongly associated with crime for young men and 
women, they found that romantic relationships exerted greater influence on 
the criminal activities of females than males. Peer networks are also fre-
quently implicated in the onset and persistence of criminal behavior. Actors 
who forge strong ties with others involved in crime are more likely to offend 
than those who have few or no criminal associates (Giordano, Cernkovich, & 
Holland, 2003; Haynie, 2001).

As noted, opportunities for involvement in prosocial relationships are not 
equally distributed across the population. Instead, researchers have identified 
a number of factors that can influence selection into relationships with con-
ventional actors. Individuals with high propensities toward crime are often 
hesitant to enter into prosocial relationships, such as marriage. For example, 
Anderson (1989, 1990) suggests that disadvantaged African American males 
who have high levels of criminal involvement are typically reluctant to get 
married because of the limited educational and employment opportunities 
available to them, which makes it difficult for them to assume the traditional 
responsibilities of husband and father. Furthermore, Black males are often 
concerned about the negative influence marriage has on friendship ties because 
middle-class norms regarding marriage often conflict with the values of their 
own peer groups (Anderson, 1989; Giordano, Longmore, Manning, & Northcutt, 
2009). Third, identification with a criminal subculture can diminish familial 
relationships because of the strain and hardships placed on family members 
(McCarthy & Hagan, 2001; Western, Lopoo, & McLanahan, 2004).

In addition, substance abuse appears to condition the positive relationships 
with family and can increase the likelihood of failure on parole. Research 
shows that most offenders under correctional supervision have a prior history 
of drug use and/or related criminal activity (Mallik-Kane & Visher, 2008). 
Drug offenders, overall, have some of the highest rates of recidivism; 67% of 
drug offenders released from prison in 1994 were reconvicted (Langan & 
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Levin, 2002). Multivariate analyses reinforce the strong, positive relationship 
between drug involvement and recidivism following release from prison for 
male and female samples (Huebner et al., 2010; Spohn & Holleran, 2002).

Researchers have documented gender differences in the pathways to sub-
stance abuse. For women, the path to drug use is typically complex, often 
resulting from a breakdown in individual, familial, and environmental protec-
tive factors (Bloom, Owen, & Covington, 2003). Some women, for example, 
are introduced to drugs as children by adults (DeHart, 2005). Other women 
use drugs as a coping mechanism to ease the physical, sexual, and psychologi-
cal pain of abuse (Chesney-Lind, 1997; Daly, 1998; DeHart, 2005). Moreover, 
empirical evidence suggests that women’s initiation into drug use typically 
stems from their relationships with male intimate partners, and they often con-
tinue to use drugs to maintain the relationship (Covington & Surrey, 1997). 
Evidence also suggests that substance abuse plays an important role in explain-
ing women’s involvement in crime and is an especially strong predictor of 
recidivism (Dowden & Blanchette, 2002). On the other hand, drug use is par-
ticularly salient in the lives of male persistent offenders. Many qualitative 
studies have reported that substance abuse results in increased levels of repeat 
offending among males who are deeply embedded in criminal behavior 
(Maruna, 2001; Shover, 1996; Zamble & Quinsey, 1997).

The Present Study
Although studies have been amassed on the reentry experiences of released 
inmates, we believe that this line of inquiry can be refined further by examin-
ing the within- and between-gender variation in recidivism. Specifically, we 
estimate the likelihood of recidivism among a large, diverse sample of men and 
women discharged from prison, paying attention to the social ties and criminal 
history of the offenders. Next, we consider if the influence of male and female 
parolees’ ties to their parents and intimate partners is conditioned by their 
criminal history. Together, these analyses broaden our theoretical knowledge 
of the gendered nature of reentry and have important implications for policy.

Data and Method
The data set for the current study comprise a random sample of 570 offend-
ers, 169 females and 401 males, paroled from prisons in a single Midwestern 
state in 2000. The data were culled from official agency records.1 We obtained 
information on offenders’ preprison demographic characteristics, officially 
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recorded criminal history records, and postrelease arrests from the Department 
of Corrections (DOC) databases, while the data on postprison social con-
ditions and preprison employment and substance abuse history were obtained 
from the Level of Service Inventory–Revised (LSI-R). Following state 
DOC guidelines, the LSI-R assessment was administered by parole offi-
cers to members of the sample in a semistructured interview within approx-
imately 2 weeks of their discharge from prison, during their initial parole 
meeting.2

More specifically, the LSI-R is a widely used, 54-item risk assessment 
instrument administered in a structured interview to plot parolees’ risk for 
re-offending and measure their progress while under supervision; it captures 
pre- and postprison static and dynamic factors known to closely correlate 
with offending (see Andrews & Bonta, 2006). The LSI-R is appropriate for 
a study of this type, as several studies show that the LSI-R has predictive 
validity (Vose, Cullen, & Smith, 2008) and high test–retest reliability (see 
Andrews & Bonta, 2006). The LSI-R is widely used by correctional officials 
in North America, who currently use the instrument as part of offender man-
agement protocols (see Petersilia, 2003; Smith, Cullen, & Latessa, 2009).3 
Our purpose is not to conduct an evaluation of the LSI-R’s predictive valid-
ity but to draw on the rich array of information the instrument offers on an 
item-by-item basis for the purpose of testing the current hypotheses. In the 
paragraphs that follow, the study measures are described, followed by a pre-
sentation of the descriptive statistics and the results of the multivariate 
analyses.4

Dependent Variable
The goal of this analysis is to examine gender disparities in the risk for 
recidivism. We operationalize recidivism as an offender’s first arrest follow-
ing release from prison. Data on time-to-failure were also collected and reflect 
the number of days until rearrest during the 46-month follow-up period.5 The 
descriptive statistics indicate that 260 (65%) of the males in the sample and 
92 (55%) of the females were rearrested in the follow-up period. These 
figures correspond with the estimates reported in other studies of this type 
(Deschenes, Owen, & Crow, 2007; Langan & Levin, 2002). Men averaged 
619 days (SD = 389) in the community without being arrested, and women spent 
approximately 747 days in the community (SD = 364) before re-offending. 
The descriptive statistics and a description of the variables used in the study 
are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Summary Statistics for Study Variables

Male Sample Female Sample  

Variable Mean SD Mean SD Description

Dependent 
variable

 

  Recidivism 619.47 389.19 747.55 364.17 Occurrence and timing of 
the first postrelease arrest 
during the 46-month 
follow-up period

Independent 
variable

 

  Release age 31.8   8.7 32.5     6.93 Age in years at release from 
prison

  Prior arrests     9.14     8.57     7.27     6.69 Number of prior arrests
  Black 28% 24% 1 = African American, 

Hispanic, or Native 
American; 0 = White

  Drug abuse 
  history*

68% 87% 1 = Offender used drugs 
more than three times per 
week, offender reported 
passing out or blacking 
out, substance use affected 
other life domains, or 
offender had contacts 
with medical facilities for 
treatment and dependence; 
0 = respondent did not 
report prior drug use

  Alcohol 
  abuse 
  history*

73% 49% 1 = Respondent drank 
alcohol more than 
three times per week, 
respondent reported 
passing out or blacking 
out, substance use affected 
other life domains, or 
respondent had contacts 
with medical facilities for 
treatment and dependence; 
0 = offender did not report 
prior alcohol use

(continued)
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Male Sample Female Sample  

Variable Mean SD Mean SD Description

  Property 
  offense

46% 50% 1 = Served time in prison for 
larceny, theft, burglary, fraud; 
0 = drug-related or other 
crime

  Violent 
  offense*

14% 5% 1 = Served time in prison for 
rape, robbery, homicide, 
felonious assault, arson; 
0 = incarcerated for drug-
related or other crime

  Employed 
  postrelease

46% 48% 1 = Parolee is employed for 
30+ hours per week; 0 = 
offender works less than 
30 hours per week, offender 
has a sporadic work history, 
offender is in a temporary 
position, or employment 
cannot be verified

  Parental ties     1.19 .84     1.39 .84 1 = Relationship with parents 
is relatively or very 
satisfactory; 0 = relationship 
is relatively unsatisfactory 
or very unsatisfactory, or 
nonexistent

  Intimate 
  partner 
  relationship

    1.44 .77     1.43 .88 0 = Relationship is very 
unsatisfactory; 1 = 
relatively unsatisfactory 
situation; 2 = relatively 
satisfactory situation; 
3 = a very satisfactory 
relationship

  Criminal 
  peers

85% 88% 1 = Individual has friends (or 
did prior to incarceration) 
who have criminal records 
or who are involved in 
criminal activity; 0 = no 
documentation of peer 
criminal involvement

*Groups are significantly different at p < .05 (two-tailed test).

Table 1. (continued)
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Independent Variables

We employ four broad clusters of independent variables in the analyses: 
(a) demographic characteristics, (b) preprison substance use, (c) criminal 
history, and (d) postrelease factors. With regard to demographic characteris-
tics, we incorporate a dichotomous measure of race (Black = “1”),6 and a 
measure of offender age (in years) at release. The average age of men and 
women is approximately 32 years; moreover, roughly one quarter (24%) of 
males and 28% of females are Black.

Three variables capture offenders’ criminal history. The prior arrest mea-
sure is continuous and reflects the total number of times an offender was 
arrested prior to his or her current prison term. Arrest data were generated 
from a criminal background check conducted by the DOC officials. Men 
averaged nine prior arrests, whereas females averaged a little more than 
seven arrests. The differences between groups were not statistically signifi-
cant. In addition, we included two variables indexing the nature of the offense 
for which the sample member was incarcerated: violent offense (yes = “1”) 
and property offense (yes = “1”).7 The variable reflecting drug offense is consid-
ered the reference category. In total, 46% of men and 50% of women were 
serving time for a property offense. Men were statistically more likely to be 
serving time for a violent offense than women (14% of men, 5% of women).

Two measures of preprison substance use are included, both of which are 
derived from the LSI-R. The alcohol abuse history (yes = “1”) denotes a prior 
alcohol problem, whereas drug abuse history (yes = “1”) pertains to whether 
an offender ever had a drug problem. We coded the items based on the crite-
rion for substance abuse history noted in the LSI-R scoring guide (1 = “prior 
to prison, the offender drank alcohol or used drugs more than three times per 
week and reported passing out or blacking out; the substance use affected 
other life domains, such as work, education, intimate relations, family; or the 
offender had contacts with medical facilities for treatment and dependence”; 
0 = “the offender did not report substance abuse”). Women were significantly 
more likely to report drug use, whereas men reported high a incidence of alco-
hol abuse. Overall, 87% of females reported having a problematic history of 
drug abuse, whereas 68% of men reported a similar history. Men (73%) were 
more likely than women (49%) to report a problem with alcohol in the past.

Relational ties to family and intimate partners are measured separately 
using constructs derived solely from the LSI-R, and both measures are con-
structed using baseline data collected shortly following release (see the 
appendix for additional information on LSI-R coding schemes).8 Specifically, 
we capture the quality of offenders’ parental ties with a measure scored on a 
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4-point ordinal scale (0 = very unsatisfactory situation with a very clear and 
strong need for improvement, 1 = relatively unsatisfactory situation with a 
need for improvement, 2 = satisfactory situation with some need for improve-
ment, 3 = satisfactory situation with no need for improvement). In addition, 
we include a measure designed to capture the quality of an offenders’ inti-
mate partner relationships; this measure refers to marriage and intimate rela-
tionships not bonded by marriage. Scores range from 0 to 3 (0 = very 
unsatisfactory situation with a very clear and strong need for improvement, 
1 = relatively unsatisfactory situation with a need for improvement, 2 = satis-
factory situation with some need for improvement, 3 = satisfactory situation 
with no need for improvement).

In addition, we include a measure of postrelease employment that was 
gathered by the DOC and reported on the LSI-R assessment (1 = full-time 
work—30+ hours per week, 0 = part-time, sporadic employment, or unem-
ployed). Offenders who reported acquiring full-time work (30 hours or more 
of paid employment per week) were asked to provide parole officials with 
their employers’ contact information, and this information was used to verify 
the offenders’ employment status. Postrelease employment was assessed 
within approximately 4 weeks of the parolees’ discharge and updated as new 
information became available.9 A little less than half of the men and women 
in our study were employed in the postrelease environment.

Finally, from the LSI-R, we include a measure of whether offenders have 
criminal peers (yes = “1”) within their social network; the measure is coded 
as a dichotomous variable. The measure is coded “1” if the individual has 
friends (or did prior to incarceration) who have criminal records or who are 
involved in criminal activity and “0” if there is no documentation of peer 
criminal involvement.10 Men and women identify high levels of negative 
peer involvement, with 85% of men and 88% of women reporting involve-
ment with friends who have histories of criminal offending.

Multivariate Analysis
The analyses proceed in three phases. First, we begin by graphically depict-
ing the cumulative survival functions for men and women to provide a visual 
representation of the risk for recidivism across time. As displayed in Figure 1, 
across the follow-up period, women had a higher rate of cumulative survival 
than men. In other words, at each successive time point following release 
from prison, men recidivated at a greater rate than women. For instance, 
looking at the 300-day mark, the figure suggests that roughly 80% of women 
had not yet been rearrested, compared with 74% of men. By the 600th day 
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mark, the disparity between men and women had increased, with 58% of 
women arrest-free versus roughly 42% of men. In fact, the difference between 
men and women in cumulative survival probabilities grew in magnitude 
concomitantly with the passage of time.

In the second phase of the analysis, a series of Cox proportional hazard 
models are estimated, which consider the probability, or hazard, of rearrest at 
time t given that failure has not yet occurred (Cox, 1972; Singer & Willett, 
2003). Positive coefficients indicate that an individual with this characteristic 
(or a higher value on a given variable) recidivates more quickly, whereas 
negative coefficients denote delayed time to failure. Proportional hazard 
models are ideal for the current analysis as they simultaneously examine both 
the occurrence and the timing of recidivism (Cox, 1972; Singer & Willett, 
2003). In addition, hazard models account for differing release dates by mod-
eling the time interval between release and rearrest. The results of the analy-
ses are represented separately for men and women. In addition, z scores were 
calculated for each of the exogenous variables in the models according to the 
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formula presented by Paternoster, Brame, Mazerolle, and Piquero (1998) to 
better evaluate the differences in the predictive validity of the measures 
across gender.

Table 2 highlights gender similarities and differences in patterns of recidi-
vism. As expected, younger men and women and offenders with more involved 
criminal histories failed more quickly on release. The nature of the current 
offense did not have a significant influence on rearrest patterns. However, we 
did observe differences by race, as Black females failed more quickly than 
White females. Race was not a significant predictor of recidivism among 
males. The z-score coefficient noted in Table 2 reports statistically significant 
differences in the effect of race across gender. Drug abuse also emerged as an 
important predictor for women. Whereas women with drug use histories failed 
more quickly, prior drug use did not meaningfully influence men’s risk for 
recidivism. Alcohol abuse was not a significant predictor for men or women.

Next, we examine the relationship between postrelease factors and recidi-
vism. Consistent with the extant research, postrelease employment has a strong 
negative effect on men’s risk for recidivism (β = −.56), but the employment–
rearrest relationship was not significant for women.

Table 2. Cox Proportional Hazard Models Predicting Rearrest for Males and 
Females

Males (N = 401) Females (N = 169)  

  Coefficient SE Coefficient SE Z Score

Release age -.04* .01 -.04* .01  
Prior arrests .34* .09 .45* .22  
Black -.05 .12 .10* .35 -2.88
Drug abuse history -.02 .23 .13* .55  
Alcohol abuse history .11 .16 .04 .17  
Property offense .03 .16 .25 .37  
Violent offense .17 .22 -.20 .84  
Employed postrelease -.57* .15 -.33 .38  
Parental ties -.27* .09 -.50* .22  
Intimate partner 
  relationship

-.04 .10 -.62* .25 2.18

Criminal peers 1.51* .60 -.27 .64 1.98
Model fit  
  LR chi-square 51.64** 49.11**  

*p < .05. ** p < .01 (two-tailed test).
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Turning to postrelease social ties, men and women who had quality paren-
tal relations had delayed time until failure (or recidivism). The results also 
denote that increases in the quality of intimate partner relations have a statisti-
cally significant influence on recidivism risk for women (β = −.62), suggest-
ing that women with high-quality ties to intimate partners remain arrest-free 
longer than offenders who had weak or nonexistent ties. However, the quality 
of intimate partner relations was not significantly associated with men’s risk 
for rearrest, and the z score (Z = 2.18) coefficient suggests that intimate partner 
relationships have a significantly stronger effect for women than for men.

Finally, ties to criminal peers were also an important correlate of recidi-
vism. Men with criminal peers failed more quickly. The criminal peer mea-
sure was not significant for the female sample, even though men and women 
reported similar involvement with delinquent peers. The significant equality 
of the coefficient test further underscores the unique role of delinquent peers 
in male recidivism patterns.

Estimating the interaction between relational ties and criminal history. The 
results of the initial multivariate analyses suggest that criminal history and 
social relationships can have unique and statistically significant additive 
effects on rearrest. In the third phase of the analysis, we estimate the interac-
tion between criminal history and social ties to parents and intimate partners. 
We constructed two interaction terms to examine if the effect of intimate 
partner relationships and parental ties was conditioned by the number of prior 
arrests as existing research suggests.

Table 3 displays the estimates from the interaction terms generated in both 
the male and the female samples. The interaction models displayed for men 
(Models 1 and 2) suggest that the effect of social ties to parents and intimate 
partners on recidivism varies by criminal history. The positive coefficient for 
the interaction presented in Model 1 indicates that prior arrest history moder-
ates the relationship between intimate partner relationships and recidivism, 
suggesting that a lengthy criminal history attenuates the negative effect of 
marital relationships on rearrest. The findings suggest that strong bonds to 
intimate partners may be more of a catalyst for desistance among men with 
fewer prior criminal convictions. Similarly, the results presented in Model 2 
suggest that prior arrests moderate the effect of parental ties on recidivism for 
men: Positive, strong social ties to family had a larger and significant effect 
on men with fewer arrests.

Looking at the estimates generated from the female sample shown in 
Models 3 and 4, the interaction terms are not statistically significant, indicat-
ing that intimate partner relationships reduced women’s risk of recidivism 
irrespective of their criminal involvement. The results from the significant 
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interactions are displayed in Table 4. To gain further insight into the nature of 
the interaction term, we calculate the effects of ties to intimate partners 
and parents across five levels of prior arrests (−2 SD, −1 SD, mean, +1 SD, 
+2 SD).11 For men with prior arrests at 2 SD below the mean—far below the 
average—quality intimate partner relations significantly delay the timing of 
rearrest (see Panel A), and the coefficient suggests that the relationship is 
quite strong. We observed a similar, significant relationship for men with 
arrest rates at 1 SD below the average, although the effect was less substan-
tial. Interestingly, intimate partner ties did not significantly influence risk of 

Table 3. Cox Proportional Hazard Models Predicting Recidivism: Estimation of 
Interaction Effects

Males Females

  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Coefficient SE Coefficient SE Coefficient SE Coefficient SE

Release age -.05** .01 -.04** .01 -.07** .03 -.07* .04
Prior arrests .01 .01 .03** .01 .12 .09 .06 .07
Black -.23 .14 -.24 .14 -.38 .52 -.09 .53
Drug abuse 

history
-.05 .20 -.06 .20 1.55* .72 1.62* .76

Alcohol abuse 
history

.22 .17 .24 .17 -.61 .48 -.76 .50

Property offense .15 .15 .16 .15 .18 .37 .48 .40
Violent offense .12 .20 .14 .20 -.24 .84 -.47 .85
Employed 

postrelease
-.37** .14 -.42** .13 -.28 .39 -.39 .38

Parental ties -.15 .08 -.15 .08 -.33 .26 -.15 .25
Intimate partner 

relationship
-.04 .09 -.03 .09 -.48* .24 -.68** .28

Criminal peers 3.69** 1.42 3.61** 1.41 -1.61 1.54 -1.74 1.57
Interaction terms  
  Intimate 

  partner 
  relationship * 
  Prior arrests

.03** .01 .03 .05  

  Parental ties * 
  Prior arrests

.03* .01 .08 .05

Model fit  
  LR chi-square 109.6** 108.91** 35.64** 38.30**

*p <.05. **p < .01 (two-tailed test).
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rearrest for male offenders with average or above-average arrests (+1 SD or 
+2 SD). In other words, these results suggest that positive intimate partner 
relations can impede recidivism, but in our analysis, the effect is only signifi-
cant among men who had below-average involvement in criminal behavior.

Similarly, the estimates in Panel B convey the degree to which the effect of 
quality parental relations on recidivism risk is conditioned by arrest records. 
Among men whose history of arrests falls 2 SD below the sample mean, a 
unit increase in the quality of parental relations reduces their risk for recidi-
vism by nearly 55%. Among men whose arrest record is 1 SD below the 
mean—slightly below the average—a similar increase in good-quality paren-
tal relations reduces their risk for recidivism by 34.4%. Conversely, parental 
relations do not significantly affect recidivism for men with more involved 
criminal histories (e.g., mean level of arrests up through +2 SD).

Summary and Conclusion
A great deal of work on prisoner reentry has been amassed, resulting largely 
from the unprecedented rise in incarcerated individuals over the past three 
decades. However, most of the empirical knowledge of reentry has been 
derived from studies using all-male or sole-gender samples of the correc-
tional population. The goal of the current study was to examine whether the 
known correlates of recidivism have a differential effect across gender. 

Table 4. Summary of Significant Interaction Terms: Male Sample

Coefficient SE Percent Change in Recidivism Risk

Panel A: Effect of intimate partner relations on recidivism across levels of prior arrests
  −2 SD below the mean -.48* .19 -61.7
  −1 SD below the mean -.26* .12 -29.9
  Mean -.04 .09 ns
  +1 SD above the mean -.02 .09 ns
  +2 SD above the mean .20 .20 ns
Panel B: Effect of parental ties on recidivism across levels of prior arrests
  −2 SD below mean -.44** .14 -54.9
  −1 SD below the mean -.30** .10 -34.4
  Mean -.15 .24 ns
  +1 SD above the mean -.01 .09 ns
  +2 SD above the mean -.15 .08 ns

*p < .05. **p < .01.
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Consistent with the emerging body of research suggesting that one’s past 
involvement in crime may condition the effect of one’s social relationships 
on offending, we examined whether the effects of postrelease social ties are 
moderated by criminal history.

The results confirm both the direct and the conditional nature of social ties 
on recidivism. Women who were immersed in a good-quality relationship 
with an intimate partner or had strong ties with their parents had a lower risk 
for recidivism; moreover, the nature of this relationship was not significantly 
affected by prior criminal history. Conversely, for the male sample, intimate 
partner relations and ties to parents only reduced chances of recidivism for 
those who had below-average levels of arrests. Negative social relationships 
with peers also influenced recidivism, as men with ties to criminal peers were 
more likely to fail. Although men and women reported similar levels of delin-
quent peer involvement, the measure was not significant in the female-only 
model, and the z-score contrast indicates that the negative effect of peers on 
recidivism significantly varies by gender.

These findings have important implications for theory as they reinforce 
the importance of quality familial and intimate partner relationships in suc-
cessful reentry. The contingent nature of intimate partner and parental ties 
among male offenders is also consistent with existing research, suggesting 
that as men become increasingly embedded in criminal behavior, the implica-
tions of prosocial opportunities for their life trajectories often become less 
salient (McCarthy & Hagan, 2001). These findings, therefore, may also reflect 
a reduced desire among male offenders to maintain parental relationships or 
to enter into intimate partner relationships. Marriage, and the importance of 
positive prosocial relationships, is often less central to males deeply involved 
in crime (Anderson, 1989; Bennett, Bloom, & Craig, 1989; South, 1993; Wilson, 
1997). However, our results suggest that criminal offending may have a cor-
rosive effect on male parolees’ relationships with conventional actors. Under 
these circumstances, family members may be reluctant to give high-quality 
support to so-called high-level offenders and may sever the relationship 
completely (Braman, 2005; Western et al., 2004). Shover’s (1996) work, for 
instance, has shown that men who have persistently engaged in crime over 
their life span have often eroded numerous opportunities and pushed away 
sources of social support, and some have even preyed on family and friends 
who have extended emotional and material assistance.

The findings for the female sample reflect the centrality of familial rela-
tionships for women, as we found that family ties served as a protective fac-
tor against recidivism. This is consistent with prior studies indicating that 
females often have strong familial attachment and are typically reluctant to 
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bring shame on their family (Mullins & Wright, 2003); therefore, they are 
more responsive to informal, familial social controls (Giordano, Cernkovich, 
& Rudolph, 2002).

Moreover, research shows that unlike men, most female inmates lived 
with their children and served as their primary caregivers prior to incarcera-
tion (Mumola, 2000). Thus, reunification is often a primary goal for women 
after their release (Giordano et al., 2002; Richie, 2001). As a result, women 
often rely heavily on the support of family to maintain relationships with 
their children (La Vigne et al., 2009; Pollock, 2002), making the parental 
relationship particularly important for women.

Not only did familial ties significantly affect female recidivism, but our 
study revealed that prosocial intimate partner relationships reduced the likeli-
hood of re-offending. In some ways, our results are contrary to recent research 
that has shown that marriage and cohabitation among women can promote 
offending (Alarid et al., 2000; Griffin & Armstrong, 2003). The fact that our 
findings—showing that marriage reduces offending—are contrary to those of 
existing research may reflect measurement differences with regard to the 
operationalization of marriage and cohabitation. In fact, we measured the 
quality of the social relationship; therefore, our indicator separates prosocial 
from antisocial relationships, which might be confounded by dichotomous 
classifications of intimate partner relationships. Although our findings are 
contrary to those of some studies, they are consistent with the results of prior 
studies that have measured the quality of marital and/or intimate partner 
relationships. For instance, as mentioned earlier, in their study of antisocial 
behavior from adolescence to adulthood, Simons et al. (2002) found that 
romantic partnerships had a greater influence on criminal behavior for females 
than for males. They conclude that involvement with a conventional romantic 
partner, among others, moderates the likelihood that a woman with a delin-
quent history would continue criminal behavior into adulthood. Thus, in light 
of what we have found and given that theory also highlights the importance 
of measuring the quality and nature of social relationships, we believe that 
the failure to do so may provide a somewhat limited understanding of the role 
of marital ties in female reentry.

In addition, it is important to consider the role of race and social context in 
understanding the desire and opportunities to marry or engage in positive 
intimate partner relations. Research suggests that national marriage rates for 
Black women are roughly half of that of White women, even when exposed 
to similar marriage market conditions (Lichter, McLaughlin, Kephart, & 
Landry, 1992). This may be more of a function of Black men’s than Black 
women’s reluctance to marry, as African American men often anticipate less 
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improvement from marriage in their peer relationships and their sex lives 
(Giordano et al., 2009; South, 1993). We did observe strong race effects in the 
models for women, and this work highlights the importance of continuing 
research that examines the interaction of race, gender, social relationships, 
and recidivism.

Also notable is the lack of the conditioning effect of prior arrest history 
on recidivism in the female models. Although we can only speculate with 
the data at hand, it may be that other factors apart from criminal history 
serve to condition the influence of social relationships on reentry outcomes 
for women. Recent research by Mallik-Kane and Visher (2008) suggests that 
substance abuse can have particularly negative effects on women’s social 
support networks, more so than for men (see also La Vigne et al., 2009). In 
their study, 66% of women with a history of substance abuse received sup-
port from their family in the immediate period after release, compared with 
82% of female offenders who did not report substance abuse. The levels of 
support for men with and without substance abuse histories were very simi-
lar and were higher overall than for similarly situated women (see La Vigne 
et al., 2009, p. 52). In our data, we observed that drug use had a unique and 
very strong effect on recidivism for women, and in supplementary analy-
ses, we found that women with substance use histories had weaker paren-
tal bonds and ties to intimate partners. The differences are not statistically 
significant, but the substantive differences suggest that drug use, particu-
larly when measured postrelease, may affect the nature and occurrence of 
social bonds on release.12 Overall, women and men face unique circum-
stances in the postrelease context; therefore, it is important to continue to 
explore those factors that may affect the relationship between social ties 
and recidivism.

Moreover, consistent with studies on recidivism, we found that peer rela-
tionships influence re-offending. However, we also observed important dif-
ferences in the way men and women respond to associations with peers 
involved in crime: Men are more likely to recidivate, whereas women’s risk 
for recidivism is not significantly affected (see Simons et al., 2002). In other 
words, men’s risk for recidivism is strongly related to whether they associate 
with others who engage in criminal activity. Peer groups are an important 
factor in explaining gender differences in social relationships. The literature 
suggests several possibilities with regard to the differences we observed in 
our data. First, male offenders, unlike females, often rely on deviant peer 
groups for social support; thus, these relations make prosocial relationships 
less attractive for men. For example, Anderson (1989) found that inner-city 
Black youth were reluctant to get married because they were concerned with 
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the effect that marriage would have on their attachments and relationships 
with their peer group. Moreover, though this research did not evaluate gang 
membership, there is evidence that involvement in gangs can alter prosocial 
relationships outside (Decker, 1996) and inside (Wacquant, 2000) prison 
and may subsequently increase the odds of recidivism (Huebner, Varano, & 
Bynum, 2007). Second, research suggests that males are more likely to face 
intense levels of peer pressure than are females. For example, in their exami-
nation of the effect of friendship patterns on delinquency, Giordano et al. 
(1986) found that boys report higher levels of pressure and conflict within 
their relationships than girls. They assert that male friendship styles, likely 
comprising risk-taking activities, may be more “conducive to the kind of 
group processes that move individual members to the point of collective 
action” (p. 1194), which amplifies delinquent behavior among boys. On the 
other hand, girls are less likely to characterize their relationships as pres-
sured, which may inhibit female delinquency. Furthermore, research suggests 
that in an effort to avoid dangerous neighborhoods, young women are more 
likely than young men to opt out of participating in peer networks and aspects 
of “street life’ by retreating to their home and small family circle (Cobbina, 
Miller, & Brunson, 2008), whereas boys relied on peer networks for protec-
tion. This may explain why male, and not female, criminal behavior is shaped 
by peer associations.

From a policy perspective, the results speak to the importance of maintain-
ing strong, quality social ties for both male and female offenders during and 
after incarceration. Evidence suggests that individuals who maintain contact 
with their family while they are incarcerated have better postrelease success 
(Bales & Mears, 2008; Hairston, 1988). Research also shows that programs 
using family-focused models are more effective in reducing recidivism. For 
example, La Bodega de la Familia, a strength-based, family-focused method 
of case management, observed significant reductions in drug use and offenses 
among male and female participants compared with nonparticipants (Shapiro, 
1998). The results also speak to the importance of developing gender-
responsive programs and services that acknowledge the differences between 
male and female offenders to reduce their risk of subsequent offending (Bloom 
et al., 2003). Ongoing efforts have been made through the Transition From 
Prison to Community Initiative and other similar projects to ensure that reen-
try programming reflects the unique needs between and within gender groups 
(Berman, 2005).

Although the research results are unique, several caveats must be consid-
ered. First, the sample was restricted to offenders in one Midwestern state and 



Cobbina et al.	 351

may not be indicative of offenders released into other communities. Second, 
certain measures of pathways to crime and contextual postrelease informa-
tion were not available and remain an important omission. Specifically, our 
measure of prior criminal history is a crude measure of criminal propensity. 
It is likely that including measures such as those used by King et al. (2007) 
would help better contextualize our understanding of the way in which oppor-
tunities for marriage and social relationships are influenced by educational 
status and drug use, in addition to history of arrests. Ultimately, proxies, of 
course, are no substitute for true experimental designs; in the future, research 
should attempt to isolate the extent to which propensity contributes to the 
relationships uncovered here by using methodological designs that parse 
selection effects from treatment effects. The third caveat is that even though 
the current study captures information on the nature and strength of marital 
and parental relationships, it is difficult to capture the nature of social rela-
tionships with discrete measures. Although this is a common limitation in 
research of this type, future research can improve on this study by using a 
mixed-method approach to further explore the impact social relationships 
have on formerly incarcerated offenders.

Fourth, our measures of postprison social conditions are static and hence 
do not capture the dynamic nature of the postrelease period. For example, we 
assessed social relationships at the 2-week mark when the LSI-R was admin-
istered by parole officers; however, at this time point, the quality of the rela-
tionship may have changed, perhaps less conflicted and more supportive than 
at a later time point, when the stressors of postrelease life may be more fully 
realized (Zamble & Quinsey, 1997). The measures of postprison social condi-
tions would be stronger indicators of the intended constructs if they were 
time-varying and thus included data on the quality and nature of the construct 
across repeated time points in the postrelease period. Similarly, we were not 
able to capture the residence of the parolee. It is clear that the nature and 
structure of personal ties may vary according to the household in which the 
parolee resides (Visher, La Vigne, & Travis, 2004). Furthermore, to best 
capture women’s unique pathways to crime and transitions back to the com-
munity, measures of fertility, the presence of children, physical and sexual 
abuse, economic marginalization, and living arrangements are needed, which 
were not available to us.

Finally, recent research suggests that genetic markers may be associated 
with selection into antisocial peer groups (Beaver, Wright, & DeLisi, 2008; 
Cleveland, Wiebe, & Rowe, 2005; Kendler et al., 2007), aggressive behavior 
(Wilson, 1975), delinquency (Malone et al., 2004; Rodgers, Buster, & Rowe, 
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2001), and violent behavior (Guo, Roettger, & Cai, 2008). Other studies 
document that both genetic propensity and social conditions, together, 
explain delinquent and criminal behavior (Caspi et al., 2002; Caspi & Moffitt, 
1995). Accordingly, we hope that future efforts by scholars will examine the 
influence of genetics on selection into offending and social relationships. 
Notwithstanding these limitations, the current study helps illuminate the 
sources of variation in risk for recidivism among men and women. Overall, 
two general conclusions can be drawn from the current research. First, we 
observed important differences in the recidivism patterns of men and women. 
Second, the research underscores the importance of social relationships for 
positive reentry transitions. It is clear from these analyses that there is a need 
for continued gender-specific research that explores how life circumstances 
affect reentry. Specifically, understanding the contingent nature of the link 
between social relationships, criminal history, and recidivism will likely pay 
large dividends for our understanding of prisoner reentry and the develop-
ment of correctional programming among women and men.

Appendix

Supplementary Information From the Level of Service 
Inventory–Revised (LSI-R) Scoring Guide

Variable Description

Parental ties Coded as a four-item ordinal scale: 0 = unsatisfactory, 
1 = relatively unsatisfactory, 2 = relatively satisfactory, and 
3 = highly satisfactory. According to the LSI-R scoring 
criterion, a score of 0 is given to relationships that are absent, 
hostile, punishing, or uncaring; in cases where no contact 
is maintained; or if the offender has contact but the family 
condones antisocial attitudes; a score of 1 is given to relations 
marked by significant conflicts, dissatisfaction, or indifference 
toward the relationship on the part of either partner, or 
when there is irregular contact or lack of personal contact; a 
score of 2 is given to relationships that are mostly rewarding 
and positive and when there are good attempts at caring and 
positive influence with regular contact; and a scores of 3 is 
given to relationships that are highly satisfying, with obvious 
caring and positive influence, and those in which the offender 
maintains regular contact.

(continued)
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Notes

  1.	 Using an electronic sorting process, staff from the State DOC placed all parolees 
released in 2000 in a single electronic file and randomly selected every fifth 
parolee from the total parole file until a sample of 570 offenders was compiled 
(401 males, 169 females). We focus here on the 401 males in the sample. Random 
sampling was used to reduce the costs to the DOC associated with the data col-
lection. The sample is reflective of the population of parolees from the state in 
2000. Further details on the study state are available from the authors by request.

  2.	 Although parole officers administered the LSI-R to the respondents, the responses 
are based on offender’s self-reports.

  3.	 The efficacy of the LSI-R has been well documented (Gendreau et al., 1996; 
Petersilia 2003); however, it is important to note that there is an ongoing debate 
surrounding the utility of this instrument for women (see Holtfreter, Reisig, & 
Morash, 2004; Smith, Cullen, & Latessa, 2009). DOC officials from the state in 
which the data originate conduct annual assessments to determine the internal 

Variable Description

Intimate 
partner 
relationships

Four-level ordinal coding scheme: Relationships are coded 
as very unsatisfactory (0) if they are unpleasant or hostile 
and include a history of abuse or recent abuse; relatively 
unsatisfactory (1) if there are conflicts or problems with 
the partner, significant stressors, or ambivalence regarding 
continuing the relationship and if the relationships include 
offenders who are single but lonely; relatively satisfactory (2) if 
they are mostly rewarding and caring and include men who 
are single but wish to become involved in a relationship; 
and highly satisfactory (3) if they are highly satisfying and all 
partners are effectively able to deal with conflict.

Appendix (continued)
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reliability of LSI-R; this is done using a test–retest method. The assessment 
conducted during the time frame in which these data were collected showed 
high test–retest reliability from 2001 through 2004.

  4.	 Because of confidentiality reasons and bureaucratic oversight, we were not 
allowed to access the answers to the open-ended questions from the LSI-R 
interview.

  5.	 Offenders who were not rearrested were right-censored as of October 20, 2004, 
the final day in which the release cohorts’ arrest records were retrospectively 
examined.

  6.	 With regard to our measure of race, the category of  “Black” includes 15 individuals 
who identified as Hispanic, Asian, or Native American. Because of the small cell 
counts, it was not feasible to conduct analyses with separate measures created 
for the individuals in these three groups. However, we conducted alternate analy-
ses where the 15 Black members were recoded in the data file and included as 
White; the results under the new coding scheme were virtually identical to those 
reported here.

  7.	 Violent offenses include robbery, sexual assault, manslaughter, first-degree 
murder, second-degree murder, and aggravated assault. Property offenses include 
burglary, theft, auto theft, larceny, and fraud.

  8.	 Common to reentry research of this type, we used static measures of postrelease 
conditions in our analysis. We acknowledge that recidivism is a time-varying 
outcome. Relationships with family and intimate partners may change over the 
release period, and the effects are time dependent, a limitation of this research. 
We examined the possibility that the findings presented in the analysis may not 
be generalizeable across time points during the postrelease period. To gain some 
insight into this possibility, we reestimated the models in Table 2 but restricted 
the outcome to capture recidivism at 6-, 12-, and 18-month time periods. In other 
words, we estimated Models 1 and 2 in Table 2, with the outcome measure cen-
sored at three different periods. The results from the supplementary analyses 
were very similar to those reported here, with the exception of the property crime 
measure. At the 6-month time point, property offending was significant, though 
negative, among women. The coefficient for property crime among the male 
sample was not substantially changed in the supplementary analysis.

  9.	 Parole officials reported to the authors that some reentering offenders learned 
of job opportunities while they were incarcerated, often through family con-
nections. And therefore, some were able to make a transition immediately into 
employment on release (see Nelson et al., 1999). Unfortunately, we were not able 
to gain information on the quality or nature of the employment, including data on 
wages, job type, or length of job; however, research suggests that even low-wage 
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employment can have positive implications for older (greater than 27 years of 
age) adult workers (Uggen, 2000).

10.	 The LSI-R manual defines friends as “associates, within their environment, with 
whom one spends leisure time, whose opinions are valued and who provides help 
when in need.”

11.	 The coefficients for Table 4 assume mean values for all the other variables in the 
model (Hosmer & Lemeshow, 2000).

12.	 For women, the average intimate partner score was 1.41 for those with a history 
of drug abuse and 1.66 for those without a history of drug abuse. Women with 
a history of drug use had an average parental tie score of 1.40. The average for 
women without a history of drug abuse was 1.33. For men, the average intimate 
partner score for those with a history of drug abuse was 1.43, and for those with-
out a history of drug abuse, it was 1.46. The average parental tie score was 1.29 
for men with a history of drug abuse and 1.25 for those without.
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