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Abstract 

The aim of this research is to attain an in-depth understanding of men and women’s 

reoffending experiences in Ireland. This is important as research on reoffending in 

Ireland so far has been quantitative with male samples. In addition, research on 

understanding reoffending experiences is scarce compared to research 

understanding desistance. To fulfil this aim, desistance and criminal career research 

were firstly analysed to create a theoretical and conceptual framework to underpin 

the research in this thesis. Primary research consisted of collecting qualitative and a 

small amount of quantitative data with a cohort of 18 men and 10 women serving 

Probation in Ireland between 2016-2018. The epistemology in this research was 

interpretivist meaning that semi-structured interviews were the main method and a 

vignette and questionnaire were used to support findings. Semi-structured 

interviews and vignettes were analysed thematically and data collected from the 

questionnaire was analysed using the statistical package for the social sciences. To 

understand why people continue with and/or return to crime this research found 

two global themes, that people engage in reoffending as a coping mechanism and 

that people engage in reoffending as they can gain from reoffending. Men and 

women had differing reasons for continuing with and/or returning to crime that 

depended on an individual’s development, subjective state, social bonds, and wider 

surrounding structure. Based on this analysis this research proposes four different 

modes of reoffending behaviour: persistent reoffending, substance abuse related 

reoffending, intermittent reoffending, and returns to reoffending. This reoffending 

paradigm offers an in-depth understanding of men and women’s reoffending 

behaviour and highlights the complexity of people’s justifications for reoffending 

which has implications for practice that will be discussed.
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Introduction 

 

I eventually got put into custody that year, in May 2014. I got out, I was there 

until July I got out in July. I was back –––––in em, in September, back out, 

back in again in September, back out, back in again in September. That’s 

three times in and out in September, in custody. Around October, back in in 

October, got out, back in in October. Kept in then until December 2014, got 

out then January 2015, back in January for another, back in until April and 

released in April and haven’t gone back in since. [John, line 68] 

Despite a plethora of research that highlights recidivism rates, risk factors and 

interventions related to reoffending, there is no extensive theoretical understanding 

of the phenomenon. A focus on statistical evidence of reoffending means that the 

individual context of each offender is often missing and objective generalised data 

does not shed much light on processes of continuity and change in behaviour 

(Canton, 2013). As demonstrated by the extract from John above, individuals can 

experience continuity and change in their reoffending behaviour and the purpose of 

this research is to understand reoffending experiences in an in-depth way focusing 

on why people continue with or return to crime.  

The lack of theoretical understanding of reoffending is unusual when 

compared to desistance literature which has a strong theoretical underpinning that 

illustrates people’s experiences of their desistance journey. To gain a subjective 

understanding of desistance, scholars have frequently compared people who 

reoffend and people who desist (Laub & Sampson, 2003; Liem & Richardson, 2014; 

Maruna, 2001; Nakamura & Bucklen, 2014) meaning that reoffending is portrayed as 

the opposite of desistance. In other words, people who reoffend are described as 

lacking agency, generativity and social bonds which are key factors in explaining how 

people move towards desistance (Laub & Sampson, 2003; Maruna, 2001).  
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However, while reoffending and desistance are linked as they are both stages 

in an offending journey (Barry, 2007a) they are distinct stages and as such it is 

necessary to develop a specific subjective understanding of reoffending while 

acknowledging the link between the two stages. Reoffending is a process of 

involvement in crime and as a process, reoffending is not well understood. This 

introductory chapter will provide a context and a rationale for the current research, 

before presenting the aims, objectives and a chapter outline of this thesis. For the 

purposes of this chapter, it is firstly necessary to point out that the term recidivism is 

used in a methodological sense defined through official contact with the criminal 

justice system, the term reoffending is preferred as it is broader referring to both 

methodological and more subjective factors (self-reported offending or intentions to 

reoffend) that are relevant to understanding reoffending as they allow criminal 

behaviour to continue over time. This distinction will be further explained in Chapter 

Two. 

Life-course criminology highlights that criminal development needs to be 

understood in the context of an individual’s larger life course (Blokland & 

DeSchipper, 2016). Life-course criminology is usually associated with longitudinal 

research which this is a common research methodology in desistance research (see 

e.g., Giordano, et al., 2002; Laub & Sampson, 2001; Leverentz, 2014). Although this 

research is not longitudinal in design, the primary interest in understanding 

reoffending experiences will be reflected in this research’s methodology that will 

design the interview schedule to capture experiences over the period of a life course 

with a focus on reoffending. These experiences will then be analysed to understand 

past and present behaviour. This ensures that reoffending experiences can be 

understood over an individual’s life course. 

Context for the current study 

The following section is concerned with outlining research development and what it 

can tell us with regards to reoffending and desistance in Ireland. The field of 

criminology is still largely underdeveloped in the Irish context and criminal justice 
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agencies have only recently begun to publish national statistics on recidivism. Until 

fairly recently data from the Irish Probation service, Irish Prison service and Irish 

Court service was stored on separate computer systems, so cases were not linked 

throughout different agencies (O’Donnell, 2005). This made it very difficult in the 

past for researchers to get access to data and to investigate issues such as 

reoffending and desistance.  

However, since 2005 there have been a number of important developments. 

For example, the Central Statistics Office (CSO) now compiles crime and recidivism 

statistics from across different agencies (Hamilton & Healy, 2016). This has resulted 

in recent improvements in the quality of national statistics on recidivism in particular 

and the Prison service (2013) and the Probation service (2012, 2013) in conjunction 

with the CSO (2013, 2016) have all published national statistical data on recidivism. 

However, it is important to note that these statistics have been published “under 

reservation” (O’Donnell, 2020, p.85) so while it is useful to understand rates of 

recidivism nationally especially given that recidivism rates can help to measure the 

performance of the criminal justice system, statistics on Irish recidivism must be 

interpreted with caution as there is little confidence in the quality of the Irish crime 

data (O’Donnell, 2020).  

This research contributes a new subjective understanding of people’s reasons 

for returning to and continuing with crime to complement existing statistical 

research. This is important because knowledge about why people continue with or 

return to offending could be very useful in developing criminal justice practice and 

processes. This is justified as Maruna (Economic Social Research Council (ESRC), 

2014) argued that effective rehabilitation requires an understanding of how people 

initiate and maintain desistance from crime and key desistance findings have been 

utilised to develop better criminal justice practices (Canton, 2013; McNeill, Farrall, 

Lightowler & Maruna, 2012). Similarly, developing an in-depth understanding of how 

people continue to or return to offending can result in a better appreciation of 

processes of continuity and change 
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In general, interest and research in criminology are strong in Ireland as 

evidenced by a growth in the number of criminologists and the expansion in the 

number of universities offering criminology related courses. However, theoretical 

knowledge about desistance and especially reoffending remains underdeveloped 

and research is still relatively scarce, although there are some notable exceptions. 

Desistance literature discusses reoffending at length by comparing samples of 

persisters and desisters and examining how people have moved away from a life of 

crime. Although desistance literature can consider reoffending as the opposite to 

desistance, using desistance is a good starting point for developing an understanding 

of reoffending experiences as desistance literature explores subjective, social, and 

structural factors which may also be relevant to understanding reoffending (a 

further rationale for this approach is provided in Chapter 1). 

Irish scholars have done some work on exploring whether international 

recidivism and desistance research is generalisable to a national sample with mixed 

results. Healy (2013) and Healy and O’Donnell (2008) found that Maruna’s (2001) 

themes of agency and generativity were largely absent from their sample of people 

classified as engaging in reoffending and desistance. This could be explained by the 

fact that the sample were early stage desisters because agency and generativity are 

regarded as more relevant to secondary desisters who are in the process of changing 

their sense of identity (Maruna, et al., 2004).  

Furthermore, it must be stated that Maruna (2001) defines agency and 

generativity in a positive way using words like empowerment, caring, productivity 

and victory to describe the concepts. Early stage desisters may not yet have 

developed positive identities or attitudes and therefore may appear to be lacking in 

agency and generativity. Healy (2014) later identified three different types of 

desistance, two of which contained agentic themes: authentic and liminal desisters. 

Liminal desistance is of relevance to this research as it stresses the importance of 

having a broad definition of agency as liminal desisters found purpose within 

constrained circumstances rather than through typical objective indicators of success 

such as social capital in work and family life. This research therefore utilises 
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desistance concepts in a general, more neutral form which more easily allows for 

their application to reoffending. For example, agency is conditioned by an 

individual’s social context which may delimit the range of future possibilities 

available by variously enabling or constraining change (King, 2013a). Agency defined 

in this way may well be present in the lives of early stage desisters and reoffenders 

even though they have not yet developed positive identities (this is discussed further 

in Chapter One). Although agency and generativity are established concepts in 

desistance research they are underexplored in reoffending as they are often used to 

describe how people move away from crime as opposed to why people continue 

committing crime or return to crime.  

 Marsh (2011) is another research study that examines desistance themes in 

an Irish context. Marsh outlines parallels between 12 step addiction programmes 

and the redemption narrative discussed by Maruna (2001). A narrative provides the 

context for one’s life, makes sense of the past and gives hope for the future, which in 

turn can lead to a new sense of purpose and empowerment (Marsh, 2011). Marsh 

(2011) found that participants had developed a new sense of identity consistent with 

the narrative script of their 12-step addiction programme which implies that their 

desistance is almost dependent on their sobriety. In this sense the addiction 

programme gives people the tools they may need to construct a new identity and 

desist from crime. If desistance relies on the construction of a new identity, this of 

course suggests that a reoffending identity is an old identity. This suggests that the 

continuation of an offender identity may sustain reoffending behaviour over time.  

Corr (2014) investigated youth offending and interactions with the Irish 

criminal justice system, commenting on a changing criminal justice system where the 

primary aim is to divert young people away from crime and prevent offending. As 

failed transitions can contribute to offending, Corr (2014) chooses to focus on two 

elements of transitions to adulthood, namely leisure and school-to-work careers. 

These elements are traditionally referred to as social supports in desistance 

literature (Laub & Sampson, 2003) and are factors that this research is also 

investigating in terms of their effect on reoffending. All the participants in Corr’s 
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(2014) sample lived in highly disadvantaged areas and were victims of income 

inequality meaning that some communities remained disadvantaged compared to 

the majority of the country whose economy was growing. Lack of amenities and 

opportunities meant that most young people turned to offending to occupy their 

time instead of trying to transition into the employment market (Corr, 2014). This 

aligns with strain theory that frustration in the absence of conventional 

opportunities for a routine an income can result in criminality (Merton, 1938). 

These demographic characteristics are similar to those identified in the 

O’Donnell et al. (2008) research and are typical of the background experiences of 

most individuals who offend. Criminal justice interaction and Gardai interaction were 

found to encourage reoffending rather than deter young people and furthermore, 

young people began to accept their offender label and became resigned to an 

offending lifestyle (Corr, 2014). This relates to Maruna’s (2001) characterisation of 

reoffenders as having a passive and fatalistic identity. Overall, Corr (2014) found 

evidence for a change in criminal justice focus, prioritising diversion strategies and 

minimising the use of punitive measures which could prevent young people from 

reoffending. Given that the labelling effect can occur when individuals are young 

leading to further reoffending, this research will specifically ask individuals about 

their early experiences of offending and how those experiences affected them. 

Understanding people’s experiences of reoffending is important and the importance 

of context is emphasised by McNeill (2016) who argued that to appreciate 

desistance it is necessary to understand a person’s journey, their ability to change 

and their surrounding context. 

The research outlined above focus on exploring agency and aspects of 

identity such as age and class. However, gender identity in relation to reoffending 

has not been thoroughly explored in an Irish context and this research will analyse 

men and women’s reasons for continuing to reoffend and/or returning to 

reoffending. Hence a gendered examination of men and women’s experiences of 

reoffending in Ireland will provide new knowledge and contribute to the growth of 

criminology within Ireland. Byrne and Trew’s (2008) study looked at gender 
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differences in offending behaviour in Northern Ireland and found that the main 

difference between desisters and offenders concerned personal changes in opinions 

on crime and identity. Byrne and Trew (2008) also argue that theories of offending 

must acknowledge both psychological and social factors when examining offending 

and found that reoffending is common for individuals who associate with criminal 

peers and have financial or personal problems. Existing literature and research on 

gender and reoffending will be specifically examined in chapter 3 to align with this 

research which will explore men and women’s reasons for returning to crime 

including subjective and social factors may further identify differences and 

commonalities between men and women’s experiences of reoffending. LeBel et al. 

(2008) argued that it may be impossible to identify whether social or subjective 

factors occur in a sequential way but it is clear that subjective and social influences 

are relevant to understanding desistance. 

In contrast to desistance research, research that has been conducted on 

reoffending in Ireland is scarce but two studies by O’Donnell et al. (2008) and 

O’Donnell (2020) investigated recidivism. O’Donnell et al. (2008) examined the 

applicability of Braithwaite’s (1989) concept of social capital which proposes that 

high levels of social capital may lower recidivism rates as people who offend are 

more easily forgiven or their offences are more easily forgotten by their 

communities. However, little evidence was found to support the idea that high levels 

of social capital result in lower recidivism rates. It is worth mentioning that 

O’Donnell et al. (2008) also explored the social demographic characteristics of their 

participants and found that factors such as lack of school qualifications (54%) 

unemployment (52%) and being unmarried (82%) were present in the lives of the 

majority of participants and increased the likelihood of reoffending. These factors 

correspond to those identified in Laub and Sampson’s (2003) theory of informal 

social control in which reoffending is attributed to a lack of the same factors 

mentioned above. The current research will therefore include questions about social 

demographics in the interview schedule to explore how they may contribute to, 

encourage or discourage reoffending. More recently, O’Donnell (2020) has reviewed 
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research and interventions aimed at reducing recidivism from published articles 

across Europe. The report highlights issues with recidivism as a measure that will be 

discussed in Chapter Two. 

International research by Rocque et al. (2015) investigated several theoretical 

factors of offending related to diversity in offending and frequency of offending in a 

cross-cultural context. Factors such as delinquent peers, self-control and gender 

were positively and significantly related to diversity and frequency of crime across 

Northern Europe, Anglo-Saxon, Western Europe, Mediterranean Europe, Latin 

America and Post-Socialist countries (Rocque et al., 2015). Although all significant, 

the effects of these factors varied cross-culturally; this finding therefore justifies the 

need for a separate literature on reoffending and development of theory in that 

area. Based on the finding that factors affecting reoffending varied cross-culturally, 

there is a need for a qualitative reoffending research project to be conducted in 

other jurisdictions, such as the Irish cultural context where reoffending has not been 

widely researched. For example, Rocque et al. (2015) found that nationality status 

was only a significant factor influencing high rate of offending in Northern Europe, 

that is something that therefore may be relevant in an Irish context. 

In sum, desistance has been more extensively researched in Ireland 

compared to research into reoffending. The two most common factors discussed in 

desistance research are agency and social factors, which parallel the international 

desistance literature (discussed in Chapter One). However, there are mixed findings 

amongst Irish samples about the significance of agency which may be explained by 

understanding agency according to Maruna’s (2001) definition which has a narrower 

pro-social orientation. This research seeks to apply a broader definition of agency to 

people who reoffend and explore the role of subjective and social factors to 

understand reoffending. 

Rationale for the current study 

Despite Laub and Sampson’s (2003, p. 37) argument that “persistent offending and 

desistance from crime are inextricably tied together – theoretically, 
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methodologically, and analytically,” there is a lack of theory in the area of 

reoffending (discussed further in chapter 2). Therefore, to explore social and 

subjective factors in relation to reoffending, this research will use the international 

desistance literature as a starting point. Zamble and Quinsey’s (1997) theory on 

reoffending explains that reoffending is a response to a lack of coping skills. In light 

of these ideas this research will draw from the wealth of theoretical knowledge 

developed by desistance researchers alongside knowledge from Zamble and Quinsey 

to develop a foundation of theoretical knowledge in relation to reoffending. In 

addition, knowledge about reoffending can be gained from life-course criminology, 

namely criminal career research. Therefore, taken together, desistance and criminal 

career research will be analysed to provide a theoretical framework for this 

research. Chapter 1 will critically analyse desistance literature in terms of how it 

contributes to knowledge about reoffending and chapter 2 will critically analyse 

knowledge on criminal career research. This approach is justified as it now widely 

agreed that both reoffending and desistance are continuous features in a single 

process of change (Barry, 2007a; Farrington, 2015). This may allow for easier 

comparison between the two stages of the offending process and give more insights 

into how both phenomena occur as they are being considered together within the 

same overarching theoretical framework. 

While there is an absence of an in-depth understanding of reoffending in 

Ireland, what is available can help to map empirical trends and give some insight into 

reoffending. The Probation service (2013) documented a reconviction rate of 37.2% 

which rose in the 2014 study to 41% in the two years since the date of the initial 

probation ended. Generally, people who reoffend in Ireland were typically men and 

young with the majority in the 18-34 age range. However, while these statistics are 

growing more detailed each year, they are still limited and cannot tell us much about 

why an individual reoffends or about the reoffending behaviour itself. The statistics 

tell us about categories and trends, for example, high risk age groups or recidivism 

rates but they cannot tell us about the lived experience of the individual or why 

reoffending happened. In addition, recently published research by the CSO (2015) in 
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Ireland has indicated that different recidivism levels exist across different categories 

of offender.  

The two most common findings across all previous empirical reoffending 

research in Ireland are that men are more likely to reoffend than women and 

reoffending levels decrease with age (CSO, 2015). The age-crime relationship has 

always been a popular subject in criminology and many scholars agree that there is a 

relationship between growing older and declining offending levels (see: Farrington, 

1986; Matza, 1964; Moffitt, 1993). Ageing however should not be understood as a 

reason for declining reoffending, instead age impacts a number of different 

biological (e.g., maturation or other biological changes), psychological (attitude or 

motivational change) and social (changing relationships) variables that can influence 

offending behaviour (McNeill et al., 2012). Despite this, statistics reveal that 

numbers of older people (50 or older) in prison are increasing. Data from the Irish 

Prison Service (2014) outlines that the annual number of older people has more than 

doubled from 403 committed to prison in 2007 rising to 1103 people committed in 

2014. Looking at the CSO (2015) statistics more closely reveals that 16% of those in 

the aged 61 and older category were reconvicted. However, these statistics must be 

interpreted with caution as up until January 2016 those who were imprisoned for 

fines were included in prison data which may artificially inflate statistics and in 

comparison to a recidivism rate of 61.5% for those under the age of 18, a 16% 

recidivism rate for people aged 61 and above is considerably less.  

Interestingly, it appears that age is worthy of further examination in the case 

of women. The CSO (2015) showed that the highest reconviction rate of 66.7% was 

evident amongst women aged 61 and over. This difference in reconviction rates by 

age and gender is interesting as Byrne and Trew (2008) suggest that both genders 

have different pathways into crime and different reasons for desistance (Byrne & 

Trew, 2008). Furthermore, this suggests that there may be different reasons for 

continuing with reoffending and returning to reoffending, two processes that the 

current study is particularly interested in understanding. This research will 

investigate differences or similarities between the reoffending experiences of men 
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and women to complement existing statistics that prove that recidivism is a 

measured behaviour for both men and women. By adopting a qualitative research 

methodology to investigate people’s reasons for reoffending an in-depth 

understanding about the reoffending process can be developed. 

In practice, the drive towards rehabilitation has been slow and rehabilitation 

policies and strategies are still underdeveloped in Ireland (Rogan, 2012). In terms of 

past policies on reoffending, strategies and plans by Irish prisons and probation do 

not seem to have grappled in a meaningful way with the issue of reoffending 

emphasising the lack of importance policy makers seem to have placed on 

developing rehabilitation. The Irish Prison Service and the Probation Service’s joint 

strategic plan for 2018-2020 highlights nine factors that influence reoffending: 

education, employment, substance misuse, mental and physical health, attitudes 

and self-control, institutionalisation and life-skills, housing, financial issues, and 

family networks and support. These factors are similar to those outlined by Andrews 

and Bonta (2010) and are targeted in practice to help lower an individual’s risk of 

reoffending. This is interesting as the strategic plan and research that evaluates risk 

of reoffending include a focus on social, subjective, and structural factors suggesting 

that focusing on a broad variety of factors may be important to understanding and 

potentially reducing reoffending. Structural factors are factors stemming from wider 

social, economic, cultural, or political processes and as these barriers are external to 

the individual, they can be very difficult to cope with (Farrall, 2019). The current 

research therefore aims to conduct semi-structured interviews examining both 

external and internal factors relevant to reoffending behaviour to provide a better 

understanding of people’s reasons for returning to crime. A more in-depth 

understanding of reoffending behaviour may also help practitioners and contribute 

to resettlement or other schemes introduced to reduce reoffending. 
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The research field  

The site of research 

The primary research component of this thesis was organised with the cooperation 

of the Irish Probation Service. 6 different probation offices and programmes across 

Ireland were visited between 2017-2019 in order to recruit and interview 

participants (see chapter 4). The Irish probation service was chosen as an access 

point for two reasons. Firstly, it was a more practical choice as approval to conduct 

research in Irish prisons can take a long time. Secondly, while individuals are 

participating in probation, they are not incarcerated and therefore living in a real-

world environment rather than in an artificial prison environment meaning that they 

may be more realistic about their offending journey. Research has demonstrated 

that data collected in prison can be influenced by an individual’s primary concern to 

avoiding further imprisonment, a concern which may not be realised when an 

individual is released (Soyer, 2014). 

Overarching theoretical and conceptual framework 

Having a theoretical framework is important to provide a guiding context to inform 

and justify the current research (Osanloo & Grant, 2016). Thus, this research 

developed a theoretical framework in two ways. Firstly, as theory in reoffending is 

under-developed, desistance theory was used prior to data collection to develop 

knowledge about reoffending and desistance theories are discussed in-depth in 

Chapter One. This approach is novel and justified as the onset of offending, 

reoffending and desistance are three separate stages in one overall offending 

process (Barry, 2007a; Farrington, 2015) but research that focuses on desistance 

tends to utilise the reoffending process as a control to compare the desistance 

process with rather than focusing on reoffending itself.  Research on recidivism and 

desistance have not commonly learned from each other in the past (Nakamura & 

Bucklen, 2014) and thus this project will use desistance theories to further 

understand reoffending. Given that both desistance and reoffending are two 

elements in one overall offending process, chapter 1 will analyse desistance theories 
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to learn about the reoffending process and identify key concepts that may explain 

reoffending namely, subjective, social and structural factors.  

Secondly, specific research on reoffending has focused on understanding 

criminal careers and building a criminal career framework. Research on criminal 

careers is largely quantitative in nature and will be discussed further in chapter 2. 

Similar to the analysis of desistance theories and research outlined above, this 

research will also analyse criminal career research to understand reoffending and 

identify key concepts that may explain reoffending namely developmental and 

structural factors. Incorporating an interdisciplinary understanding of reoffending is 

supported by research that has drawn from both rehabilitation and desistance 

research to develop a rehabilitation paradigm (McNeill, 2012). 

Based on the theoretical framework outlined that will analyse existing 

knowledge on reoffending from a desistance and criminal career perspective, a 

conceptual framework for this research is thus identified. A conceptual framework is 

slightly different to the theoretical framework and highlights relationships between 

variables (Osanloo & Grant, 2016). Key conceptual factors relevant to desistance can 

be described under the broader categories of social factors (e.g., social bonds) and 

subjective factors (e.g., agency). More recently, desistance scholars (Farrall, 2019) 

have examined structural factors (e.g, professional support and social capital). Key 

factors identified in criminal career research to understanding reoffending are 

developmental factors (e.g., adverse childhood experiences) and structural factors 

(e.g., criminal record). Combining knowledge from the perspectives of desistance 

and criminal careers means that the conceptual framework for this research is an 

integrated framework emphasising the importance of developmental, subjective, 

social, and structural factors (see figure 1). These perspectives and relevant factors 

will be discussed further in relation to desistance in Chapter One, reoffending in 

Chapter Two and gender in Chapter Three. Furthermore, this conceptual framework 

will underpin this research and the analysis of data to understand people’s reasons 

for continuing with or returning to crime. 
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Figure 1 

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework Guiding this Research 

 

Contribution to knowledge: Research aims and objectives 

The Irish context of this research is important as reoffending is something that varies 

according to culture (Rocque et al., 2015) and thus far there has been no in-depth 

interpretivist research conducted about reoffending in Ireland. This is important as 

social structures and culture can shape people’s experiences (Segev, 2020) and this 

will be discussed in more detail in chapter 3. In addition, the research conducted on 

recidivism in Ireland to date has been completed with samples of men only. This 

research is therefore unique in two ways; it is primarily qualitative meaning that it is 

the first research conducted in Ireland to develop an in-depth understanding of 

reoffending and secondly, this research analyses the reoffending experiences of both 

men and women. 

Ultimately, this research contributes to knowledge in three different ways. 

Firstly, the conceptual approach for this research has been created by combining 

knowledge from existing desistance and criminal career research so that both 

perspectives are considered together to understand reoffending. Existing literature 

and research on desistance and criminal careers examines and analyses desistance 

and reoffending separately despite both stages being linked as stages in one overall 
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offending process (Barry, 2007a). This research has combined and analysed 

knowledge from both desistance and criminal careers to provide a broad conceptual 

framework to understand reoffending.  

Secondly, this research contributes to knowledge by furthering emerging 

understanding of reasons for continuing with and returning to crime. The first aim of 

this research is to understand people’s lived experiences of reoffending. This is 

worthwhile to gain an in-depth appreciation of individual reoffending experiences in 

Ireland while also shedding more light on the process of reoffending. To date, Irish 

research on reoffending has been primarily quantitative based on samples of men. In 

a broader sense the majority of criminal career research is also statistical and 

concentrates on static and dynamic risk factors. Therefore, an interpretivist 

approach to this research on reoffending is necessary to allow subjective and 

contextualised experiences of reoffending to emerge. The second aim of this 

research is to analyse the reoffending experiences of both men and women which to 

date has not been explored in Irish research on reoffending. In a more general sense, 

most of the research on criminality focuses on offending behaviour committed by 

men despite the fact that women also offend and reoffend (CSO, 2019a; Salvatore & 

Markowitz, 2014). In addition, many different research studies have found that men 

and women have different experiences of desistance (Liu & Bushway, 2018), thus it 

is important for this research to apply this idea to reoffending experiences and 

investigate the experiences of men and women. Taken together, the theoretical and 

conceptual approach to this research will contribute to knowledge by shedding light 

on the reoffending experiences of both men and women. To apply the identified 

conceptual approach in this research to reoffending and fulfil the two aims listed 

above, this research has the following objectives: 

1. To analyse desistance and criminal career research to identify key theoretical 

concepts that can be applied to the phenomenon and analysis of reoffending. 

2. To conduct semi-structured interviews with men and women identified 

through the probation service in Ireland incorporating a vignette and an 
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established quantitative questionnaire developed by Côté (2006) to underpin 

findings from interviews. 

3. Analyse data and discuss results in relation to existing and emerging 

theoretical and conceptual frameworks. 

Findings from this research reveal two global themes to explain why people 

continue with or return to crime. These themes are reoffending acting as a coping 

mechanism (chapter 6) and gaining from reoffending (chapter 7). These themes 

developed by analysing data for emerging developmental, subjective, social, and 

structural factors relevant to each individual. In examining these global themes 

further, it was found that reoffending experiences can be gendered and different 

factors affect men and women in both similar and differing ways.  

Thirdly, based on analysis of findings and the identification of the two global 

themes outlined above, this research contributes to theoretical knowledge by 

identifying a reoffending paradigm to further develop a holistic understanding of 

reoffending experiences. This paradigm highlights four different modes of 

reoffending that people can engage with based on their respective experience of 

developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors. These four modes are: 

persistent reoffending, substance abuse related reoffending, intermittent 

reoffending and return to offending (chapter 8). 

Structure of the thesis 

Chapters one and two focus on situating reoffending within existing desistance 

theoretical frameworks and criminal career research. Linked to the theoretical and 

conceptual framework of this research chapter one will critically discuss the 

abundance of theoretical literature in desistance and apply that theoretical 

knowledge to understand reoffending. Chapter Two will analyse the criminal career 

framework and apply that conceptual knowledge to understand reoffending. This 

will allow key factors from desistance and criminal career research to be specifically 

identified and analysed in relation to the reoffending process providing the evidence 

for this research’s conceptual framework. 
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 Chapter two also explores different understandings of the terms commonly 

used to describe reoffending in desistance research: recidivism, reoffending and 

persistence. It argues that reoffending is a better overall term as it is broader and 

aligns with the conceptual framework of this study encompassing developmental, 

subjective, social and structural factors.  

 Chapter three critically analyses the literature on gender and the reoffending 

process. To understand the process of reoffending, the point of view of both men 

and women must be researched. Linked to the theoretical framework of this 

research that applies desistance concepts to reoffending, this chapter will 

investigate the current literature in terms of depictions of men and women’s 

experiences of desistance and reoffending. Differences and similarities between 

gender identities and reoffending experiences will be analysed further in subsequent 

chapters in this thesis.  

 Chapter four will set out the research design of this research which is 

underpinned by an interpretivist epistemology. Using a qualitative methodology has 

been well established as beneficial for theory or explanation building (Bryman, 2016; 

Jensen & Laurie, 2016; Walliman, 2006) which is the primary reason why the 

qualitative approach has been used in this research to help develop a subjective 

understanding of individual’s reoffending experiences. Vignettes and a quantitative 

questionnaire previously developed by Côté (2006) will be used to underpin 

qualitative data and chapter 4 provides a justification and rationale for the methods 

used. The analysis and approach to developing the thematic network for this 

research are also discussed in this chapter. 

Chapter 5 acts a bridge between the methodology and the global themes 

outlined in chapter 6 and 7. Chapter 5 firstly outlines some demographic 

characteristics of the sample and puts these demographics in context by exploring 

wider Irish data on reoffending. This chapter will highlight the two global themes 

identified in this research: reoffending as a coping mechanism and gaining from 
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reoffending. The thematic network and underlying coding for each global theme is 

highlighted in this chapter to demonstrate the process of analysis.  

Chapter 6 and chapter 7 present the analysis and discussion of the two global 

themes identified in this research to understand why people continue with or return 

to crime. Chapter 6 discusses the first global theme called reoffending as a coping 

mechanism which outlines how developmental, subjective, social, and structural 

factors intersect to sustain reoffending as a coping mechanism. Chapter 7 considers 

the second global theme called gaining from reoffending and outlines how 

developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors intersect to highlight 

different gains from reoffending behaviour to explain why people continue with or 

return to crime. The organising themes that support each global theme will be 

discussed and analysed in turn. 

 Chapter 8 integrates the findings from chapter 6 and 7 together to create a 

reoffending paradigm which is based on the analysis and themes identified in 

chapter 6 and 7. This chapter contributes to knowledge by creating a paradigm to 

understand continuity and change in reoffending through the different dimensions 

of reoffending: life course persistent reoffending, substance abuse related 

reoffending, intermittent reoffending and returns to offending. Lastly, chapter 9 

presents the conclusion chapter to this thesis. 
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Chapter 1: Moving away from prediction literature: Applying desistance theory to 

tackle the issue of reoffending 

 As discussed in the introduction, the aim of this doctoral research is to develop an 

in-depth understanding of people’s experiences of reoffending and this will be 

facilitated through developing a theoretical and conceptual framework. Therefore, 

the purpose of this chapter is to analyse desistance research to develop a theoretical 

framework that will underpin this research. Despite using desistance theories as a 

theoretical foundation, this research does not assume that reoffending is the result 

of individual failures to secure stable social conventional ties or develop a pro-social 

identity. Instead, desistance theories are being used to identify relevant factors that 

may also explain individual reoffending experiences. Desistance literature has a 

variety of theoretical explanations of the different dimensions of change. In stark 

contrast, research on reoffending has a strong foundation in quantitative measures 

predicting the risk of reoffending and identifying the risk factors associated with 

reoffending, instead of developing a strong theoretical foundation or any 

explanatory power (see: Bracken, 2010; Andrews & Bonta, 2010; Webster, 

MacDonald & Simpson, 2006).  

  This chapter is focusing on gaining knowledge about factors that influence 

reoffending according to desistance theories, the following chapter will gain 

knowledge about factors that influence reoffending according to the criminal career 

framework. Before examining desistance theories, it is worthwhile to firstly outline 

Zamble and Quinsey’s (1997) reoffending theory before providing a justification for 

analysing desistance theories in terms of their theoretical contribution to 

reoffending. Zamble and Quinsey (1997) argue that reasons for engaging in 

reoffending may be different to the original reasons for starting offending due to 

changing attitudes, cognitive processes and behaviour over the life course. These 

factors are also identified in desistance theories that will be discussed later. Thus, it 

appears that the same factors, for example, subjective or social factors commonly 

referred to in desistance research are also present in Zamble and Quinsey’s (1997) 
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reoffending theory. Therefore, the factors identified in as influencing desistance 

journeys can be applied to reoffending (Barry, 2007a). 

Zamble and Quinsey (1997) retrospectively interviewed people who offend 

about the one-month period before their offence occurred, they found that for the 

majority of the men changes in cognitions or mood over the month for example, 

deteriorating from a positive pattern of thoughts into pessimism resulted in 

reoffending. This trend was especially evident in newly released offenders who 

would change from being relieved and optimistic to being hopeless and defeated 

resulting in a quick return to offending behaviour. The Zamble and Quinsey (1997) 

theory strongly relies on a psychological explanation for reoffending; for example, 

they claim that lack of coping skills leaves individuals emotionally vulnerable when 

faced with new or stressful situations and thus, when released from prison, the 

individual resorts to reoffending. This theory is similar to the hopelessness described 

in Maruna’s (2001) condemnation script whereby people felt doomed to deviance 

highlighting that desistance theories can contribute to knowledge about reoffending. 

This rationale will now be discussed further. 

1.1 Rationale for applying a desistance theoretical framework to reoffending 

Although there is a vast theoretical and empirical literature on the causes of crime 

and on the process of desistance from crime there is a need for theory development 

in reoffending as it is widely regarded as a theoretically distinct phase within the 

offending process. Barry (2007a, p.4) asserts that onset, reoffending and desistance 

are key stages in one overall change process but she also argues that: “theories of 

crime…cannot readily explain why some offenders do not desist from crime in 

adulthood.” In addition Osterman (2018) emphasised the importance of locating 

people’s micro-experiences in broader macro-context to understand subjective 

realities of offending and desistance. Therefore, the factors of agency, identity, 

social bonds and structure identified in desistance research may be present at all 

three stages of the offending process. This research will examine how these 
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concepts may be utilised or applied differently by individuals depending on their 

context to develop an in-depth understanding of reoffending. 

Desistance researchers commonly refer to reoffending as persistence and 

differences in the terminology used to refer to the phenomenon of reoffending will 

be discussed in chapter two. This research prefers the term reoffending however, in 

this chapter different terms: reoffending, career criminal and persistence will be 

used depending on what term the research being discussed used. Bottoms et al. 

(2004) who conducted the Sheffield Pathways Out of Crime Study (SPOOCS) write in 

terms of persistence “that past criminality does not necessarily determine offending 

levels in the early 20s, and that new factors can emerge to help alter old patterns of 

behaviour.” This emphasises the idea that the factors involved in reoffending can be 

different to initial factors that lead to offending, justifying the aim of this research to 

develop an in-depth understanding of individual reoffending experiences in Ireland. 

Arguably, research needs to be stronger on identifying how an individual 

takes a specific direction in terms of their offending behaviour including onset, 

reoffending and desistance. Although, there are three stages to offending: onset, 

maintenance and desistance, literature rarely treats the three stages as occurring in 

one overall change process. This chapter acknowledges that it is very rare for 

reoffending to last throughout the life course as all offenders eventually desist (Laub 

& Sampson, 2003; Maruna, 2001) but argues that reoffending is distinct and 

theoretically significant in its own right. Therefore, the reoffending process cannot 

fully be explained by theories of onset of offending nor by desistance theories. These 

observations justify the focus of the current chapter, to gain a theoretical 

understanding of reoffending by analysing desistance research that compares 

desistance and reoffending. 

It is also worth noting that a lot of desistance theories discussed in this 

chapter are based on research with male samples although men and women may 

experience desistance differently (Osterman, 2018; Roderman et al., 2016). This 

means that the ability of desistance theories to explain women’s desistance journeys 
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is questionable (Leverentz, 2014). This research will analyse the offending journeys 

of both men and women so that similarities and differences between men and 

women’s experiences can be identified and gender will be analysed further in 

chapter 3. 

1.2 Desistance as a process 

Before desistance theories are critically reviewed, it is worth first outlining the 

different dimensions in the desistance process. This is important as desistance is best 

described as a gradual process of change towards a crime free life rather than an 

abrupt event (Maruna, 2019). This research aims to comprehend reoffending 

experiences and thus recognising that reoffending may also be a process may be 

important to generating an in-depth understanding of reoffending. There are three 

dimensions of desistance which will now be outlined. It is worth noting that these 

dimensions are related to one another and may overlap meaning that an individual 

does not necessarily journey through each dimension in a sequential process   

Primary desistance is characterised by any gap or reduction in offending 

behaviour (Maruna et al., 2004). This dimension focuses on offending behaviour 

which may change in its severity or in its frequency (Healy, 2014). Another significant 

characteristic of this dimension is that there is no real identity change on behalf of 

the individual towards perceiving oneself as an ex-offender. 

 Secondary desistance is also characterised by gaps in offending behaviour 

(Maruna et al., 2004) but there are some noticeable changes. There may be changes 

to an individual’s social support networks (Sampson & Laub, 2003) and importantly, 

secondary desistance is characterised by identity change in which an individual 

begins to image a life free from crime (Healy, 2014; McNeill, 2016). 

 Tertiary desistance has been more recently developed and is arguably the 

hardest for people to achieve as it requires recognition of change from others. Mc 

Neill (2016) writes that tertiary desistance is characterised by an individual 

developing a sense of belonging accompanied by changes in social relationships and 

environment that further encourage identity and behaviour transformation. In this 
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sense validation and recognition from others can encourage a long-term crime free 

life.  

The three dimensions are therefore linked as achieving internal identity 

change may be connected to external validation of behavioural or identity change. 

McNeill (2016) emphasises this by adding that there are links between behaviour, 

identity and belonging which are apparent throughout desistance literature. The 

wider offending process also contains different stages of which reoffending is one 

and this research aims to develop an in-depth understanding of reoffending as a 

process similar to desistance. In applying desistance ideas to reoffending the factors 

outlined above may also be relevant to understanding the process of reoffending 

(this application will be developed in further detail later in this chapter). 

 Understanding desistance as a series of different inter-related dimensions is 

helpful in emphasising desistance as a process in which the main characteristic in 

distinguishing between the dimensions is identity. Identity links strongly to the 

concept of agency which is a commonly researched factor in desistance (Weaver, 

2019) and will be defined in the next section as identity and agency may also be 

important factors in understanding reoffending. There are many theories of 

desistance that help to explain the dimensions of desistance. These theories will be 

grouped into categories and each category will be discussed in the section below.  

1.3 Desistance theories 

This section will examine the five main groups of theories, which are established and 

well researched, namely: developmental theories, social control theories, narrative 

theories, integrated theories, and structuration theories. Under each category, there 

are multiple applications of each theoretical tradition and different emphases. Since 

this chapter is concerned with exploring whether there are any differences in how 

these categories of desistance theories explain reoffending, theories were analysed 

to better understand reoffending. To conduct this analysis one highly influential 

theory, which best represents each theoretical category will be critically analysed, 

namely: the influence of development in offending from Moffitt (1993); social 
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control from Laub and Sampson (2003); the psychology of desistance from Maruna 

(2001), an integrated perspective from Giordano et al. (2002) and the importance of 

structure (Farrall & Bowling 1991; Vaughan, 2001). Agency is a concept that is 

important to most of the theories and therefore must be firstly understood.  

1.3.1 Understanding the concept of agency 

The concept of agency is common to social control theories, narrative theories and 

integrated theories of desistance and therefore could be essential to understanding 

reoffending. In fact, Weaver (2019) writes that desistance research has primarily 

focused on subjective concepts such as agency to understand the process of 

desistance and therefore agency is a factor that is worthy of further analysis. This is 

emphasised by research by Liem and Richardson (2014) who conducted a qualitative 

investigation into the three subjective concepts of generativity, identity and agency 

and found that the only difference between the two groups (one group who 

successful maintained parole and one group who were re-incarcerated) was agency. 

Both groups had similar identities and generative concerns; but did not have the 

same agentic beliefs. People who reoffended had low agency, minimised their own 

involvement in crime, attributed their choices to external factors beyond their 

control and strongly believed that they were passive agents in their own lives. This 

finding emphasises the importance of agency in offending behaviour, suggesting it 

may be important to understanding reoffending. 

It is first necessary to clarify how this research understands the concept of 

agency. Maruna (2001) explains agency in reference to four main themes: self-

mastery, status or victory, achievement or responsibility, and empowerment. By self-

mastery, one must attain a meaningful insight into one’s life to provide a perceived 

sense of control over the self. Through status or victory, one must achieve positive 

acknowledgement from peers through conventional means. By achievement or 

responsibility, one must find success in tasks or goals and have a sense of pride in 

succeeding. Lastly, through empowerment, one is boosted by a relationship with 

something more powerful and significant than the self. This definition of agency 

places responsibility for desistance on the individual; that is, an individual must seek 
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to fulfil these four themes to break with offending pasts. While this definition is 

useful for understanding agency in the desistance process, this research will not 

refer to agency in this way as the definition is specific to desistance orientated goals 

meaning that agency utilised in this way may not be applicable to understanding the 

experiences of reoffending. 

While Giordano et al. (2002) do not explicitly define agency, they explain that 

it is associated with some element of choice and power on behalf of the individual 

and an awareness of their actions. This is similar to the definition provided by Healy 

and O’Donnell (2008), namely that an individual must understand their own 

behaviour. Healy (2014) expands further on the definition of agency. Based on her 

research investigating agency and identity in a sample of male desisters, she 

concluded that the ability of an individual to imagine a meaningful and credible new 

self is essential to agency, without which, reoffending is more than likely going to 

continue. However, a problem with applying a lot of these definitions to reoffending 

that is that definitions are taken from desistance literature and thus arguably define 

agency in a way that aligns with desistance. This may explain why some desistance 

research has concluded that people who persist with crime lack agency (Maruna, 

2001; Laub & Sampson, 2003) as agency is defined within a desistance lens. 

To counteract the idea that people who reoffend lack agency, Lindegaard and 

Jacques (2013) argue from the rational choice perspective that agency is a relevant 

factor in reoffending and people can use their agency to rationally justify committing 

crime. This argument integrates the factors of agency and of social bonds and argues 

that people who reoffend do possess both agency and social bonds, both of which 

are criminally orientated. In order for individuals to achieve their goals, goals that 

are very difficult to achieve conventionally, some actively decide to commit crime 

which will in turn enhance their social status. Interestingly, of the 19 men 

interviewed in Lindegaard and Jacques’ (2013) research, 16 intentionally got 

involved in crime. Generally, participants seem to offend to gain social control in 

communities in which law and order was never enforced. In this sense reoffending 

seems to be a conscious choice based on an individual’s circumstances living in a 
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community with no opportunities. This allows an individual to increase their position 

on the social hierarchy gaining them respect, social capital, and an improved 

standard of living. This provides a contrast to Laub and Sampson (2003) who 

maintain that people who persist with crime lack social capital. The fact that Laub 

and Sampson’s sample came of age in the 1940s may explain the divergence. 

Changes in society may now negatively affect individuals’ attitudes to offending. This 

echoes Barry (2016) who argues that modern politics have resulted in societies that 

are individualised and punitive, therefore individuals may require a stronger agentic 

focus in contemporary society.  

Another way that people who reoffend can apply their sense of agency is to 

protect themselves. For example, Maruna (2001, p. 78) writes that, “intentionally 

failing may be less stressful on a person’s ego than trying to succeed and failing 

anyway.” In this sense, people who reoffend are capable of making a choice within 

constrained circumstances demonstrating an agentic ability to protect themselves 

from failure by intending to fail; this in turn justifies failure and protects the self. 

Gadd and Jefferson (2007) also refer to the self-defence mechanism as a way of 

protecting the self from society’s condemnation. As opposed to trying to initiate and 

maintain desistance, reoffending may be the easier choice for some people allowing 

a return to behaviour and lifestyle that is familiar.  

Lindegaard and Jacques (2013) provide a modern portrayal of the role of 

agency and its relationship with society, social bonds, and structural barriers. They 

argue that there are three main reasons for choosing to offend: to belong in a group, 

to obtain respect from peers, and to progress financially. Once again, comparisons 

can be made to social control theorists such as Warr (1998) who found that 

maintaining relationships with delinquent peers results in reoffending. The 

difference between Warr’s (1998) account and Lindegaard and Jacques’s (2013) 

account is their inclusion of agency. The latter state that maintaining relationships 

with delinquent peers is a conscious choice and that delinquent friends are 

consciously sought to facilitate reoffending. There is also an element of rational 

choice in terms of committing crime to obtain financial security. Although in 
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Maruna’s (2001) account, redemption scripts revealed a strong role for agency in 

moving desisters away from crime, Lindegaard and Jacques (2013) demonstrate that 

agency can also move people who reoffend towards crime. In this sense, people who 

reoffend and people who desist may use their agency in different ways. Therefore, it 

may not always be the case that people who reoffend lack agency as conscious 

decisions to maintain offending are evidence of agentic thinking. It is perhaps the 

external constraints of an individual’s life that influences the direction in which their 

agency takes them (King, 2013a). This emphasises the importance of qualitative 

research that examines men and women’s experiences of reoffending as men and 

women may encounter different barriers which intersect with agency and social 

circumstances to influence reoffending. 

King’s (2013a) work is founded upon an analysis of Emirbayer and Mische 

(1998)’s ideas on agency. Emirbayer and Mische (1998) argued that rational choice 

theory, or other sociological approaches had not provided a full understanding of 

agency. They defined agency as embedded in overlapping systems of social 

engagement informed by the past, present and future. Three aspects of agency are 

thus identified that can be useful for understanding reoffending. Firstly, it can be 

considered that people’s past thoughts and behaviour are sustained over time to 

provide stability and sustain identities, interactions, and experiences with 

institutions over time. This demonstrates an interaction between agency, wider 

social factors, and structural factors that may explain why reoffending behaviour 

continues over time. Secondly, when alternative actions are available to people, 

people have the capacity to make practical decisions informed by present demands, 

dilemmas, and uncertainties of evolving situations. Again, this highlights agentic 

processes as linked to changing social and structural situations that a person may 

encounter. Lastly, future actions are based on changing structures of thoughts and 

behaviour that are dependent on a person’s hopes, fears, and desire for the future. 

This is particularly interesting as people may desire desistance or hope for change 

but fail to move beyond the transitional position between reoffending and 
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desistance (Healy, 2010). The role of wider social and structural processes in making 

future desires a reality may thus be important to understanding reoffending. 

Ultimately, this research argues that the important aspect of the agency 

definitions discussed so far is that an individual’s mindset, and options are 

surrounded by a wider social and structural context. Farrall and Bowling (1999) 

emphasise this, believing that individuals make decisions under certain conditions. 

Similarly, Liem and Richardson (2014) write that agency is the ability to act 

independently and make choices within a surrounding social structure. Lastly, King 

(2013a) also refers to the interaction between subjective, social, and structural 

factors highlighting that agency is conditioned by an individual’s social context which 

delimits the range of future possibilities available by variously enabling or 

constraining change. These definitions include a role for external structures and 

social factors recognising the influence that structural and social factors can have on 

subjective choices. This makes King’s (2013a) definition of agency the preferred 

definition for this research to align with the integrative theoretical framework that 

combines knowledge on reoffending from desistance and criminal career research. 

Given this definition of agency offered by King, the actions of people who 

reoffend may be considered agentic as constraints by wider social and structural 

barriers may encourage reoffending to continue. Consequently, it can be argued that 

reoffending and desistance are not opposites, subjective factors, namely agency is 

relevant to both stages and utilised in different ways depending on context. The one 

desistance perspective that does not refer to agency is the developmental 

perspective. Theories that align with this perspective will therefore be the first group 

of theories examined. 

1.3.2 Developmental theories 

Moffitt’s (1993) developmental theory has been chosen for discussion as it is 

commonly cited in desistance literature and Moffitt’s longitudinal research design 

also aligns with criminal career research (see chapter 2). Moffitt (1993) advocates 
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the persistent heterogeneity argument which contends that desistance is very rare 

for people who engage in life-course-persistent-offending. 

Moffitt (1993) coined the phrases life-course-persistent offending and 

adolescent-limited offending to distinguish between individuals who develop chronic 

criminal behaviour patterns throughout their lifespan and individuals who are as 

adolescents temporarily involved in antisocial behaviour but stop as they enter 

adulthood. Therefore, one could argue that the people involved in adolescent-

limited offending are not fully committed to offending but behaved in normative 

offending ways due to an immaturity gap, which eventually closes. This suggests that 

people are influenced by their maturity but also their understanding of societal 

norms emphasising a link between developmental factors and broader societal 

processes (Farrall, 2019; Segev, 2020).  

In contrast, life course persistent offending is characterised by consistent 

offending throughout the life course meaning that desistance is rare. Life course 

persistent offending is distinguished from adolescent-limited offending because of 

an adverse developmental history (e.g., birth defects, dysfunctional parenting) which 

in turn leads to serious offences being committed earlier in life (pre-adolescent 

crime) subsequently leading to earlier ages of arrest. Life course persistent offending 

is also characterised by a failure to learn the pro-social conventional alternatives to 

antisocial behaviour and/or entrapment in a criminal lifestyle due to the 

consequences of previous criminal actions. This is interesting as Farrall (2019) 

suggests that people’s past criminal behaviour can become a structural factor and 

can shape what a person does in the future emphasising the link between 

developmental and structural factors. Moffitt’s (1993) work identified a taxonomy of 

reoffending supporting the idea of in-depth explorations of reoffending opposed to 

primarily relying on quantitative research, models of prediction, or risk factors. 

Moffitt (1993) states that studying an individual’s developmental history is 

the only way of reliably identifying serious long-term offenders because measuring 

the severity or frequency of offences only identifies long-term offenders by chance. 
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This is because extreme antisocial behaviour does not imply stability so measuring 

the frequency of severity of offending will not discriminate between life course 

persistent and adolescent limited offenders. Desistance is possible for people 

engaged in adolescent-limited offending because their development was not 

damaging enough to cut them completely off from conventional opportunities, 

which enabled them to change their offending behaviour during early adulthood. 

However, for people engaged in life-course-persistent offending desistance is not 

likely due to a damaging childhood development leaving them completely isolated 

from conventional society to the point where successfully re-entering conventional 

society is a major challenge. This demonstrates the importance of locating 

developmental factors in a wider macro-context. 

Moffitt’s (1993) hypothesis that life-course-persistence is founded in genetic 

biological influences and in early environmental influences is widely supported by 

other research (see Beaver et al., 2010; Moffit, 2006; Moffitt et al., 2002). However, 

research disagrees as to the significance of the interaction between genetic and 

environmental influences. Furthermore, the fact that genetic biological and 

environmental influences may combine to influence offending suggests a capacity to 

change as environmental circumstance may change which contradicts the life-

persistent idea. Evidence of intermittency in offending (discussed further in Chapter 

Two) also contradicts the life-persistent argument which is in essence too inflexible 

to be applied to even the most serious offenders whose criminal behaviour is often 

sporadic rather than constant.  

Noticeably absent from the taxonomy is any acknowledgement of subjective 

factors such as agency or gender identity meaning that biological and developmental 

factors are favoured as an explanation for reoffending over subjective, social, and 

structural factors.  Subjective, social, and structural factors can change as an 

individual grows older and influence behaviour. Therefore, developmental factors 

may be important in understanding reoffending but are not sufficient on their own 

to develop a holistic understanding reoffending. This is because age and 

development are related to various different factors which may also help to explain 
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the reoffending process. Developmental factors combined with other subjective, 

social, and structural factors may provide an integrated conceptual framework for 

this research that can aide in developing an understanding of reoffending and this 

will be discussed further in chapter 2. 

1.3.3 Social control theory 

Laub and Sampson (2001; 2003) are synonymous with the social control model. 

Ultimately, Laub and Sampson believe that individuals eventually desist from crime 

through forming social bonds that can exert control over an individual’s behaviour 

and significant social bonds were found to be marriage and employment. Initially in 

their 1993 book, importance was solely given to social factors, namely social bonds. 

Purely focusing on social bonds ignores the role of other factors which perhaps led 

to a change in the theory to acknowledge a role for agency in desistance. In this 

sense marriage or employment alone are not sufficient to cause desistance as 

agency is also involved in forming a good marriage or finding a fulfilling job and is 

therefore subjective and social factors are significant in bringing about desistance. 

Later work by Laub and Sampson (2003, p.38) acknowledges agency as the “personal 

choice” to commit to social bonds. This section will now examine how Laub and 

Sampson explain persistence in crime. 

Laub and Sampson (2003, p.37) use the social control perspective to 

emphasise that persistence and desistance are opposite stages, “persistence in 

crime is explained by a lack of social controls…desistance from crime is explained by 

a confluence of social controls.” This idea, that one process is the opposite of the 

other, is common in desistance literature. Laub and Sampson (2003) refer to 

prosocial bonds such as employment and marriage as significant turning points and 

these seem to be the main differences between desistance and reoffending. People 

who desist had positive turning points in their lives that allowed them to refrain 

from crime while people who persist never had access to turning points and 

therefore persisted in offending. People engaged in reoffending experienced long 

periods of incarceration, unstable living arrangements, a lack of steady employment 

and being divorced or never married. Therefore, there is a relationship between 
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subjective factors (an individual’s personal choice) and social factors (their social 

circumstances).  

When one explicitly asks about turning points as Laub and Sampson (2003) 

do, they ignore the context surrounding turning points which perhaps may reveal 

more about reoffending. This research argues that context is particularly important 

when analysing gendered experiences of reoffending. Carlsson, (2012) argues that 

turning points are part of a change process that occurs over time, stating that it is 

important to recognise the context of these changes to understand changes in 

offending behaviour. In this sense it is not marriage or employment that can cause 

desistance but the way in which the marriage or employment effect under certain 

circumstances can result in other changes which allow desistance to emerge. In 

other words, a specific act or turning point can only be understood through how it 

relates to past experiences. For example, marriage in itself is considering a turning 

point according to Laub and Sampson (2003) but to understand the turning point, 

one must also investigate the surrounding processes that accompany it such as 

changes in cognition, routine activities or social controls that made the marriage 

possible. This is important as contextual factors can influence people’s behaviour 

and choices in processes of change (Segev, 2020). More specifically, culture, social-

culture properties, economic change, and contextual factors can determine people’s 

values and behaviour. Ireland has witnessed recent significant changes in religion 

and social control in recent years (discussed further in chapter 3) and this may 

influence men and women’s values, beliefs, and understandings of their own 

reoffending behaviour. Changes in contextual factors may thus change the value that 

people place in traditional turning points such as marriage demonstrating the link 

between social and structural factors. 

According to Laub and Sampson (2003) individuals who reoffend may be 

more likely to enter into bad marriages or not marry at all and are perhaps failing to 

attain a pro-social orientated bond because of a lack of necessary cognitive or 

routine change. If people who reoffend marry but do not cease ties with delinquent 

peers, the context of this could negate the marriage effect. For example, Warr 
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(1998) argues that marriage is only successful at encouraging desistance when it 

prevents an individual from spending time with their delinquent peers, thus reducing 

the opportunity for offending. Therefore, the importance of wider social and cultural 

context can influence the meaning people place in marriage. This research will 

therefore use qualitative methods to understand contextualised experiences of 

reoffending exploring both social, subjective, and structural factors relevant to an 

individual that could provide more insight into reoffending behaviour. 

Likewise, Skardhamar et al. (2014) argue that marriage cannot be described 

as an abrupt turning point, which results in change. In their study on marriage and 

offending, they found that rates of offending slow in the build-up to marriage. In 

fact, they found that the largest decline in offending occurs before marriage in the 

courtship phase. This could represent a change in societal attitudes, whereby 

cohabitation before marriage is the norm and therefore courtship effects may now 

be as significant as marriage was in terms of decreasing offending. Cohabitation in 

Ireland has certainly become common as people enter into marriage when older in 

life, women are on average 34.1 years old, and men are on average 36.1 years old 

before getting married (CSO, 2019b). This demonstrates the importance of societal 

and cultural change in influencing change as cohabitation is a recent development in 

Ireland as control of Catholic Church has weakened. Skardhamar et al. (2014) argue 

that while they found a marriage effect in their research, in the sense that offending 

continued to decrease after marriage, one must also investigate the period before 

marriage where decreases in offending are strongest. This echoes Carlsson’s (2012) 

point, that one cannot just look at a turning point, but must also explore the context 

related to the turning point. This important lesson about context will be applied in 

this research when developing the semi-structured interview schedule so that 

individuals will be asked about their childhood, and past and current wider 

environments to develop a flexible and broad understanding of reoffending 

behaviour. 

Gadd and Jefferson (2007) offer an interesting perspective on the 

relationship between the criminal mindset and potential turning points. They include 
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a psychosocial analysis of one man engaged in reoffending however their argument 

relating to self-defence mechanisms is relevant to this section on social control. They 

suggest that people who offend act in a way that is the opposite to how they are 

feeling. Therefore, feeling rejected by society can result in excessively superior 

behaviour using a self-defence mechanism encouraging reoffending which 

consequently further isolates a person from conventional society. This argument 

provides an insight into the cognitions and emotions that form part of the 

surrounding context of an individual turning point. Upholding this self-defence 

mechanism is a part of an individual’s agency but it may deny them the ability to 

recognise and act on positive turning points delaying their desistance journey. 

Therefore, an understanding of social factors is dependent on wider societal and 

cultural processes along with an individual’s understanding of that context and the 

social factor itself. 

An issue with Laub and Sampson’s (2001) theory is the confusion about the 

importance of the role of the subjective-social interaction. They include two new 

sections in the conclusion of their 2003 book writing that desistance is “not 

necessarily a conscious or deliberate process” but also write that the process of 

agency “looms large” in the process of desistance (Laub and Sampson, 2003, p. 278-

280). Agency is defined by Laub and Sampson as “personal choice,” which infers 

consciousness thus, the authors seem to be confused as to what desistance 

processes are conscious or unconscious and do not make any significant effort to 

argue either side. It seems that Laub and Sampson (2003) have no real commitment 

or belief in the inclusion of agency in social control theory. 

Laub and Sampson (2003) argue that desistance is linked to the formation of 

“good marriages” (Laub & Sampson, 2003, p. 235). This effect does not occur for 

people who persist with crime who are more likely to be single or who have entered 

into “not-good” marriages (Laub & Sampson, 2003, p. 234). In this case the lack of a 

pro-social bond or presence of a negative social bond is related to reoffending. The 

difference in a “good” and “bad” marriage refers to the role of the individual in 

selecting a partner (this idea will be expanded upon later in the integrated theory 
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section) along with external supports that the individual must encounter to select a 

good partner. This highlights the importance of investigating social factors to 

understand reoffending behaviour. However, Laub and Sampson’s research utilised a 

sample of men and the effect of relationships on men and women’s experiences may 

be different. Research has demonstrated that for women familial and intimate 

partner relationships can initiate or maintain criminal behaviour as opposed to 

acting as a turning point (Barlow & Weare, 2019). Thus, the importance of 

underlying cultural and social norms may be crucial in understanding the meaning 

people place in turning points. 

Pyrooz et al. (2012) refer to gang membership and argue that criminal 

embeddedness refers to an individual’s immersion into a stable offending network, 

which restricts access to prosocial networks. This illustrates the ability of people who 

offend to form bonds, albeit not always of the prosocial variety. It seems more likely 

that it is the direction of these bonds that is relevant to offending, in other words 

that antisocial bonds may encourage reoffending. In this sense, reoffending is not 

the opposite of desistance since reoffending can also include meaningful social 

bonds that are not aligned in a pro-social direction. 

Barry (2016) acknowledges context in relation to social bonds, that social 

bonds are not as influential today because of political and economic forces in 

society. These forces rather than prosocial bonds try to control an individual rather 

than try to alleviate structural barriers, thus blocking an individual from obtaining a 

conventional lifestyle. This suggests that the state marginalises people who offend in 

an attempt to control people and deny them the access to a conventional lifestyle. 

Barry (2016) ascertains that this marginalisation is most evident among young 

people who offend whose age and socio-economic status leaves them more 

vulnerable than adults to rejection. Osterman (2018) also emphasises the 

importance of wider political and societal processes in understanding desistance. 

This research argues that other aspects of identity such as gender identity may also 

affect an individual’s ability to form social bonds and overcome structural barriers. In 

this sense, people who offend may aspire to their own perception of conventionality 
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but cannot attain this as they are excluded from mainstream society. Therefore, 

experiences of reoffending may vary in accordance with the wider context of Ireland 

(Segev, 2020). 

In particular, Barry (2016) argues that modern day politics and economic 

policies may be reducing the significance of social bonds as the criminal justice 

system isolates an individual who offends. This resonates with Garland’s (2001) 

culture of control thesis; that increased punitiveness in societies results in 

individualised treatments that focus on the individual being punished and the crime 

but not on alleviating social barriers. It therefore may be that the social bonds of 

marriage and employment that Laub and Sampson (2003) discuss are becoming 

more difficult to forge as populist policies increase structural constraints for people 

with a criminal record. This research is aware of the importance of context and the 

flexibility of semi-structured interviews will allow for men and women’s 

circumstances and constraints to emerge. 

It is important to recognise that participants in Laub and Sampson’s research 

grew up in Boston during the great depression era. Society has radically changed 

since then and therefore this model of social control may not be as applicable to 

society today. Society has changed and perhaps research on social bonds is lagging 

behind. It may be pertinent for research to focus on social bonds like cohabitation, 

or extended and/or blended families which may be more relevant than marriage in 

contemporary societies. Furthermore, there is a definite need to include the role of 

the individual more in any theory of offending. Carlsson (2013) in particular 

demonstrated the importance of understanding an individual’s social attitudes, 

cognitions and routines to make sense out of their behaviour and out of the societal 

bonds that may control them. This point links to the integrated perspective of 

desistance that will be discussed later in this chapter.  

Overall, it would seem that social control theories present persistence as the 

opposite of desistance, claiming that persistence occurs because of a lack of 

opportunity to forge prosocial ties, namely through marriage, work and friends. 
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These ties are discussed as part of conventional society into which people who 

offend do not necessarily fit. In addition, women’s experiences of social bonds may 

be different to men’s (this will be explored in Chapter 3). Given that social factors 

are a key aspect of the desistance conceptual framework, this research will examine 

the role of social bonds and support in encouraging and/or maintaining reoffending 

while acknowledging and scrutinising the importance of context by asking individuals 

why and how social bonds influenced or did not influence reoffending behaviour. 

1.3.4 Narrative Theory 

Maruna (2001) presents a strong argument for an identity-based desistance theory. 

The focus of this theory is on the individual themselves and the changes they make 

to their identity, which result in desistance. His analysis addresses similarities and 

differences between two samples of people engaging in desistance and persistence, 

which reveals the mechanisms behind offending behaviour. Both groups had a lot of 

similarities in terms of their background; poverty, parent unemployment or 

intermittent employment, abuse and neglect were common experiences for people 

engaging in both desistance and persistence (Maruna, 2001). These experiences led 

to feelings of resentment for authority and resulted in most participants dropping 

out of school with no qualifications, developing addictions and getting involved with 

juvenile gangs, which contributed to later involvement in criminal behaviour. 

Another commonality is that both the desisting and persisting samples revealed an 

anti-conformist attitude. Having an anti-conformist attitude would certainly tie in 

with the self-defence mechanism Gadd and Jefferson (2007) describe, used as a form 

of self-preservation against a society into which they do not fit. Thus, people’s 

identities are shaped by wider societal norms. 

Maruna distinguishes between desisting and persisting stages by identifying 

two different narratives, the redemption script (desistance) and the condemnation 

script (persistence). These scripts resemble opposites to one another. Maruna (2001) 

argues that to call individuals who reoffend “persisters” neglects the fact that most 

people feel helpless in their offending and that most individuals are resigned to a 

cycle of offending behaviour. Emphasising this, persisting narratives were five times 
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more likely than desisters to be completely lacking in any agentic themes. However, 

Maruna (2001) defines agency in relation to desistance and therefore, it is not 

surprising that a lack of agency was identified in persistence. This does not mean 

that people who reoffend are not agentic individuals, as discussed above Lindegaard 

and Jacques (2013) argue that reoffending can involve agency.  

Generativity as a concept is not referred to in terms of persistence suggesting 

that it, along with agency is lacking from persistence narratives. Generativity is 

explained as the ability to surpass interests that are purely self-motivated to benefit 

generations to come (Maruna, 2001). Therefore, generative pursuits are usually 

reformative in nature and people who reoffend are not yet at a point where they are 

thinking of reforming their behaviour or mind-set. Therefore, it could be that a lack 

of generativity means that reoffending is linked to a greater degree of selfishness. In 

a reoffending context, it may be easier to place blame on external factors for 

behaviour rather than attempt reform or desistance (Segev, 2020). Linked to 

possibilities such as this, this research aims to generate a more subjective 

understanding of why people reoffend alongside understanding social factors and 

wider context that may influence reoffending experiences. 

Maruna argues that having generativity addresses the feeling of helplessness 

that people who offend have and gives them goals. It seems however that one 

cannot take advantage of generative pursuits until one develops the intention to do 

so, highlighting the importance of agency.  Llyod and Serin (2012) developed a self-

report quantitative measure of agency, looking at beliefs, agency, and desistance. 

They concluded that agency (the belief that one can stop offending) has the 

strongest positive effect on desistance. This further suggests that agency may be the 

most important subjective concept in desistance. However, this research maintains 

that agency is present in both reoffending and desistance but desistance research 

focuses on a particular type of agency framed around the intention to stop 

offending. In desistance research therefore this type of agency is not present in the 

narrative of people who reoffend. Furthermore, it must be acknowledged that any 
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type of agency may be influenced by various social, legal, cultural, and economic 

processes and these processes may encourage reoffending (Farrall, 2019). 

People who persist with crime were usually excited by the gains of crime, by 

money (Maruna, 2001). This suggests a link between passivity and persistence as 

offending can be characterised by a lack of responsibility and outcomes were 

attributed to a series of chances and luck. People who offend are usually rejected 

from conventional society from an early age due to their background and socio-

economic position resulting in struggles to reverse this rejection and contribute to 

society. People’s criminal past can thus serve as a structural barrier to their 

desistance (Farrall, 2019). This further demonstrates the importance of subjective 

and structural factors in understanding offending behaviour. Ultimately, people who 

persist in crime are presented as dependent on outside forces, as passive non-

agentic agents in their own lives. In contrast, Maruna (2001) presents people 

engaged in desistance as “super agents” in control of their own lives and acting 

independently of external supports. 

 It is worth noting that Maruna’s findings, that people who engage in 

reoffending lack agency and generativity, have not been replicated in other studies. 

Healy and O’Donnell (2008) did not find support for either concept among their Irish 

sample. In fact, Healy and O’Donnell (2008, p. 33) refer to the “ordinariness of 

individual’s aspirations.” By this, desisting individuals were seeking conventional 

lives, to have jobs, have a house and to be trusted so the importance of cultural and 

societal norms is emphasised. In this case, participants recognise their own 

behaviour and are aware of how society regards them but wish to turn this around, 

again, an aspiration for conventionality is highlighted. Similarly, Shapland and 

Bottoms (2011) demonstrate that people who persist with crime also have 

conventional values and attitudes, highlighting a conflict between conventional 

values and criminal behaviour. Possible explanations for this conflict include an 

individual’s situational restraints and perhaps a lack of confidence in their identity in 

the sense that they aspire to conventionality but do not believe they can attain it 

given the societal, cultural, political and economic norms that characterise their 
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environment (Farrall, 2019). This demonstrates that reoffending and desistance 

processes have another thing in common: aspirations for conventionality and 

therefore, they are not opposite processes. It is worth noting that participants in 

Healy and O’Donnell’s (2008) research had a realistic sense about prospects for 

employment regarding their criminal history. This is a reflection based on a modern 

society with higher employment standards and suggests that employment may no 

longer be a realistic method of obtaining a conventional lifestyle for all citizens.  

Maruna’s (2001) research was based on a sample of 55 men and 10 women 

meaning that women’s experiences of desistance and persistence were examined. 

Maruna (2001) demonstrated that both men and women experienced similar 

subjective changes in moving from a condemnation script whereby individuals are 

resigned to an offending lifestyle to a redemption script whereby individuals start to 

transition towards desistance and demonstrate a sense of agency. Yet, Maruna 

(2001) also points out that women who offend are more likely portrayed in society 

as victims of circumstances thus downplaying the role of agency in women’s 

offending. Therefore, although men and women may experience similar subjective 

change, they may be depicted differently in research with women perhaps being 

represented as less responsible for their offending behaviour (see chapter 3).  

One thing that social control and narrative theories share is a reference to 

society and the stigmatisation that is placed on individuals who offend, which 

inevitably encourages them to further commit crime. This suggests that structural 

factors may be also important in understanding desistance and reoffending. 

Expanding on this, Maruna et al. (2004) introduced the negativity bias by which one 

crime is enough to stigmatise an individual as an indefinite offender. Once this bias is 

established, it is very difficult for employers or for society in general to take a chance 

on an individual who has a criminal history. This bias in evident in criminal justice 

procedures whereby individuals are often released from prison with no money and 

no accommodation, in a worse situation than they were before they were arrested 

and with the added disadvantage of a criminal record (Irish Penal Reform Trust 

(IPRT), 2012). This stigmatisation may affect men and women differently and the 
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interaction between subjective and structural factors will be examined in this 

research as a potential explanation for reoffending which is why King’s (2013a) 

definition of agency has been chosen. 

Overall, Maruna (2001) prioritises the psychological explanation for 

persistence however, there have been issues replicating feelings of generativity in 

other studies (Healy & O’Donnell, 2008) suggesting that the subjective mind-set 

alone may be different for each individual and dependant on context. Both King 

(2013a) and Barry (2016) make a strong case for the role of society hampering an 

individual’s ability to successfully desist from crime. Although an individual may 

possess the agency required to desist, the unequal distribution of resources and 

power in Western societies creates social contexts with barriers that agency alone 

cannot overcome. Economic changes may also bring greater collective attention to 

social issues and social deprivation so that people are more aware of structural 

inequality (Segev, 2020). One must be prepared with a realistic sense of these 

barriers to successfully defeat them. This is a critique of Maruna’s (2001) theory, 

suggesting it is too individualistic as it places the burden for change entirely on the 

individual. When faced with structural barriers, individuals often seek comfort in 

their routine activities, activities that usually result in offending.  

Therefore, reoffending may be rational and inevitable when one incorporates 

the context of power imbalance in society to explanations of reoffending. However, 

one thing is becoming abundantly clear in terms of theories, that it is necessary to 

incorporate developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors to fully 

understand reoffending. Desistance research has a strong focus on subjective factors 

and this has been critiqued as it has resulted in the neglect of other relevant social 

and structural factors (Farrall, 2019). Structural factors in particular form from wider 

social, economic, cultural, or political processes and are factors that have been 

largely underexplored in desistance literature (Farrall, 2019). This research expects 

that structural barriers and obstacles will be important in understanding reoffending 

experiences and they will be discussed later in this chapter. The next section 
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examines integrated theories of desistance providing a justification for focusing on 

developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors. 

1.3.5 Integrated Theory 

As from the discussion above integrated theories of offending seem to offer the best 

explanation of desistance and are supported by various different scholars (Byrne & 

Trew, 2008; Leverentz, 2014; Paternoster & Bushway, 2009). Giordano et al.’s (2002) 

theory of cognitive transformations provides an excellent example of an integrated 

theory and is a theory that was developed with men and women. Men and women’s 

experiences of reoffending are analysed in this research and existing research on 

gender and the reoffending process will be analysed in chapter three. 

Giordano et al. (2002) maintain that the individual has an important role in 

independently selecting positive elements in the social environment. These elements 

are conceptualised as “hooks for change” that exist in the social environment of an 

individual but must be chosen by the individual. These hooks can then change the 

meaning of criminal behaviour. Giordano et al. (2002) stress the importance of both 

agency and external supports. Interestingly, agency was not intended to be included 

in the study but after analysing qualitative interviews, it was deemed too significant 

to be ignored. This suggests a strong role for agency in the desistance process 

indicated through interviews in which there were no questions on agency and 

through which interviewers were not directly looking for agentic responses. In terms 

of desistance therefore, the environment provides the scaffolding but the individual 

must actively invest in and embrace this. Thus, there is a relationship between 

agency, social and structural factors.   

A defining feature of reoffending according to the cognitive transformation 

perspective is that even though individuals in the reoffending stage may desire 

change, they still display intent to continue offending. This may be explained by the 

fact that people who reoffend are more fully ensnared in criminal lifestyles and are 

further removed from conventional lifestyles. One desister speaks about her 

offending past and says that it was hot and fast, this is compared with her current 
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attitude of rejecting anything spontaneous and thinking every decision through 

(Giordano et al., 2002). Spontaneity is also something that arises in other studies, 

suggesting that offending behaviour stems from ill thought-out decisions. In applying 

a rational choice framework Paternoster and Pogarsky (2009) believe that thoughtful 

reflexive decision-making results in good decisions, which in turn results in positive 

life outcomes. This emphasises the idea that people’s agency may be constrained by 

their wider circumstances which influence a person’s ability to engage in free 

decision making as certain opportunities may be denied to people who offend or 

people who are marginalised because of addiction, poverty, or aspects of their 

identity. In other words, people who reoffend can pursue goals but perceptions of 

accessibility of goals are determined by their surrounding environment which helps 

to shed some insight into why people may reoffend for long periods or resume 

reoffending.  

LeBel et al. (2008) support an integrated approach to theory. They investigate 

how social and subjective models interact and critically review three different 

models: the “strong subjective model,” the “strong social model” and the “combined 

subjective-social model.” The subjective model argues that one’s mind-set is the 

most important factor in desisting from crime and that external events are unrelated 

to success. This model is strongly related to the narrative theories section discussed 

above. LeBel et al. (2008) conclude that the subjective model is a necessary but not a 

solitary condition in desisting from crime. The social model is the opposite of the 

subjective one, arguing that social circumstances are the most important condition 

for success in desistance and that subjective variables are unrelated.  

The third model, the subjective-social model seems to provide the best 

explanation for desistance. LeBel et al.’s (2008) research showed that both 

subjective and social factors are both important in desistance and that the two 

cannot act independently of one another. Neither social nor subjective factors are 

effective on their own; both are necessary but must support each other for 

successful desistance to occur. To test the models, 130 men who repeatedly 

offended were interviewed at different times, while in prison, four to six months 
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after release. Ten years later their official records were reviewed. LeBel et al. (2008) 

found support for the subjective-social model finding that cognitions and meaning 

systems while in prison influenced social events. LeBel et al. (2008, p.131) write that 

“progression from persistent offending to desistance from crime is the outcome of a 

complex interaction between subjective/agency factors and social/environment 

factors.” This is supported by Osterman (2018) who stresses the importance of 

locating subjective factors in wider social and structural contexts to understand 

people’s experiences. 

This chapter has so far focused on four different desistance perspectives: 

developmental, social control, narrative, and integrated theories. However, 

throughout these sections the importance of context has been emphasised to align 

with King’s (2013a) definition of agency and to stress recent work in desistance that 

highlights the role of wider processes on offending journeys (Farrall, 2019; 

Osterman, 2018; Segev, 2020). This chapter will now consider structural 

perspectives. 

1.3.6 Structural theories 

Structuration theory from a sociological standpoint may also be very important in 

developing an understanding of reoffending encompassing individual, social, 

political, and cultural institutions (Giddens, 1984). Farrall and Bowling (1999) apply 

structuration theory to develop an explanation of offending and argue that a focus 

on subjective factors alone neglects the influence of surrounding external 

conditions. Similarly, a focus on social factors neglects an understanding of the 

quality of social relationships, which is essential as it includes an individual’s agentic 

intentions. Farrall and Bowling (1999) believe that without addressing both 

individual choices, wider social forces, and structural factors one cannot fully explain 

offending behaviour. This is emphasised by McNeill who argued that rehabilitation is 

both a personal and social project which is framed in the context of society and state 

power (Kirkwood & McNeill, 2015). This supports this research’s integrated 

conceptual framework to investigating reoffending and suggests that 
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developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors are all necessary to develop 

an in-depth understanding of reoffending experiences.  

 More recently, Farrall (2019) highlighted that macro-level structures can 

shape people’s routes out of crime. It is therefore reasonable to expect that macro-

level structures may also shape people’s continued offending. Just as each people 

experiences desistance differently, people may also experience reoffending 

differently. Farrall (2019) argues for the development of theories that are flexible 

and broad. The current research is therefore adopting a broad and flexible 

conceptual framework to understand reoffending that specifically examines the role 

of developmental, social, subjective, and structural factors in relation to reoffending 

experiences. This is justified as King (2013a) highlights that interactional models may 

offer the best explanation of desistance and thus they may also be the best way to 

understand experiences of reoffending.  

 Vaughan (2001) urges caution in relation to structuration theory arguing that 

people may be less influenced by wider structural processes than others. Vaughan 

(2001) therefore engages in a debate about giving equal emphases to structure and 

agency in terms of understanding change and states the importance of considering 

the vital elements of both agency and structure. As stated in the introduction of this 

thesis, debate about whether internal or external change comes first in the 

desistance process is common. Vaughan’s (2001) adds another element of this 

debate by questioning structuration theory’s ability to outline how or when 

transformation can occur. This research acknowledges these debates by considering 

how structural factors may enable change but also by considering how structural 

factors may hinder change to understand the relationship between subjective and 

structural factors in relation to continued reoffending or change. This approach is 

supported by Farrall et al. (2014) who demonstrated that desistance is enabled or 

constrained by different types of processes. 

 Altogether, developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors will be 

developed in further detail in the next chapter which also analyses the criminal 
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career framework. The advantage of adopting an integrated theoretical framework 

in this research is that it allows for a wider variety of conceptual factors that may 

explain reoffending to emerge. 

  

1.4 Applying an integrated theoretical perspective and the different dimensions of 

desistance to reoffending 

Alongside adopting an integrated theoretical perspective that allows for a 

wide variety of conceptual factors to emerge in participant interviews, this research 

recognises that the different dimensions in desistance may have particular relevance 

for understanding reoffending. It is worth pointing out that this research does not 

wish to assume that individuals engaged in the offending process can be categorised 

into neat stages as research has demonstrated liminality in the process of desistance 

(Healy, 2010). Therefore, being engaged in reoffending means that individuals are 

more likely to occupy an in-between position on the offending-desistance scale that 

Healy (2010) identifies and thus, the dimensions of desistance can provide a context 

for exploring reoffending as a non-linear process. 

Firstly, the fact that both McNeill (2016) and Maruna et al. (2004) associate 

primary desistance with gaps in offending behaviour suggest that primary desistance 

is very similar to the idea of intermittent reoffending that will be discussed in 

chapter 2. Primary desistance is very important to this research as it emphasises that 

individuals may attempt change while still reoffending in some form. Healy (2010) 

emphasises the liminal space between crime and convention and that may be very 

important to understand why people continue with or return to crime. 

Secondary desistance involves a change in identity or a change in how the 

individual perceives themselves. This links to Maruna’s (2001) characterisation of the 

redemption script. Healy (2014) also refers to a significant change in identity from 

offender to non-offender. Lastly, Maruna et al. (2004) also refer to identity change 

but emphasise the importance of the individual’s behaviour reflecting upon their 

new identity, in other words both behavioural and identity change are important for 
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secondary desistance. This dimension therefore is defined according to subjective 

factors and aligns with narrative theories outlines above.  

However, in adopting an integrated theoretical perspective this research 

argues that individuals also need to develop strategies for dealing with their social 

and structural contexts alongside identity and behavioural change. These contextual 

factors align with tertiary desistance and stress that reoffending may be best 

understood through a combination of identity, behaviour and wider structural 

factors. Identity itself is a significant subjective factor in desistance as King (2013a) 

highlights that identity change is important for successful desistance but given that 

this research is applying an integrated theoretical framework, it will examine how 

identity may be constrained or enabled by structural or social factors in order to 

understand reoffending experiences. This integrated perspective is particularly 

important to understanding reoffending as while engaged in a reoffending lifestyle, 

individuals may encounter more complex social and structural contexts. 

1.5 Moving forward 

In conclusion, desistance literature has five different categories of theories that 

could be used as a starting point for developing a greater understanding reoffending: 

developmental, social, narrative, integrated and structural perspectives. An 

integrative conceptual framework incorporating developmental, social, subjective, 

and structural factors has emerged from this analysis of desistance theories which 

will be developed further in chapter two following the analysis of the criminal career 

framework.  

Desistance theories discuss reoffending in detail but often portray 

reoffending as the opposite of desistance. In actual fact, this is inaccurate it would 

seem that people who reoffend can demonstrate agency and do have social 

supports, they are simply utilised differently based on the surrounding context and 

the individual themselves. Examining these factors will reveal how factors are 

uniquely utilised in the reoffending stage and analysing the criminal career 

framework will further help to identify any other factors that are relevant to 
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reoffending. Identifying these factors are important to understanding people’s 

reoffending experiences and thus, this research will adopt an interpretivist approach 

to investigate people’s experiences of reoffending. This approach will help to 

understand how these factors contribute towards an in-depth understanding of 

reoffending. 

Exploring issues of gender will also be important to theory development in 

reoffending. With the exception of Giordano et al. (2002) none of the discussed 

theories of desistance include a significant sample of women who offend in their 

accounts. Giving equal voice to men and women’s experiences of reoffending is 

necessary to fully understand the reoffending stage. Chapter 3 will explore gender 

and reoffending in more detail. 

 The next chapter examines the criminal career framework, finalises the 

conceptual framework that underpins this research and analyses the different 

terminology used to refer to the reoffending stage of offending.  
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Chapter 2 – A reoffending conceptual framework: Learning from life-course, criminal 

career and desistance perspectives. 

Overall, the offending process is commonly divided into three stages, onset, duration 

and desistance and each stage has a separate explanatory framework (Farrington, 

2015). To date, separate explanatory frameworks have been justified due to differing 

factors influencing each of the three stages suggesting that there is a need to 

evaluate each stage individually. However, it is important to acknowledge that 

change is not limited to individual stages but occurs as part of an overall change 

process meaning that offenders can move forward and backward between stages. 

Matza (1964, p.51) explains this well as the offender “transiently exists in a limbo 

between convention and crime, responding in turn to the demands of each, flirting 

with one, now the other but postponing commitment.” Therefore, the previous 

chapter focused on desistance research and this chapter will focus on the criminal 

career framework and desistance research to understand reoffending and add 

further emphasis to developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors relevant 

to the reoffending process. These conceptual factors will then underpin this research 

and the analysis of the data gathered in this research. 

Later in this chapter, the different terms of persistence, recidivism and 

reoffending which are all used to refer to the middle (duration) stage of the 

offending process will be critically analysed so that a clear understanding and 

rationale for the use of the reoffending term to describe the middle stage of the 

offending process in this research can be outlined. This will contribute towards the 

paradigm of reoffending that this research will develop in chapter 8. 

2.1 The criminal careers framework 

Although the previous chapter explored desistance theories to learn about the 

reoffending, there is also a criminal career framework that this section will explore 

to further understand the duration of the offending process. Existing life course 

research on criminal careers supports the notion that people who reoffend 

represent a distinct theoretical category. Criminal career research investigates 
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differences between those who reoffend consistently and at a high level for a long 

period of their lives compared to those who do not offend consistently (Bosick et al., 

2015). Farrington (2015, p. 388) one of the leading scholars in criminal career 

research argues that there are distinct stages of offending which require separate 

explanatory frameworks. He argues that a “criminal career has a beginning (onset), 

an end (desistance) and a career length in between (duration).” Therefore, the 

criminal career idea can contribute knowledge to reoffending because similar to 

desistance research it distinguishes between reoffending and desisting processes. 

The term criminal career is often used by life course criminologists (Bosick et 

al., 2015; Zara & Farrington, 2016a) and is defined as a long-term series of offending 

over a certain period (Blumstein, Cohen, & Farrington, 1988). Blumstein et al. (1988) 

note that definitions of criminal careers usually involve a combination of four 

dimensions: participation, frequency, seriousness and length. Unlike the dimensions 

of desistance discussed in the previous chapter, the criminal career dimensions are 

static which are limited as they are often measured quantitatively meaning that 

underlying reasons for continuity or change in offending are overlooked. Moffitt 

(1993) argued that to prioritise measuring offence frequency and severity does not 

always result in the correct identification of life course persistent offending 

behaviour suggesting that these static criminal career dimensions outlined above 

may not fully identify or explain reoffending behaviour. In contrast, this research 

adopts an interpretivist approach meaning that people’s experiences are understood 

in the context of that person’s life which will allow for an in-depth understanding of 

reoffending experiences to emerge.  

The criminal career idea can contribute knowledge to reoffending because 

similar to desistance research it distinguishes between reoffending and desisting 

processes. Researchers in this field do not assume that offending will be constant 

throughout the entire life course but rather that it will occur at a high level 

compared to other offenders (Moffitt, 2005; Nagin, 2005). Bosick et al. (2015, p.170) 

investigated separate processes in offending by identifying a distinct group of 

“persistent” or “career” offenders, who are distinct from other types of offenders. In 
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this context, the terms “persistent” and “career” refer to offending that occurs at a 

high level (10 convictions or more) compared to other offenders (Bosick et al., 2015; 

Moffitt, 2005; Nagin, 2005). Ultimately Bosick et al. (2015) found that it is possible to 

predict a small number of “career” individuals with a relatively high involvement in 

crime throughout their life-course in comparison to other offenders.  

Zara and Farrington (2016a) have used the criminal career framework as a 

basis for producing an offender index that focuses on distinguishing between a 

broad variety of offenders through career length, number of previous convictions, 

age of onset and risk factors such as having criminogenic parents to name but a few. 

Although this research provides valuable insights into pathways through crime and 

the factors that predict reoffending, similar to the criminal career dimensions 

outlined above, a lot of these indices Zara and Farrington (2016a) highlight are static 

in nature and are identified quantitatively. Based on that index, Zara and Farrington 

(2016a) identify two groups of reoffenders. Recidivists who have 10 or more 

convictions and chronic offenders who can be distinguished from an early onset of 

offending, committing serious offences (at least 15 convictions) and having a long 

career of offending lasting approximately 30 years. This quantitative distinction 

certainly allows for a universal agreement on different types of reoffenders, 

however perhaps quantitatively identifying different categories of people is not 

entirely useful for understanding the processes underpinning reoffending behaviour. 

This highlights a need for a more nuanced understanding of reoffending behaviour. 

DeLisi and Vaughn (2008) conducted a quantitative study and found that self-

control was the most significant factor for predicting and distinguishing between 

career criminals and non-career criminals. DeLisi and Vaughn (2008) found that there 

were equal proportions of women in the career group suggesting the reoffending is 

something that men and women both engage with. However, it is worth noting that 

men usually have longer criminal careers than women (DeLisi, 2008). The fact that 

both men and women reoffend but may offend in different ways and for different 

reasons justifies the second aim of this research to understand both men and 

women’s experiences of reoffending.  
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There is not yet a theory explaining criminal careers but a framework 

(Farrington, 2015) and thus, this literature does not shed much light on the 

processes underpinning reoffending. This justifies the theoretical framework of this 

research which combines key concepts identified in criminal career and desistance 

research to further understand reoffending. Like Farrington (2015), Sullivan and 

Piquero (2016) also acknowledge that there is work to do in developing theory 

within the criminal career framework. Yet, the criminal career framework has made 

some progress in moving into the theoretical field. Sullivan and Piquero (2016) 

outline how Moffitt’s (1993) developmental taxonomy and Laub and Sampson’s 

(2003) desistance research both utilised career criminal ideas by exploring long-term 

patterns of offending (discussed in chapter 1). Moffitt’s (1993) work in particular 

highlights the importance of the developmental factor of adverse childhood 

experiences in distinguishing between those who offend intermittently in 

adolescence and those who continue to offend persistently throughout life. 

Developmental perspectives in desistance research have been critiqued for having 

too a narrow focus and for excluding other factors that may explain desistance such 

as subjective, social and structural factors (chapter 1). However, Moffitt’s (1993) 

research also utilised criminal career ideas and analysing Moffitt’s research from 

both a desistance and criminal career perspective highlights the importance of 

analysing developmental factors alongside subjective, social, and structural factors 

for a full contextualised understanding of reoffending experiences to emerge.  

Theory aims to develop an understanding of a phenomenon and this research 

argues that it is difficult to develop a theory of reoffending when the majority of 

data analysed within criminal career research is quantitative. Quantitative data 

provides insight into trends in long-term offending and may even allow for 

prediction of long-term offending but alone it does not provide an in-depth 

understanding as to why some people continue with or return to crime. This 

research therefore utilises an integrated theoretical framework and analyses 

desistance and criminal career research to identify key factors that may explain why 

people continue with or return to crime; developmental, subjective, social ,and 
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structural factors (see figure 1 in the introduction). The next section will therefore 

explore the impact of these factors in relation to the reoffending process. 

2.2 Understanding the conceptual framework of this research 

Aside from desistance and criminal career research, Zamble and Quinsey 

(1997) provide a rare psychological conceptualisation of reoffending in their 

research of the criminal recidivism process. They emphasise that there are unique 

factors associated with the reoffending process due to the possibility that causes of 

later offending behaviour are independent of the original causes because of people’s 

changing attitudes, cognitive processes and behaviour over time. This is important as 

it demonstrates the need to understand each stage of the offending process while 

acknowledging that the stages within the offending process are connected and 

essentially that offenders typically do not experience the stages in a linear fashion. 

Zamble and Quinsey (1997) retrospectively interviewed offenders about the one 

month period before their offence occurred to investigate reoffending and they 

found that for the majority of the men changes in cognitions or mood mostly due to 

fading optimism after release from prison resulted in deterioration of positive 

patterns of thoughts into pessimistic patterns triggering reoffending behaviour. This 

relates to intent as the men were initially hopeful upon release and intended to 

desist from crime but release into situations of homelessness, bereavement or 

extreme poverty means that initial intentions are never realised (Burnett & Maruna, 

2004). This demonstrates an important interaction between agency and structure 

whereby structural constraints hindered an individuals’ intent to move away from 

crime. 

This theory is a great starting point for conceptualising reoffending however, 

it is slightly limited by prioritising a psychological explanation for reoffending as 

opposed to recognising the interaction between developmental, subjective, social, 

and structural factors that have been identified as important in this research. As 

highlighted in chapter 1, contemporary desistance scholars tend to prefer 

interactional models that may provide the best understanding of desistance (Healy, 
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2017; King, 2013a). This research thus combines key conceptual factors from 

desistance, criminal career and Zamble and Quinsey’s (1997) research to understand 

reoffending. 

The importance of studying wider factors is emphasised by Egleton et al.’s 

(2016) research that examined structural factors such as homelessness in men who 

have been in prison and found that social issues such as unemployment along with 

more subjective issues such as dealing with the hindering effects of prison makes 

homelessness very likely upon release increasing the chance of reoffending. In this 

sense the combination of structural, social and subjective experiences of prison can 

result in reoffending as the best of intentions cannot always overcome the challenge 

of certain situations such as homelessness (Giordano et al., 2002; Paternoster et al., 

2017). 

Other empirical research has also contributed to the field of reoffending by 

identifying a variety of factors that predict reoffending. DeLisi and Vaughn (2008) 

found that career criminals and non-career criminals differed in terms of their levels 

of self-control but they also explored other factors such as demographic 

characteristics and social problems. Interestingly, demographic characteristics such 

as gender identity revealed no significant differences but career criminals were more 

likely to experience social problems such as a history of victimisation, violent and 

non-violent offending, the severity of past traumatic experiences and lifelong 

substance abuse (DeLisi & Vaughn, 2008). This suggests that understanding the 

interaction of developmental, subjective, social, and factors is important to 

understanding reoffending experiences. 

Theoretically, desistance theories provide an alternative source of 

information on reoffending but they are limited as they mainly regard reoffending as 

a mirror opposite process to desistance. For example, Laub and Sampson (2003) 

focus primarily on social factors meaning that desisters are identified as individuals 

orientated towards a conventional lifestyle through establishing a stable committed 

relationship and/or a stable job. Conversely, people who reoffend are presented as 
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lacking stable relationships or stable employment meaning that they have no social 

support to orientate them away from criminality. As discussed in chapter 1, a sole 

focus on social factors to explain desistance overlooks the influence of structural 

factors such as modern day politics and economic policies that limit people’s access 

to conventional society and may create frustration due to this lack of access that 

explains crime (Merton, 1938).  

The idea of strain is important as it highlights that different factors (social, 

subjective, and structural) link together to explain offending. Shapland and Bottoms 

(2011) demonstrate that people who reoffend like people who desist have 

conventional values and attitudes, highlighting a conflict between conventional 

values and criminal behaviour. Possible explanations for this conflict include 

structural barriers and perhaps a lack of confidence in their identity in the sense that 

individuals aspire to conventionality but do not believe they can attain it. This may 

be the result of structural barriers such as criminal record checks, driving bans, or 

conditions of supervision orders which Healy (2019) demonstrates are important 

barriers in an Irish context. This examination of subjective, structural ,and social 

factors demonstrates that reoffending and desistance are not quite the opposite of 

one another. 

An integrated conceptual framework is important for understanding 

reoffending. For example, the combination of subjective, social, and structural 

factors can explain individual reasons for reoffending: to belong in a group, to obtain 

respect from peers and to progress financially (Lindegaard & Jacques, 2013). Firstly, 

participants seem to offend to gain social control in communities in which law and 

order was never enforced. In this case, the combination of contextual structure, 

social factors and agency can result in conscious decisions to reoffend in reaction to 

living in a community with no opportunities. Secondly, offending allows an individual 

to increase their position on the social hierarchy gaining them respect, social capital, 

and an improved standard of living. This provides a contrast to Laub and Sampson’s 

(2003) finding that people who reoffend lack social capital and thus, Lindegaard and 

Jacques (2013) may provide a more realistic portrayal of the factors involved in 
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process of reoffending. Lastly, Warr (1998) highlights that maintaining relationships 

with delinquent peers often results in reoffending and Lindegaard and Jacques 

(2013) echo this account but include the role of agency in their explanation of 

offending. They state that maintaining relationships with delinquent peers is a 

conscious choice and that peers are consciously sought to facilitate reoffending and 

obtain financial security. These reasons emphasise that reoffending is not simply the 

opposite of desistance and that understanding the interaction between different 

factors is crucial to developing an in-depth understanding of reoffending. 

As identified a crucial subjective factor identified in desistance research is 

agency. Like Laub and Sampson (2003) above, Maruna (2001, p. 88, 74) also depicts 

the reoffending and desistance as opposites process using identity to distinguish 

between the two stages. As discussed in Chapter 1, Maruna defines agency by 

referring to four main themes including self-mastery, status or victory, achievement 

or responsibility and empowerment. People who desist are shown to have agency 

and are characterised by a redemption script through which an individual attempts 

to “make good” for past offences. Meanwhile, people who reoffend are portrayed as 

passive individuals characterised by a condemnation script by which they are 

“doomed to deviance.” However, as highlighted in Chapter 1, King’s (2013a) 

definition of agency is preferred for this research as it is broad and allows for 

developmental, subjective, social and structural factors relevant to reoffending to 

emerge. 

Furthermore, Maruna (2001) defines agency in relation to desistance and 

therefore, it is not surprising that the research found that people who persist with 

crime were lacking in agency. However, this does not mean that people who persist 

with crime are not capable of acting with agency. Evidence that reoffending is linked 

to agency and that reoffending and desistance are not simply opposite processes is 

offered by Lindegaard and Jacques (2013) who use a rational choice perspective to 

show that people who reoffend are not simply passive individuals but like people 

who desist can act rationally with agency. They establish that people who reoffend 

do possess agency and social bonds, both of which are criminally orientated as in 
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order for some individuals to achieve their goals; they actively decide to commit 

crime. Agency can therefore encourage reoffending as individuals makes constrained 

choices to offend (Lindegaard & Jacques, 2013; Nagin, 2007). This constraint may 

stem from wider developmental, social, and structural barriers.  

Therefore, this research argues that people who reoffend are not necessarily 

passive individuals who lack agency. It is also necessary to pay greater attention to 

the role of development, social factors, and external structures in an individual’s life 

as individuals make choices based on the context that surrounds them (Farrall et al., 

2011; King, 2012; Lindegaard et al., 2007). This combination of factors emphasises 

barriers that could potentially restrict and constrain an individual. In this sense 

perhaps people who reoffend are not condemned to deviance (Maruna, 2001) but 

restricted by wider factors that explain reoffending.  

It is therefore apparent that different combinations of developmental, 

subjective, social, and structural factors may have a significant influence on the 

reoffending process. This conceptual framework will thus underpin the research and 

analysis in this thesis. 

2.3 Differentiating between the terms persistence, recidivism and reoffending. 

Falshaw et al. (2003) emphasise that the three terms of persistence, recidivism and 

reoffending have been used interchangeably across criminological and psychological 

literature. Different terminology means that it is difficult to gain a full and consistent 

understanding of the middle stage of the offending process. This research has 

chosen to use the reoffending term to describe the middle stage of offending which 

aligns with the conceptual framework and fulfils the aim of developing an in-depth 

understanding of reoffending, the reasons for this will be outlined in the following 

sections. 

2.3.1 Conceptual and methodological explanations of the term persistence 

The first term to be discussed is persistence which appears to be the most commonly 

used term across the desistance literature and is generally defined as continuity in 

offending over a long period of time. In this sense, persistence as a term has a lot in 
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common with the idea of a criminal career. There is no agreed definition of 

persistence and according to Whitten et al. (2017) there are 30 different operational 

understandings of the persistent term. This is problematic as it means that 

comparisons across different research studies is difficult. This section will discuss 

some of these definitions. 

Moffitt (1993) who is linked to both career criminal and desistance research 

identified one type of persistent offending that is characterised through continuity in 

offending throughout the life course and is not associated with change. However, 

Moffitt (1993) also found that a second type of offending does support change called 

adolescence-limited offending as the people who engage in this type of offending 

change as they mature. Continuity in offending behaviour therefore appears to be 

the exception and other scholars argue that continuity throughout the life course is 

unlikely and that even persistent offenders are capable of change (see for example 

Maruna, 2001; Laub & Sampson, 2003; Piquero et al., 2003). The view that the 

majority of people who offend are capable of change represents the dominant view 

in desistance literature yet change can be intermittent and returns to reoffending 

and/or relapses are common necessitating a more in-depth investigation of why 

reoffending occurs and how that may affect the offending process. Yet persistence in 

offending may be relevant for describing a relatively small amount of people who 

offend who are responsible for a large portion of crime (Whitten et al., 2017). 

Laub and Sampson (2003, p.150) conceptualise persistence as a stable and 

consistent pattern of offending, identifying individuals as persistent offenders if they 

have been “arrested at multiple phases of the life course.” Moffitt (1993) also uses 

the term persistence to describe a continued pattern of offending behaviour. In fact 

philosophical perspectives also highlight the idea of continuity associated with the 

term persistence, Goldstein (as cited in Pinker, 2014, p.15) writes “what is it that 

makes a person the very person that she is, herself alone and not another, an 

integrity of identity that persists over time, and yet still continuing to be – until she 

does not continue any longer,” the term persist is used to refer to the continuation 

of identity throughout the life course ending only at death emphasising the stability 



59 

 

associated with the term persistent and by association the assumption that 

persistent criminal behaviour is continuous and stable. 

This idea is supported by the cumulative continuity argument which also 

highlights the continuous nature of persistence. Both Moffitt (1993) and Laub and 

Sampson (2003) refer to cumulative continuity in offending to emphasise the factors 

that influence persistent patterns of offending, namely the isolation from 

conventional society that encourages continuity in offending behaviour by cutting 

off pro-social alternatives. Thus, persistence suggests that offending patterns are 

stable, consistent and continuous. Emphasising this, proponents of the persistent 

heterogeneity explanation argue that offending is a continuous behaviour whereby 

individuals vary in the amount of time spent offending but generally continue with 

the same tendencies from adolescence into adulthood (Piquero et al., 2005). In this 

sense, adult persistent offenders are individuals who started offending early during 

their childhood and subsequently formed different characteristics at the end of 

adolescence, which caused persistent offending to develop into adulthood. 

Proponents of this argument do not believe that desistance is possible but that 

crime will continue regardless of other events or life changes. This emphasises the 

importance of the integrated conceptual framework of this research that 

incorporates developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors to understand 

reoffending. 

Evidence suggests that continuity in criminal behaviour is very rare and Zara 

and Farrington (2016a) claim that only a small number of offenders continue 

offending throughout the life-course. Yet, Maruna (2001, p.76) also uses the term 

persistence but points out that the majority of persisters identified in his research 

did not really appear to offend continuously contradicting the “persistent 

heterogeneity” argument. Maruna (2001) emphasised that in contrast to the actual 

dictionary definition of persistent, which suggests tenacity and determination, 

people who offend persistently actually believe they are like “pawns” in their own 

lives, depending on luck and chance rather than showing any initiative or 

perseverance. This implies that people who persistently offend are individuals who 
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are not committed to offending but are passively resigned to continue offending 

believing that this is their fate. This is important as it relates to subjective factors 

which have already been identified as important to understanding reoffending. 

The notion of continuity in patterns of offending is challenged by many 

scholars who argue that changes in offending are more likely, an argument that is 

called the state dependent effect. Such theorists propose that committing a crime 

changes life circumstances so that early criminal behaviour weakens a relationship 

with conventional society (Doherty & Bacon, 2019). However, changes in life 

circumstances such as finding a significant other can lead to change and prevent 

persistence (Laub & Sampson, 2001; Paternoster et al., 1997). As stressed in chapter 

1 it is important to acknowledge that changes in contextual factors over time may 

thus change the value that people place in traditional turning points such as 

marriage. The state dependent argument therefore stresses the importance of 

subjective, social, and structural factors.  

Paternoster et al. (1997) tested both the persistent heterogeneity and the 

state dependent explanations and concluded that neither is sufficient on its own. 

Instead, both explanations can be used to describe both continuity and change in 

offending stemming from subjective, social and structural factors. However, as the 

persistent heterogeneity explanation does not allow for any change in offending 

whatsoever, persistence may only be applicable to a very small number of 

individuals as ultimately most offenders desist from crime (Maruna, 2001, Zara & 

Farrington, 2016a). This is ironic as the majority of desistance studies generally 

believe that change is possible yet the use of the term persistence contradicts this 

belief.  

Further evidence that persistence is associated with continuous behaviour 

comes from the criminal career framework itself. Baker et al. (2013) comment on 

persistence and argue that the majority of offending research focuses on onset, 

persistence and desistance suggesting that the term persistence represents a 

continuous offending process over the life course. However, Baker et al. (2013) also 



61 

 

compare the terms persistence and intermittency, intermittency is defined as time 

between offences or a change in offending which does not necessarily rely on the 

measure of official detection of illegal behaviour. This comparison is interesting as 

intermittent offending appears to be defined in a slightly broader sense accounting 

for social change while also allowing for intentions or behaviour to be investigated to 

understand the middle stage of the offending process. Intent links to the concept of 

agency and is therefore important, it is not assumed that individuals have 

unconstrained free will to make decisions (King, 2013a). Instead the notion of 

bounded rationality is applicable, that decisions are made under less than perfect 

circumstances meaning that although actions of individuals may objectively seem 

irrational, they are subjectively rational to the individual behind them. In support of 

this Olofinbiyi (2016, as cited in Canter & Youngs, 2016) examined reasons why sex 

workers become involved in criminality and found that individuals make choices 

based on their understanding of the restricted opportunities available to them. This 

idea of structural factors constraining an individual’s agency may be very important 

to understanding why people continue with or return to crime. 

Moreover, the idea of intermittency in offending further supports the idea 

that offending is not a constant state with many scholars arguing that there are gaps 

and lapses in criminal behaviour that can occur at different intervals (Baker et al., 

2013). It is worth pointing out that desistance too can also be intermittent as 

changes from desistance to reoffending are possible (Carlsson, 2012; Halsey et al., 

2017). Baker et al. (2013) demonstrate that there are different time intervals 

between offending episodes and that offending behaviour changes over time. They 

found a correlation between getting older and having longer gaps between 

offending periods. Periods of non-offending can be quite lengthy lasting up to 62 

months for individuals who are only sporadically involved in crime. For people who 

reoffended frequently, the gap in offending averaged 33 months (Baker et al., 2013). 

The intermittency perspective is similar to Matza’s (1964) delinquency and 

drift theory, which is only applicable to juveniles but still offers an explanation for 

onset, development and desistance in the offending process among certain groups 
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of delinquents. Matza (1964) notes that subcultural delinquency is a public act, 

occurring within the boundaries of local groupings whose members waver between 

convention and crime and develop a commitment to offending through a series of 

confusions that leads delinquents to believe that others in the group are also 

committed to offending. In this sense, offending behaviour is not stable but rather 

individuals drift between offending and non-offending as the group and the 

individuals change. This drift could perhaps be explained by recursive societal 

processes and social bonds that limit people’s ability to make good choices (Canter & 

Youngs, 2016). This idea is further emphasised by the idea that differing social and 

cultural expectations impact on behaviour (Villagra, 2019). Therefore, intermittency 

contradicts the continuity connotations associated with the term persistence as 

intermittency acknowledges change and is broad meaning that it can account 

developmental, subjective, social, and structural explanations of reoffending.  

Building on social explanations for reoffending Webster et al. (2006) show 

that external life events may trigger changes in patterns of offending and highlight a 

lack of continuity in offending from a reoffending perspective to further contradict 

use of the persistence term. Webster et al. (2006) discuss the instability of offending, 

arguing that life is unpredictable and that random life events sporadically influence 

offending behaviour. The case for arguing that processes and patterns of reoffending 

change rather than stay the same is very strong which suggests that the use of the 

persistence term to describe a general reoffending process is inaccurate as 

persistence can only be applied to a small group of individuals who continuously 

offend throughout the life course (this will be explored further in Chapter 8). 

Overall, persistence seems to be primarily associated with the idea of 

continuity in offending behaviour, however as has been shown, conceptually this 

term cannot account for changing patterns of reoffending which is a common 

occurrence in criminal behaviour. Nonetheless, research has still identified small 

groups of offenders who are likely to offend throughout the life course such as 

chronic offenders identified by Zara and Farrington (2016a), perhaps persistence 
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should be used only to conceptualise this rare group. The next section will focus on 

the term recidivism and how it is defined and understood. 

2.3.2 Conceptual and methodological examination of recidivism 

This section will firstly discuss conceptual understandings of recidivism before 

moving on to highlight methodological issues associated with the term. According to 

Falshaw et al. (2003) recidivism is used mainly in research conducted in North 

America investigating offender rehabilitation and is a term which is used 

inconsistently throughout research. Recidivism is used by most researchers in a 

methodological sense defined through official contact with the criminal justice 

system (Blaauw et al., 2020; O’Donnell et al., 2008; Zara & Farrington, 2016a). 

Zamble and Quinsey (1997, p.15) define the term as “those who had previously been 

imprisoned…and had been returned to prison for a new offence committed within a 

year of their previous release.” Therefore, definitions of recidivism focus on 

objective measurement of criminal records, relying on official detection of an 

offence. Based on these definitions, recidivism is also referred to as reimprisonment, 

reconviction or rearrest and these terms are useful in research as they can help to 

set the parameters for individuals who can be included in a study of recidivism. In 

this sense the recidivism term shares a commonality with the criminal career 

framework which also measures reoffending quantitatively. 

These definitions of recidivism are straightforward, however consistent 

definitions of recidivism across different research studies is not apparent. Zamble 

and Quinsey (1997) produced a theory of recidivism highlighting strong links 

between poor coping skills, emotional states, perceptions and cognitions and 

recidivism. However, Zamble and Quinsey also refer to the terms reoffending and 

persistence with no explicit distinction between the three terms. It is therefore 

surprising given Zamble and Quinsey’s (1997) above definition of recidivism based on 

a quantitative measure of reimprisonment, that they produce a theory of 

“recidivism” which strongly relies on a psychological account of reoffending as 

opposed to a more static or quantitative understanding. 
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Shapland and Bottoms (2011) also explore recidivism but similar to Zamble 

and Quinsey (1997), they use recidivism, reoffending and persistence throughout 

their research. Shapland and Bottoms (2011) do not explicitly define recidivism but 

do refer to 79.6% of the sample who were reconvicted within three years of the first 

interview so in this sense recidivism is also referred to objectively through the 

measurement of behaviour. Shapland and Bottoms (2011) also do not clearly define 

persistence but describe the young male sample as predominately persistent due to 

having a considerable amount of offences throughout a three to four year period. 

Therefore, persistence and recidivism are explained in the same way relying on 

official detection of an offence and the quantitative measurement of offences. 

Defining the terms in this behavioural sense limits the analysis of the reoffending 

phenomenon as it requires reliance on the official detection of offences during a 

particular time frame and is problematic in relation to understanding the wider role 

of developmental, subjective, social and structural factors in the reoffending 

process. 

In order to counteract these issues, there are some broader definitions of 

recidivism however, it could be argued that they are theoretically underdeveloped 

and still rely on official detection of an offence through the criminal justice system. 

Beck and Shipley (1987) argue that recidivism refers to people who offend that 

continue to commit offences despite being punished by the criminal justice system 

for this behaviour. Anderson and Skardhamar (2015) echo this definition referring to 

recidivism as the relapse back into criminal behaviour by an individual who is known 

to have committed at least one previous criminal act. While more useful, these 

definitions are still somewhat limited as the previous acts had to be officially 

detected and it is possible that the number of offences committed by an individual 

far exceeds the detected number. 

It is also important to discuss the methodological limitations of recidivism. 

These issues can be applied to definitions of recidivism that rely on rearrest, 

reconviction of reimprisonment as defining recidivism in this way results in 

comparability issues across research as many different scholars use different 
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measures to calculate recidivism. Falshaw et al. (2003) refer to nine different 

methodological indicators of recidivism used across research including absconding, 

arrest, imprisonment, parole violation, parole suspension, parole revocation, 

reoffence, reconviction and probation violation. This range of indicators suggests 

that the way in which recidivism is methodologically calculated is too broad. It is also 

worth observing that while all the methodological indicators listed above are 

different, in definitional terms they still all rely on the official detection of illegal 

behaviour. This may not capture all reoffending as some behaviours are easier to 

detect than others, for example, measuring arrest rates will often result in higher 

recidivism rates compared to measuring reconviction rates as the attrition rate in the 

court system means that there are more people arrested than people convicted of 

crimes (Harrendorf, 2018; O’Donnell et al., 2008). Therefore, it is inaccurate to 

compare recidivism studies that use different measures.  

Looking at international research on this issue can help to highlight the 

comparability issue in recidivism research. Fazel and Wolf (2015) reviewed 

recidivism in many different countries using reconviction rates as the outcome 

measure. However, they found that despite using the same measure, relying on 

statistical data alone makes cross-country comparisons very difficult and requires 

critical interpretation as the follow-up periods observed per country are different 

and the rates were calculated at different times. Fazel and Wolf (2015) in fact 

conclude that these rates are not valid for international comparison. Furthermore, 

international research also demonstrates that different measurements produce 

different rates, Fazel and Wolf (2015) comment that in one country alone, that of 

Norway, rates ranged from 14-42% depending on whether rearrest, reimprisonment 

or reconviction rates was used as the outcome measure.  

Furthermore, methodological issues arise when defining recidivism through 

official contact with the criminal justice system as official measurements cannot 

account for underlying emotions, behaviour, or decisions of people nor the context 

in which crime takes place. This is highlighted by Nagin et al. (2009) who hypothesise 

that offenders with a record who have already come into contact with the criminal 
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justice system will be more likely to reoffend. The consequences of association with 

the criminal justice system from a young age are severe and may encourage 

reoffending as individuals are labelled, isolated, and removed from education (Wong 

et al., 2016). In a context of social exclusion and disadvantage crime may provide 

people with a sense of self-efficacy and belonging (Villagra, 2019) as subjective, 

social, and structural factors intersect to help develop an understanding of 

reoffending. In addition, Besemer et al. (2017) found that coming from a 

disadvantaged background and having a parent with a conviction can result in a 

labelling effect so the likelihood that someone who gets a conviction and has a 

similar background will reoffend is strongly significant. The research presented in 

this paragraph emphasises the importance of structural factors in understanding 

reoffending. This supports the integrated conceptual framework being used in this 

research. Overall, given the numerous limitations with the definition and 

measurement of recidivism it is perhaps not the best term for this research to refer 

to or analyse reoffending. 

In sum, there are a number of methodological and conceptual shortcomings 

associated with the term recidivism (see Anderson & Skardhamar, 2015; Nagin et al., 

2009; O’Donnell et al., 2008). Behavioural definitions of recidivism are limited 

because usually only one officially detected criminal act is measured (i.e. the first 

new arrest after release from prison) meaning that undetected offences or past 

offences which were never detected are usually not included. By limiting definitions 

and measurement in such a way usually only one officially detected crime can be 

measured, meaning that detecting only one subsequent criminal offence is enough 

to be considered a recidivist. Secondly, in measuring one offence, subtle changes in 

patterns of reoffending such as a reduction in the frequency of severity of 

reoffending which may indicate movement towards desistance cannot be accounted 

for. Lastly, analysis of the term recidivism supports the idea that reoffending may be 

linked to structural factors but only examining structural factors is too narrow for 

this research. The term recidivism is therefore not appropriate for exploring the 
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interconnected developmental, subjective, social and structural factors that can 

contribute to an in-depth understanding of reoffending.  

2.3.3 Conceptual and methodological explanations of the reoffending term 

The discussion now turns to perhaps the most elusive term: reoffending. Desistance 

research in particular tends to overlook defining the term reoffending and it is very 

difficult to find a conceptual definition of the term. Nagin et al. (2009, p.120) provide 

a rare conceptualisation of reoffending as a “person’s future criminal 

involvement…to refer to all criminal acts committed by a person.” This definition of 

reoffending is malleable and this is important for this research which is adopting an 

integrated theoretical and conceptual framework. The broad referral to “future 

criminal involvement” and “all criminal acts” in this Nagin et al. (2009) definition 

ensures flexibility which allows for more than simply measuring a phenomenon but 

permits the inclusion of self-reported offences and could cautiously be used to 

examine developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors that may explain 

reoffending. This is important as Farrall (2019) emphasises the new for development 

of theories that are broad and flexible.  

A broad definition of reoffending also highlights that reoffending is neither 

stable nor continuous but is a constantly changing state of officially detected and 

undetected behaviour influenced by a variety of factors. Falshaw et al. (2003) argue 

that reoffending refers to “an illegal act committed by an individual who is already 

guilty of previous activity.” Therefore, similar to the Nagin et al. (2009) definition 

above reoffending is a broader concept and can incorporate both officially recorded 

criminal behaviour along with undetected criminal behaviour. The use of the term 

reoffending in this research is preferred as reoffending can account for official 

changes in patterns of offending while also allowing for the exploration of wider 

factors to understand reasons why individuals reoffend. 

As reoffending is defined in such a broad way reoffending can empirically 

measure rates of offending similar to recidivism. The reoffending term can also 

capture continuous experiences of reoffending and intermittent experiences of 
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reoffending which is important to answer understand why people continue with or 

return to crime. Importantly reoffending is broad meaning that using this term 

allows this research to go beyond relying on official records of criminality and 

understand the influence of wider factors on the reoffending process.  

The section above exploring persistence discussed change and concluded 

that change in the offending process is more common than continuity. Reoffending 

can support the idea of intermittency by allowing for changes and gaps in offending 

to be investigated. Carlsson (2012) discusses two types of intermittency, one 

whereby there are breaks in offending without a commitment to long-term change 

and the second whereby attempts are made at desistance but although change is 

desired, it is not realised. The incorporation of psychological components, such as 

intent to change is also a strength of the reoffending term as this aligns well with 

Zamble and Quiney’s (1997) theory of reoffending discussed earlier in this chapter. 

Furthermore, having a broader understanding of reoffending results in 

methodological advantages. Reoffending is flexible and therefore it does not just 

simply measure a one-time officially detected crime of previously released prisoners 

but aims to study any criminal act whether detected or not. This is significant as the 

majority of crimes go undetected, a fact recognised in the majority of desistance 

literature, for example Laub and Sampson (2003) write that according to official 

records for their participants, 62% of people had desisted from crime, when in actual 

reality self-report data from the people themselves revealed that only 11% had 

desisted from crime and Bottoms et al. (2004) found that 40% of desistance is due to 

successful evasion of arrest. This suits the current research which will adopt an 

interpretivist epistemology allowing for a discussion and analysis of continuity and 

change in people’s reoffending experiences. 

It is apparent that there are clear differences between the terms persistence, 

recidivism, and reoffending, yet these terms are often used interchangeably and 

without explicit definition in research. The terms differ in terms of conceptual and 

methodological understanding and therefore, it is necessary to distinguish between 
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them. Having a clear distinction between each term is helpful as it may allow us to 

further understand the reoffending process. 

2.4 Conclusion 

This chapter has therefore combined knowledge from desistance and criminal career 

research to justify the use of an integrated theoretical framework which has 

identified a conceptual framework (focusing on developmental, subjective, social, 

and structural factors) that will underpin this research and allow for an in-depth 

understanding reoffending to emerge. This chapter further examined and 

distinguished between different terms used to describe reoffending and chose the 

reoffending term to describe the duration or middle stage of offending as it is broad 

and aligns with the conceptual framework.  

Before examining the methodology and findings of this research, it is firstly 

necessarily to address the second aim of this research to understand the reoffending 

experiences of both men and women. Therefore, the next chapter will explore 

existing knowledge about gender and reoffending before presenting findings from 

this research that analyse men and women’s reoffending experiences. 
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Chapter 3: Gender and reoffending: Critically examining the influence of gender 

identity, social bonds and agency 

Introduction 

The current chapter links to the second aim of this research to explore the 

reoffending experiences of both men and women and will analyse existing literature 

and research on gendered experiences of reoffending. Although the majority of 

criminological research is based on male offenders, women also often engage in 

repeated cycles of offending (Salvatore & Markowitz, 2014). The previous chapters 

examined desistance and criminal career research in relation to reoffending which 

was underpinned by the conceptual framework of this research which has identified 

that developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors are equally important 

in both reoffending and desistance journeys. Therefore, this chapter will examine 

the development of criminality for both men and women, subjective factors such as 

gender identity and agency that may influence reoffending, social bonds that may 

influence reoffending and/or desistance, and structural barriers to understand men 

and women’s experiences of reoffending from existing research. 

3.1 Rising levels of imprisoned women 

As mentioned in chapter two examining recidivism rates is useful to indicate trends 

in reoffending behaviour. The latest data on recidivism from the Central Statistics 

Office in Ireland (CSO, 2020) reveals that after a 3-year follow-up serving time on 

probation, men were reconvicted at a rate of 45.9% compared to women who were 

reconvicted at a rate of 41%. This is replicated in England and Wales too whereby 

31% of women and 34% of men were reconvicted after a one-year follow-up 

(Ministry of Justice, 2017). The Irish Penal Reform Trust (2017) outline that women’s 

incarceration in Ireland has increased by 62% from 2000-2017 and this figure is 

above the global average of a 53% rise in women’s imprisonment. Elsewhere, Olson, 

et al. (2016) comment on a 111% rise in women in prison across the United States 

(US) over a 10-year period up to the year 2000 and this upward trend has continued, 

in 2013 there were 111,300 women incarcerated in the US. Thus, reoffending 
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appears to be as much a problem for women as it is for men highlighting the need 

for a more in-depth understanding of gendered experiences of reoffending.  

A possible explanation for increasing numbers of women in the criminal 

justice system is offered by Cohen (1985) who argued that alternatives to prison 

such as probation resulted in net-widening whereby more people came under the 

control of the criminal justice system than would have if prison was the only source 

of punishment. This is particularly important to understanding reoffending rates for 

women as net-widening is one explanation for an increase in convictions for women 

who generally commit more minor crimes meaning that alternatives to prison 

brought more women into the criminal justice system (Ashworth & Roberts, 2017; 

Estrada et al., 2015). This structural barrier of a conviction may then constrain a 

women’s agency further leading to reoffending. 

Relying solely on statistical data in relation to incarceration rates may paint a 

picture of rising imprisonment rates for women perhaps falsely suggesting that 

women are committing more crime. However, examining other forms of coercive 

confinement shows that the gender gap has been historically reversed in an Irish 

context where more women were coercively confined compared to men. Women 

were confined in asylums, Mother and Baby Homes and Magdalen Homes and 15 of 

every 100 women in Ireland who lived until the age of 65 would have experienced at 

least one admission to a psychiatric hospital in their lifetime compared to 10 of 

every 100 men (O’Sullivan & O’Donnell, 2012). At that time, prison was rarely used in 

Ireland. 

Coercive confinement affected women more seriously in a country where the 

Catholic church had great authority and women rather than men were punished for 

sexual transgressions leading to greater numbers of women confined compared to 

men. Overall, in 1951, 1% of the population were coercively confined (O’Sullivan & 

O’Donnell, 2012) and currently 0.7% of the population are imprisoned (Irish Penal 

Reform Trust, 2020) which is lower than historic levels of confinement arguably 

suggesting a less punitive and more liberal society. Therefore, although the recent 
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62% increase in women in prison in Ireland is high, women are still not coercively 

confined at the levels they once were in Ireland. Furthermore, statistics about prison 

and confinement rates do not reveal a full picture about participation in offending 

especially from a historic Irish perspective whereby women were confined not 

because they broke the law but because they broke societal and religious rules. 

When coercive confinement practices gradually ended, prison only absorbed a 

fraction of these people and therefore as a whole women in Ireland have been de-

carcerated. Ireland has therefore undergone a lot of change over time and become 

more secular whereby the Catholic Church has lost a lot of control in society (Healy, 

2019). It is therefore important to acknowledge that differing social and cultural 

expectations over time in Ireland may impact on men and women’s behaviour 

(Villagra, 2019).  

Overall statistics are useful in demonstrating that reoffending rates between 

men and women in Ireland today are similar and therefore the current research’s 

conceptual framework can underpin qualitative research to shed further 

understanding about similarities and differences in men and women’s experiences of 

reoffending. 

3.2 Theoretically examining gender and reoffending 

There is a lack of theoretical explanations for gender as it specifically relates to 

reoffending, however there is an extensive literature documenting risk factors in 

relation to women’s reoffending (Van Voorhis et al., 2010). As highlighted in chapter 

two the theory of reoffending developed by Zamble and Quinsey (1997) 

demonstrated that reoffending occurred when released people released from prison 

failed to cope with their new environments however, this theory was developed 

with a sample of men. Although Zamble and Quinsey (1997) emphasised that an 

individual’s cognitions and reactions to situations are dynamic, there may be 

differences in how men and women perceive and react to situations that results in 

reoffending. This links to feminist perspectives that theorise about the importance of 

understanding men and women’s experiences of reoffending.  
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An important caveat to maintaining a more contemporary theoretical 

understanding of men and women’s reoffending is to remain inclusive, theorising 

about the intersections of inequality in relation to crime acknowledging race, class, 

and gender (Paik, 2017). While this is true, race may not help to develop an 

understanding of reoffending in an Irish context where according to the Irish census 

only 11.6% of the population identified as non-Irish nationals (CSO, 2017). In 

addition, it cannot be known for sure how many non-Irish individuals may be 

disproportionately represented in the Irish criminal justice system (CJS) as the CJS in 

Ireland still has no ethnic monitoring system, a fact raised by other scholars 

(Brandon & O’Connell, 2018). While Bracken (2015) demonstrates that 

discrimination does exist in the Irish criminal justice system, intersectionality with its 

focus on intersections between race, class and gender may not be applicable to the 

current research with an Irish sample that may not demonstrate diverse racial 

identities. 

Women’s historically oppressed status in Ireland has already been discussed 

in this chapter but from the 1970’s Irish feminism developed as Ireland became part 

of the European Union and women’s status and rights became emerging priorities 

(McGarry & Fitzgerald, 2019). Although as McGarry and Fitzgerald (2019) point out, 

Ireland’s still strong relationship with the Catholic Church meant that this feminist 

movement was constrained in focusing on the rights of middle-class women 

suggesting that women from working class or other ethnic backgrounds were 

somewhat forgotten and these women were still constrained by their societal and 

gender position. This constraint of women from working class backgrounds will be 

discussed later in this chapter in relation to the recent 2019 referendum which 

passed in Ireland to legalise abortion.  

The current dominant feminist perspective in Ireland is standpoint feminism 

(McGarry & Fitzgerald, 2019; Ward & Wylie, 2014). Standpoint feminism argues that 

knowledge should be situated from the point of view of the marginalised group 

(Potter, 2013). While there are issues with the perspective that this chapter will 

discuss, it allows for marginalised voices to be heard in a political realm. This is 
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particularly important in an Irish context where women’s non-criminal behaviour has 

historically been criminalised and postmodern feminism builds on the feminism 

developed in the 1970s in a more inclusive way. 

One potential issue in adopting a standpoint perspective is that there is a 

danger of prioritising knowledge from one marginalised group over another equally 

relevant group. This is relevant as until recently the ethnic identity of Irish travellers 

was not recognised by the Irish state (European Social Policy Network (ESPN), 2017) 

and prioritising knowledge from the point of view of working-class women may not 

account for Irish traveller women’s experiences who face discrimination due to their 

gender, class, and ethnic identities. Furthermore, Irish feminism has developed to 

consider prostitution a public policy issue but feminist thinking about sex workers in 

Ireland is often not situated in the experiences of sex workers themselves (McGarry 

& Fitzgerald, 2019). In fact, legislation in Ireland such as the Criminal Law (Sexual 

Offences) Act 1993 introduced to protect the vulnerable resulted in harsher 

punishment for sex workers and less protection from Gardai [Irish police] (Ward & 

Wylie, 2010). More recent legislation such as the Criminal Law (Sexual Offences) Act 

2014 criminalises those who purchase sex and was developed from a radical feminist 

campaign to criminalise sex work as a patriarchal privilege rather than necessarily 

adopting or understanding the standpoint of sex workers themselves. Policies 

implemented from research that do not understand the standpoint of the relevant 

group can result in generalisations or legislation that creates harm. Thus, the current 

research will explore the reoffending experiences of men and women in a contextual 

way so that different standpoints can be understood and generalisations or 

assumptions that all reoffending experiences are the same can be avoided.  

Standpoint feminism can prioritise marginalised voices in a political realm 

and therefore is a good theoretical argument for this research as it can allow for 

developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors that influence reoffending 

to emerge. In focusing on marginalised voices, standpoint feminism is useful as a 

foundation for examining women’s experiences of reoffending but can also be 

extended to examine the experience of Irish travellers in the criminal justice system. 
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Similar to the lack of data on race in the Irish CJS, there is also no recording of ethnic 

status so data on travellers within the Irish CJS is very difficult to find (Brandon & 

O’Connell, 2018). In 2014, the Irish Penal Reform Trust reported that Traveller men 

are between 5 and 11 times more likely to be imprisoned compared to non-traveller 

Irish men and Traveller women are 18-22 times more likely to be imprisoned 

compared to non-traveller Irish women. Despite this over-representation there is 

very little research from the standpoint of Irish travellers about their experiences of 

criminal justice (Bracken, 2015; Mulcahy, 2012). 

Similarly, criminological knowledge in relation to the CJS has been 

predominately developed with samples of men (Crewe et al., 2017). The political 

realm is also important as individuals embroiled in the CJS often feel powerless 

against policy process and wider power issues and this research argues that these 

structural factors can help to provide an in-depth understanding of reoffending. For 

example, after many years of lobbying and campaigning by the Irish Prison Reform 

Trust (n.d.) a limited Spent Convictions and Certain Disclosures Act 2016 was 

introduced in Ireland but this applies only to minor offences and it takes 7 years for 

those offences to become spent ensuring that individuals who come into contact 

with the criminal justice system are excluded from conventional society due to the 

label of criminal. Combining the criminal label with other marginalised labels such as 

woman or traveller can result in a significant structural and social disadvantage.  

Understanding the point of view of women in the CJS in a political way is 

important in this research as politically and historically Ireland has not guaranteed 

the rights of women. The landmark 36th Amendment of the Constitution Act 2018 

which paved the way for regulated abortion, suggest that equality and knowledge 

from the perspective of women are being prioritised in Irish society. This 

amendment passed after a referendum by the Irish public which was supported by 

feminist groups across the country and was an issue that affected all women in 

Ireland but particularly women without financial means. Prior to 2018 abortions 

were only available to women if they travelled abroad and thus, abortions were only 

an option for those who had the means to travel. This suggests that the referendum 
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in Ireland was perhaps even more important to those working class and marginalised 

women in society. Furthermore, prior to 2018, women in Ireland who sought an 

abortion could be criminalised with a potential 14-year sentence associated with the 

act as the rights of the foetus were prioritised in the constitution over the rights of 

the mother (Taylor et al., 2020). Criminal abortion laws contribute towards women’s 

imprisonment (Erdman & Cook, 2020) and it was the women who could not afford to 

travel abroad for abortions who risked importing illegal abortion pills and thus 

punishment. This past inclusion of foetus rights to the constitution emphasises the 

importance of understanding the historical and current political realm in relation to 

women’s rights in Ireland where up until 2018 Irish women did not have the right to 

control their own reproductive health and autonomy. This combined with a history 

of coercive confinement and criminalisation of women for disobeying societal rules 

highlights the depth of oppression that Irish women have faced until recently.  

Alongside political and legal issues, social service provision in Ireland has not 

been reviewed favourably by the international community and therefore, those who 

are already disadvantaged remain the most vulnerable in Irish society (Healy, 2012). 

Thus, this research adopts a standpoint feminist perspective which it argues can be 

expanded to understand marginalised groups and their social location in a political 

realm which may affect people’s reoffending experiences. In addition, as discussed in 

chapter one and two, this research adopts an integrative conceptual framework for 

understanding reoffending that allows for developmental, subjective, social, and 

structural factors to be accounted for. This is compatible with a standpoint feminist 

framework that also allows for these ideas to emerge. 

In a more general sense, there are theories and frameworks that explain the 

onset of men and women’s offending which are useful to identifying similarities and 

differences in men and women’s offending. These frameworks will be discussed in 

the next section. It is necessary to understand not just trends in men and women’s 

offending but also the experiences of both men and women who offend as how an 

individual perceives their own identity may affect how they experience offending 

and this will be discussed in the following section.  
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3.2.1 Gendered Pathways and Reoffending 

It is established that past behaviour or experiences can predict and/or shape future 

behaviour (Maruna, 2001; Walters, 2019). Agnew (1992) initially theorised a link 

between experiences of victimisation and later becoming a perpetrator of crime. 

This link has since been established amongst men and women (Walters, 2019) 

however, it is more commonly used to explain women’s pathways to offending. 

Turanovic et al. (2015, p.187) examine an older pathways framework for men 

from 1993 which they argue is still influential and focuses on three developmental 

routes. Firstly, an authority-conflict pathway including men who engage in authority 

avoidance behaviours, secondly, the covert pathway for men with minor behaviour 

problems and lastly, the overt pathway for aggressive men whose violence escalates 

as they get older. This last pathway has links to the concept of hegemonic 

masculinity which will be discussed later in this chapter. What is striking is that none 

of these pathways mention previous victimisation as a factor that is linked to 

offending despite previous established links between past victimisation and future 

offending behaviour for men.  

In contrast, women are described as having 5 pathways to offending (Daly, 

1994, as cited in Turanovic et al., 2015). Firstly, street pathways for women who flee 

abusive homes. Secondly, drug-connected pathways for women who mainly use 

and/or distribute drugs. Thirdly, the harmed and harming pathway describes women 

who experience disruptive living conditions, abuse, or neglect before becoming 

violent themselves. Fourthly, the battered pathway represents women who 

experience abuse often by an intimate partner. Lastly, other pathways focus on 

women who offend to escape poverty or to gain resources. For women therefore, 3 

out of 5 pathways link back to trauma and/or previous victimisation. The emphasis 

on trauma is the central link in Daly’s (1994) women’s offending framework. This 

emphasises the disparity in research around subjective factors such as agency in 

relation to gendered explanations of offending whereby agency is prioritised in 

relation to men’s offending and neglected slightly in relation to women’s offending. 
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Agency is a recurrent factor in desistance research especially and will therefore be 

explicitly looked for when coding semi-structured interviews from men and women.  

Further research on risk of recidivism across women’s pathways to crime is 

provided by Reisig et al. (2006) who examined the effectiveness of the Level of 

Supervision Inventory-Revised (LSI-R), a quantitative measure of risk by applying this 

measure to women’s reoffending. Although this research is focusing on subjective 

factors to understand reoffending, it is worth noting that risk factors are commonly 

explored in recidivism research with men and risk can be calculated using objective 

tools such as the LSI-R. However, to explore and understand complex gender specific 

issues in relation to offending, quantitative gender specific actuarial tools may be 

more effective.  

To analyse the LSI-R Reisig at al. (2006) examined Daly’s (1994) pathways into 

offending and found that out of 5 pathways to offending the only pathway of female 

offending for which the LSI-R accurately predicted reoffending was for the category 

of other, alternatively called economically motivated offenders. This highlights the 

difficulty in using reoffending prediction tools that are based on a theoretical 

framework developed with men. It also highlights an issue with using objective 

actuarial tools to assess reoffending behaviour that may be also influenced by 

developmental factors which are often static in nature and cannot be changed. In 

contrast subjective factors such as agency and gender identity, social factors such as 

peers and relationships in an individual’s life and structural factors such as poverty 

and contact with the CJS may provide a more thorough understanding of 

reoffending. 

Therefore, actuarial tools are limited in acknowledging that men and women 

may make context-dependant choices to reoffend (Barlow & Weare, 2019; 

Batchelor, 2008, Davies, 2011; Halsey et al., 2016; Kruttschnitt & Carbone-Lopez, 

2006). There is a need to question why women’s agency with regards to offending 

can often be denied in literature and why men’s victimisation can also often be 

ignored in literature. This research thus adopts a qualitative methodology to develop 
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an in-depth understanding of reoffending to identify more specific gender elements 

that are linked to reoffending.  

3.2.2 Gender and Reoffending 

As discussed in chapter one desistance research has developed five categories of 

theories: developmental, social control, narrative, integrated, and structural. Similar 

to issues with applying the LSI-R to women, it is questionable if desistance theories 

that neglect gender and gender identity can be adequately applied to explain 

women’s reoffending. There are a lot of gender specific questions that desistance 

theories cannot answer for example, Laub and Sampson’s (2003) theory of social 

control cannot explain why some women are more preoccupied with relational 

concerns which may lead to offending to maintain a relationship (Steffensmeier & 

Allan, 1996). More specific research about women’s offending and relationships 

suggests that for women involved in a violent or controlling relationship with men, 

coercion (defined as the action of forcing or encouraging someone to do something 

such as crime) is a pathway to offending (Barlow, 2016; De Li & MacKenzie, 2003; 

Kelly & Bogue, 2014) and if that coercion continues, it may subsequently explain 

reoffending. 

A majority of empirical research on desistance theories have been completed 

with men (Rodermond et al., 2016). Similarly, a lot of research on reoffending has 

been conducted with men. A recent systematic review on different types of 

reoffenders by Jolliffe et al. (2017) identified 55 studies that contained information 

about three different categories of people who reoffend, adolescent limited, life-

course persistent and late onset offenders and some of these studies included a 

mixed gender sample. However, the results and conclusions from this review focus 

mainly on men, for example estimates of the prevalence of adolescent offenders 

(ranging from 3.7% - 82.4%) and life course persistent offenders (ranging from 2.8% - 

17.2%) are provided without a similar estimate for women.  

In examining gendered reoffending in relation to developmental, subjective, 

social, and structural factors to gender, it seems that similar to desistance research 
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that focuses heavily on subjective factors, research on offending and gender too has 

a strong focus on agency. Agency rather than victimisation is more commonly 

discussed as a pathway to men’s offending. This is juxtaposed to literature on 

women’s offending which more commonly explores victimisation rather than agency 

to explain women’s pathways to offending (Batchelor, 2005). This research 

acknowledges that women often experience higher levels of victimisation compared 

to men (Barlow, 2016; Leverentz, 2014) but further explores the idea that although 

constrained by their social context, women can still utilise aspects of agency to 

engage in reoffending. As gender identity is a subjective factor, gender identity and 

reoffending will be explored in the next section in relation to subjective and social 

factors. Structural factors will be considered throughout this discussion. 

3.3 Factors linked to gender and reoffending 

The factors of gender identity, agency, and social bonds are chosen to specifically 

discuss as Kazemian (2007) emphasises the importance of within individual change 

which can be captured by exploring gender identity and agency. Furthermore, LeBel 

et al. (2008) along with other scholars discussed in chapter one demonstrated that 

the interaction between subjective states and social factors can influence 

reoffending, therefore, it is also important to consider the role of social bonds in 

relation to gender identity, agency, and reoffending. Lastly, Farrall (2019) and 

Weaver (2019) have highlighted the influence of structural factors in desistance so 

these will also be considered to understand gendered experiences of reoffending. 

3.3.1 Gender identity and reoffending 

“Gender consists of the meanings ascribed to male and female social categories 

within a culture” (Wood & Eagly, 2015, p. 461). Therefore, gender like crime is a 

social construct that varies across societies and cultures. Similarly, gender identity is 

an important concept to research in criminology as although gender identity only 

represents one conception of the self, each culture ascribes different meanings to 

men and women and therefore, gender identity can shape the content of 

motivations and other identities that are relevant for crime and violence (De Coster 
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& Heimer, 2017). Wood and Eagly (2015) define gender identity in a similar way that 

people’s understanding of themselves are influenced by cultural definitions of male 

and female. Problems arise however, when social constructions have value 

judgements attached to them. Davies (2011, p.11) provides a list of “traditional 

notions of gender identity” with femininity associated with traits like being 

submissive and weak while masculinity is associated with traits of independence and 

dominance which are arguably more valued in society. There is a need for these 

traditional traits and social constructions of gender to be challenged. Wood and 

Eagly (2015) write that aspects of gender identity can be captured through factors 

like agency and social control and hence this research is exploring a more subjective 

contextualised understanding of reoffending that moves beyond stereotypical or 

traditional understandings of gender identity. 

 Given that gender is a cultural product it is important to consider the 

influence of cultural changes in Ireland namely economic changes and changes 

linked to developing secularisation (Healy, 2019). This is important in relation to the 

developmental, subjective, social, and structural conceptual framework of this thesis 

as culture influences subjective and social processes in different ways (Villagra, 

2019). Firstly, culture influences a person’s identity as people’s understandings of 

themselves are determined by shared categories with cultural meaning such as 

categories of gender. Secondly, identity is linked to material things such as objects, 

housing, or work and as Ireland underwent economic prosperity from the mid 1990s-

2008, people placed more significance on material things while a large gap emerged 

between those who could afford material goods and those who could not (Healy, 

2019). This is interesting in the context of women’s offending as women often 

commit shoplifting offences to gain material goods which will be discussed further in 

this chapter (Benson & Harbinson, 2020). Cultural influences may therefore shape 

class and gender identities that may be particularly important in understanding Irish 

people’s experiences of reoffending. Lastly, identity is social as it involves others who 

confirm a person’s identity and those who differentiate a person’s identity. A 

person’s social circle may therefore enable crime or hinder crime. Overall, culture as 
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a macro process informs gender identity through a process of social construction 

demonstrating an important interaction between subjective, social, and structural 

factors that this thesis will examine further. 

Despite the focus on men who offend by criminology scholars, not much 

attention has been paid to the role of gender identity and how masculinity may 

influence reoffending (Carlsson, 2013; Sloan, 2016). One concept that has emerged 

to explain identities of men who offend in criminology is that of hegemonic 

masculinity. Hegemonic masculinity is one type of masculinity that can be observed 

which incorporates practical elements such as a providing an ideal portrayal of men 

emphasising how men should form relationships with women, hegemonic 

masculinity also links to gender roles and identity that represents dominance over 

women and in some cases other men (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). It is 

important to recognise that hegemonic masculinity is a concept that can help with 

understanding certain dynamics within social processes because the regulation of 

hegemonic masculinity occurs within social practice in society and institutions 

(Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). 

Hegemonic masculinity is a concept that has been contested and critiqued 

since articulated by Connell in 1987 and in response to that, the concept was 

reformulated by Connell and Messerschmidt (2005). Messerschmidt (2019) defends 

this reformulation and emphasises that critics often forget about the relational and 

legitimisation aspects that are key to the idea of hegemonic masculinity. Therefore, 

to understand hegemonic masculinity, there needs to be recognition of context, 

especially of patriarchy and the relationship between hegemonic masculinity, 

various subordinate masculinities, and women. Outside of this relationship and 

outside of understanding that the legitimisation of this relationship sustains unequal 

gender relations, hegemonic masculinity cannot be properly comprehended. As 

Messerschmidt (2019, p. 90) explains “gender hegemony functions to obscure 

unequal gender relations while effectively permeating public and private life, 

encouraging all to endorse, unite around, and embody such unequal gender 

relations.” Research or literature that attributes hegemonic masculinity to certain 
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personality traits or to certain groups of men is not very useful, it is the relational 

and legitimation aspects of hegemonic masculinity are key to understanding the 

concept. The current chapter builds on this idea by acknowledging structural factors 

alongside subjective and social factors. In particular, the choice within constraint 

framework, that people’s understanding of their own gender and circumstances can 

influence decisions to offend (De Coster & Heimer, 2017). This emphasises that the 

context of gender identity is important to understanding reoffending. 

De Coster and Heimer (2017) argue that hegemonic masculinity is not 

accessible to every man, that it refers to white middle class men who have access to 

the resources needed to achieve it, namely middle-class institutions. However, this 

may not necessarily be true as Messerschmidt (2019) argues that cultures can 

sustain hegemonic ideals and this may be important in an Irish context whereby 

Travellers are over represented in the criminal justice system (Brandon & O’Connell, 

2018) which may be related to cultural perceptions of Irish Traveller men as 

dominant or aggressive. This perception is sustained by the intersecting identities of 

class and gender whereby subordinate groups such as travellers will always be 

subject to the authority of the dominant settled community (Sloan, 2016). The Irish 

travelling society adheres to a patriarchal system and research by Hodgins and Fox 

(2012) documented that status and providing for the family is important to Traveller 

men and difficult to achieve given their subordinate position in society which can 

help to explain reoffending in a gender identity and cultural context. Prior to this 

research, there has been no clear data or research that has specifically examined 

intersections such as gender identity, ethnicity and reoffending in Ireland (discussed 

in chapter 7). 

Furthermore, Merton’s (1938) concept of anomie argued that working class 

men in societies face a major obstacle in achieving culturally acceptable goals as they 

lack the means to do so which can often lead to strain resulting in reoffending 

behaviour. Merton’s (1938) theories have been supported by research over the 

years (Murphy & Robinson, 2008) and they link to hegemonic masculinity as 

working-class individuals seek illegitimate means of accessing resources to achieve 
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culturally acceptable hegemonic ideals of status and wealth. Murphy and Robinson 

(2008) extend this argument further in relation to white collar crime and find that 

both wealthy men and women also seek more wealth and power (deemed 

important goals by society) and thus are likely to use both legitimate and illegitimate 

means to pursue goals. Therefore, for both genders perhaps reoffending is linked to 

wider structural factors such as the economy of societies in which people live which 

affects people’s perceptions of their gender and class. As Hayward and Smith (2017, 

p.320) write “not all crime stories are stories about capitalism but the long-term 

effects on individuals of immersion in competitive cultures of acquisition and 

ornamental display should not be overlooked.” 

Furthermore, there is a stigma attached to reoffending that is dependent on 

the context in which a person lives and their understanding of their gender identity, 

class, and/or race in society. Using the example of economically motivated crime, 

women are more likely to reoffend for pragmatic reasons and commit offences such 

as benefit fraud and shoplifting (Benson & Harbinson, 2020; Byrne & Trew, 2008; 

Forsythe & Adams, 2009; Holloway & Bennett, 2007). Furthermore, women are 

more likely than men to be economically marginalised, women are often primary 

caregivers to children and women are often judged more harshly by society for 

offending than men which creates pressure upon release that can result in 

reoffending (Blackburn et al., 2016). In contrast men are more likely to commit high 

level white-collar crime which links to the dominant and aggressive aspects of 

hegemonic masculinity whereby it is easier for men to justify this behaviour in a 

society preoccupied with status and financial attainment which legitimises this 

behaviour (Benson & Harbinson, 2020; Messerschidmt, 2020). It is more difficult for 

women to justify their low-level economically motivated offending behaviour 

(Benson & Harbinson, 2020). In other words, the example of economically motivated 

crime highlights intersectional oppression and discrimination, women tend to 

reoffend for more pragmatic reasons while men are more likely to reoffend to attain 

wealth. 
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Identities and power are relevant throughout all aspects of social life (Potter, 

2013) and are something that are socialised in early childhood meaning that for 

women there are culturally acceptable roles that women should endorse such as 

getting married and having children (Geiger & Fischer, 2003). However, similar to 

hegemonic masculinity it is worth questioning if working class women have the same 

opportunities to fulfil these roles. Prior to 1973, Irish culture and societal 

expectations dictated that women who married were expected to retire from 

employment and therefore until recently women in Ireland lacked financial 

independence and were marginalised by a Catholic patriarchal system (Foley, 2022). 

Given that identities are socialised in early childhood the women interviewed in this 

research may interpret a criminal identity as deviating from culturally accepted 

norms and culturally accepted gender norms as labels are understood in the context 

of where a person lives (Segev, 2020). This understanding may impact on women’s 

decisions to continue with or return to crime. 

Potter’s (2013) article highlights a variety of research conducted in the US on 

intersectionality and crime and demonstrates that multiple factors such as race, 

gender, femininity/masculinity ideals, sexuality, and socioeconomic class all impact 

agency and thus decisions to offend. Particularly for women, Potter (2013) draws 

attention to the oppression of black women from a historical context and the 

likelihood that women who offend are also victims of crime meaning that it is 

important to examine firstly people’s identities in terms of commonalities and 

differences and secondly, people’s relationship with power. The intersectional lens 

allows for a broader understanding of reoffending experiences among men and 

women as intersectionality focuses on social construction and allows for structural 

factors to emerge. While this research does not draw from intersectionality 

specifically, the importance of contextualised knowledge is a key focus of this 

research to understand reoffending. 

Geiger and Fischer (2003) comment that their sample in common with most 

women who offend in the United States or Israel are victims of either emotional, 

physical, or sexual abuse. This emphasises a common theme in criminological 
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research on women, that women who offend are also often victims of crime. Men 

are also often victims of crime, Franzese et al. (2017) report that although men and 

women experienced similar levels of physical abuse and witnessed parental and 

neighbourhood violence, victimisation is not commonly discussed in relation to 

men’s reoffending or desistance compared to research on women’s reoffending and 

desistance. However, women are much more likely to be exposed to sexual 

victimisation or disruptions in social relationships which can lead to reoffending and 

they are more likely to experience victimisation into adulthood (Blaauw et al., 2020).  

Therefore, gender identity can influence reoffending whereby men’s reoffending 

behaviour links to masculine ideals such as status or attainment. It is much more 

difficult to identify factors related to reoffending and women which may be 

explained by the lack of research about women’s reoffending. Despite clear evidence 

of different pathways to offending for men and women, risk assessment tools 

developed with men are still used with women that may not capture victimisation 

experiences or mental health issues (Blaauw et al., 2020; Turanovic et al., 2015). The 

experience of victimisation will be discussed in more detail in an upcoming section in 

relation to agency exploring how the victim identity can influence agency. 

While the link between victimisation and offending is established, it is 

important not to assume that there are no other identities that men and women 

have that can also affect offending such as gender, class, and race. An individual’s 

sense of identity may be influenced by their emotions. Kruttschnitt and Otto (2019) 

emphasise that research into emotions, imprisonment, and a person’s sense of hope 

for the future is rare. Their research on women’s experiences of the criminal justice 

system demonstrates that individual projections about the future were shaped by a 

variety of social and subjective intersecting factors including, race, gender, history of 

offending, experiences of imprisonment, family support (or lack of), work history and 

finance. Although the sample was small (16 black women), black women were less 

likely compared to white women to be hopeful of securing and maintaining a 

desistance identity suggesting that the cumulative impact of gender, race and class 

discrimination create obstacles that are extremely difficult to overcome which can 
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lead to reoffending. These obstacles may create difficulty coping when released from 

prison and this links to research conducted by Zamble and Quinsey (1997) who 

found that a lack of ability to cope with change when released from prison was 

linked to reoffending for men. 

Therefore, men and women’s experiences of reoffending may be different 

leading to inter-group and intra-group differences. Exploring the interaction 

between developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors allows for a more 

holistic picture of gendered experiences of reoffending in Ireland to emerge. In the 

next section, men and women’s experiences of offending will be explored through 

the factors of agency and social bonds to help assess similarities and differences in 

reoffending behaviour. 

3.3.2 Gender, social bonds, and reoffending 

Not only do identities intersect but factors that can affect reoffending such as drug 

addiction, social bonds and socio-economic status can also intersect. Social bonds 

will be firstly focused on as they are identified as an essential factor in desistance 

and in reoffending and usually refer to social relationships with prosocial institutions 

or people (Rocque et al., 2013). The bonds most explored in desistance literature are 

marriage, childbearing, and employment (Abrams & Tam, 2018). These bonds may 

manifest differently for men and women as women who engage in criminality often 

face different challenges to men when it comes to income and are usually more 

restricted in securing employment due to child caring responsibilities (Roderman et 

al., 2016).  

De Li and MacKenzie (2003) argue that due to the different attachment 

tendencies of men and women (whereby men seek independence while women 

seek intimacy securing strong social bonds), social bonds which women are already 

familiar with are less likely to encourage women to desist. Similar to the current 

research, De Li and MacKenzie (2003) used a sample of probationers to examine 

gendered effects of social bonds and found that factors such as living with a spouse 

and having a job may inhibit men’s offending (comparable to Laub & Sampson, 2001) 
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but the same factors can actually increase women’s offending. This research 

demonstrates the importance of understanding gender specific experiences of crime 

and how similar factors can have different effects. Roderman et al. (2016) in their 

review of desistance found mixed results for marriage having a positive effect on 

desistance for women but comment that in exploring quantitative studies marriage 

has a more positive effect only for men in encouraging desistance. Therefore, 

experiences of desistance may vary for men and women in accordance with the 

cultural context of the country they reside in (Segev, 2020). Mixed results about the 

influence of relationships and offending in relation to women are commonly 

reported in research (Giordano et al., 2002; King et al., 2007; Savolainen, 2009; 

Taylor, 2015).  

There is evidence to suggest that women may not achieve the same benefits 

from romantic relationships that men do (Sampson et al., 2006; Zoutewelle-Terovan 

et al., 2014). However, Cobbina et al. (2012) argue that rather than examining how 

social bonds may affect reoffending or desistance from crime, research should focus 

on the quality of familial and romantic relationships and reoffending as they 

identified that high-quality relationships can reduce reoffending for both men and 

women. Similarly, Taylor (2015) found that women’s reoffending is more likely to be 

low when women receive instrumental support rather than emotional support from 

family members. In other words, high quality support in relation to housing and 

financial assistance can reduce reoffending for women. This links to qualitative 

research by Byrne and Trew (2008) who found that women are more likely to 

reoffend for practical reasons which supports the idea that quality instrumental 

support from family members could reduce reoffending. The lack of research into 

the quality of relationships for men and women in relation to reoffending or 

desistance may explain the mixed results for the effect of romantic relationships on 

desistance and thus this research will be wary of this when collecting and analysing 

qualitative data. 

Changing society has resulted in delayed decisions to have children and 

changes in patterns of marriage with cohabitation becoming more and more 
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common (Manning & Smock, 2002; Salvatore & Markowitz, 2014; Zoutewelle-

Terovan, et al., 2014). As discussed earlier in this thesis delayed decisions to enter 

marriage is an evident phenomenon in Ireland. Cohabitation is therefore becoming 

more common but like marriage, mixed findings are reported across different 

studies for the effect of cohabitation on desistance for women (Roderman et al., 

2016). What it apparent is that marriage or cohabitation alone is not enough to 

initiate change, marriage and/or cohabitation have to be aligned with identity 

change or positive emotions/attitudes by individuals looking to transition to a non-

offending lifestyle. Therefore, the characteristics and quality of the relationship and 

the characteristics of the individuals involved in that relationship are important to 

assessing the gendered impact of a relationship on reoffending. The relationship 

may also have to fit with societal expectations (Segev, 2020) to encourage change 

and therefore a link between social, subjective, and structural factors is clear. 

In discussing relationships, children are also important in relation to social 

bonds and reoffending. There are also mixed results for the gendered experiences of 

parenthood and reoffending. Some research suggests that parenthood may play a 

more important role for women in supporting desistance (Giordano et al., 2011; 

Cobbina et al., 2012). Studies like the one conducted by Laub and Sampson (2003) 

suggest that for men there is no effect of parenthood on desistance while 

Zoutewelle-Terovan, et al. (2014) found that becoming a parent can reduce 

reoffending for men but not for women.  

It may be that it is the quality of the bond formed to children that is 

important. Yule et al. (2015) are one of few studies that investigate identity and 

social bonds to children formed with motherhood. Yule et al. (2015) cite a selection 

of qualitative and quantitative studies to argue that motherhood can be a major 

transition in life that is accompanied by a cognitive shift leading to enduring change 

in offending behaviour. Motherhood has the ability to change identity, values, self-

esteem, and sense of purpose leading to a change from an offending to a non-

offending identity (Yule et al., 2015). This is important as Giordano et al. (2002) 

stress that both cognitive and behavioural changes are necessary for desistance 
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suggesting that reoffending may be more likely if individuals fail to initiate and 

maintain psychological and behavioural change. McConaghy and Levy (2016) write 

that it is one’s investment in and connectedness to social institutions that can 

reduce reoffending. This is interesting in an Irish context as historical abuse by the 

Catholic church may have weakened people’s trust in social or cultural institutions. 

Further, social service provision in Ireland has not always been reviewed favourably 

by the international community and therefore, those who are already disadvantaged 

remain the most vulnerable in Irish society (Healy, 2012). This idea of structural 

factors and people’s investment in their circumstances alongside the people around 

them is important and may help to explain differences in men and women’s 

experiences of social bonds and reoffending. 

Schroeder et al. (2010) also focus on the strength of attachment when it 

comes to parenthood emphasising that strong attachments to children can promote 

desistance. In fact, for some women the pressure of motherhood may mean that 

women do not feel connected to their children and result in returning to or 

continuing with crime (Yule et al., 2015). Similarly, Michalsen (2011) finds mixed 

results about the pro-social or stressor effects that children can have on offending 

trajectories. She found that children are an important part of desistance for women, 

but not the most important part and while they can induce that pro-social effect that 

reduces reoffending, they also provide a practical challenge for mothers, which can 

cause reoffending. This suggests that it is the value of the attachment between a 

mother and a child that can affect offending behaviour rather than simply having a 

child and research sometimes neglects this more subjective element of social bonds. 

Furthermore, this research acknowledges that structural barriers may prevent a 

quality bond from forming if a mother has restricted parental rights or is homeless. 

Lastly, criminal bonds may sustain offending and this has been demonstrated 

in research conducted with men (Warr, 1998; Cobbina et al., 2012) whereas there 

was no significant relationship identified between delinquent peers and reoffending 

for women (Cobbina et al., 2012). Wright and Cullen (2004) also comment that prior 

associations with delinquents increases the likelihood of delinquent peers and 
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therefore offending behaviour. Subsequently, Wright and Cullen (2004) found that 

forming positive bonds with work colleagues can change relationships for individuals 

and reduce time spent with delinquent peers leading towards desistance but provide 

no clear guidance on whether this effect was the same for both the men and women 

in their sample. Notably in drawing from lessons emphasising the importance of 

people’s investment in social institutions, it may be that given societal influences and 

expectations it is easier for girls to invest in education and school leading to the 

creation of prosocial friends (McCarthy et al., 2004).  

In examining the role of social bonds, gender identity, structural factors, and 

reoffending there are some lessons to be learnt. Firstly, more qualitative research 

may provide a better insight into how social factors can interact with structural 

context and subjective change incorporating gender identity, hence this research will 

utilise a qualitative constructivist methodology to understand people’s experiences 

of reoffending (next chapter). This links to Kazemian’s (2007) argument that more 

qualitative research examining dynamic factors may be better able to capture the 

complexities of change. Secondly, it is the perceived characteristics or values of a 

social bond that is important, and this may be determined based on the culture of 

society in which a person resides. Without high quality bonds that are meaningful to 

men and women, reoffending behaviour may continue. Furthermore, men and 

women are influenced by their unique identities that are informed by societal and 

cultural meanings and therefore may be drawn to and influenced by different types 

of social bonds. Thirdly, women may face more structural barriers on a journey to 

desistance leading to reoffending as they are generally more disadvantaged and 

vulnerable than men who reoffend. Given that subjective change is also important, 

the next section will examine agency. 

3.3.3 Gender, agency, and reoffending 

This research has chosen to understand agency as conditioned by an individual’s 

social context (King, 2013a). This was chosen to allow for the incorporation of social, 

cognitive, and emotional factors that may explain reoffending experiences (Healy, 

2014; Schroeder et al., 2010). As gender is one aspect of an individual’s identity, it is 
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reasonable to assume that men and women may express agency differently in 

regard to criminal offending as decisions are influenced by the social world 

(Ajzenstadt, 2009; Caputo & King, 2011). Maruna (2001) acknowledges that it is likely 

that there are gender specific aspects to agency but included males and females in 

his sample to explore commonalities in male and female experiences of desistance. 

This research will examine both similarities and differences in men and women’s 

subjective experiences of reoffending.  

Before examining how men and women express agency in relation to 

offending behaviour, it is necessary to first examine the reluctance to acknowledge 

women’s agency in offending. Barlow and Weare (2019; Ajzenstadt, 2009) discuss 

the role of agency in scholarly work in understanding women’s offending and note a 

clear contrast in approaches to research, one which denies the role of agency and 

focuses on women’s victimisation and coercion and one that acknowledges women 

as rational decision makers. Morrisey (2003) discusses one side of this debate in 

describing reactions to women who murder which deny women’s agency and 

aggression in society. To describe the process of denying agency, Morrisey (2003, p. 

25) identifies three methods. Firstly, “vilification/monsterization” whereby the 

woman lacks humanity. This methods links to radical feminist arguments that the 

criminal justice system considered women who offend as doubly deviant. Secondly, 

“mythification” that the woman is acting more like a mythical character than a 

human being thus denying women who offend their humanity. Thirdly, 

“victimisation” focusing on the powerlessness of the oppressed woman. This third 

method focuses on victimisation and actively denies agency by emphasising 

women’s powerlessness and oppression. While it is true that a lot of women who 

offend are also victims of crime, within that bounded or oppressed situation women 

may still be able to exercise a degree of agency. In this sense victimisation and 

agency are not necessarily dichotomous factors. 

This chapter does not seek to argue that victimisation is not an important 

factor when it comes to women’s reoffending, instead it wishes to highlight the way 

in which agency has sometimes in the past been underexplored as a factor in 
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explaining women’s reoffending. More recently Barlow and Weare (2019) 

demonstrate that the women they interviewed recognised their agency in the 

context of their life circumstances. Rather than women categorising themselves as 

either victim or offender, women recognised themselves as both a victim and an 

offender highlighting the complexity of lived experiences and the need to examine 

multiple identities and factors associated with reoffending that influence decision 

making. This demonstrates the importance of developing a contextualised 

understanding of men and women’s reoffending behaviour requiring a broad 

conceptual framework. 

Similarly, Osterman (2018) argues that there are two ways to explain 

women’s offending. The first reason explains pathways to offending as reactionary 

as a response to abuse or trauma. This pathway may also by applied to explain 

women’s reoffending which allows for continued escaping from past trauma which 

arguably has an element of agency attached to it whereby women choose offending 

as a form of escape within their constrained circumstances. The second pathway is 

explicitly agentic whereby women a variety of factors attract women to risk taking or 

offending behaviour. This links to research by Giordano et al. (2007) who examine 

the role of emotions in desistance and found that having a positive identity as an 

offender can sustain criminal behaviour. Irrespective of gender identity, crime can 

help to develop a positive sense of self as a risk taker or as a rebel meaning that this 

positive sense of identity reinforces offending behaviour. Therefore, in applying this 

pathway to reoffending, women and men may use their agency and desire to take 

risks to continue offending. As discussed already in this chapter women in Ireland 

are aware of historical repression and women involved in the criminal justice system 

are likely to have experienced disadvantage which may influence decisions to offend 

and the addition of offending results in more obstacles for women to overcome 

which may also lead to further constrained decisions to reoffend. 

Although McConaghy et al. (2016) found that issues with substance abuse 

and mental health were common for both men and women, these issues tend to 

become more significant obstacles for women compared to men. Furthermore, 
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women tend to have more severe substance and mental health issues compared to 

men (Corston, 2007; Taylor, 2015). Substance abuse links to subjective reasons for 

reoffending as women often use drugs to escape previous trauma (Osterman, 2018; 

Leverentz, 2014). In terms of mental health, women are more likely to suffer from 

anxiety, depression and guilt which also form significant obstacles to the desistance 

journey (Manasse et al., 2020). Thus, the severity of these issues and the subsequent 

obstacles they create may help to explain women’s reoffending. Furthermore, there 

are variations in the influence emotions may have on offending behaviour, due to 

gender, strain, offence type and cultural context (Manasse et al., 2020). 

Victimisation and agency are often thought of as opposites, in other words to 

call a person a victim denies their agency. However, social activism within 

contemporary society and movements such as #MeToo are focused on 

empowerment through giving victims or marginalised groups an opportunity to take 

control of their experience thus giving these groups a sense of agency (Ghobadi, 

2018). Activism in Ireland by survivors of historic cleric abuse also led to a historic 

apology by the Irish Taoiseach (Prime Minister) for the treatment of women in 

Magdalene laundries following a national inquiry in 2013 (O’Regan, 2013). This 

suggests that certain features of the traditional masculinity identity such as 

empowerment and independence can be equally important for women to 

demonstrate in an Irish context. This is also true when looking at offending 

behaviour, women like men can intend to reoffend and similar to men may do so to 

take control of their own future and actively pursue a different lifestyle (Davies, 

2011). Furthermore, Maruna (2001) demonstrates similarities in the subjective 

change experienced by men and women who desist. Hence, this section aims to 

acknowledge the role of independence and agency alongside victimisation in 

explaining women’s reoffending. 

Kruttschnitt and Carbone-Lopez (2006) argue that women have agency and 

to solely associate their offending with conventional reasons such as victimisation 

prevents the full picture of women’s offending from emerging. In addition, 

Ajzenstadt (2009) provides an outline of multiple studies that show women as active 
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agents making decisions to offend with various different rationales and motivations 

behind their behaviour. Therefore, decisions to offend for women can be influenced 

by the search for respect and reputation, material gain and enjoyment of crime 

(Ajzenstadt, 2009; Batchelor, 2005). Although victimisation is an important pathway 

into offending for women (Batchelor, 2005; Daly, 1994; Osterman, 2018), to focus 

solely on it means that important aspects of offending such as social control, agency 

and responsibility, aspects that are always invoked to refer to men who offend are 

neglected with regards to women. Five main rational explanations were found for 

women’s violence; perceived disrespect, jealousy, self-defence, self-help, and victim 

precipitation whereby women may not initiate violence but once initiated against 

them will become more aggressive that the attacker (Kruttschnitt & Carbone-Lopez, 

2006). These explanations demonstrate that women’s offending behaviour can be 

purposeful and intentional. 

Kruttschnitt and Carbone-Lopez’s (2006) findings in relation to women’s 

offending are similar to reasons provided by Lindegaard and Jacques (2013) to 

explain men’s reoffending including, the desire to gain respect, social control, social 

capital and to belong in a group. Reasons attributed to men’s offending listed above 

have been replicated in many other studies (Warr, 1998; Sampson & Laub, 2003; 

Gadd & Jefferson, 2007). This suggests that men and women’s reoffending behaviour 

can be agentic linking to the idea that individuals can exercise choice when making 

decisions (McConaghy & Levy, 2016). What is different is the context behind those 

decisions, for example women more likely to choose easy targets when engaging in 

robbery and may rely on other women suggesting that women are making 

purposeful decisions in relation to their socio-cultural positions (Ajzenstadt, 2009). 

An interesting way to examine men and women’s agency in relation to 

offending behaviour is to study gang involvement. One study that explores women’s 

agency in gang involvement is by Deuchar et al. (2018). Deuchar et al. (2018) argue 

that while women involved in gangs may have a history of victimisation, they are 

expressing agency in joining a gang while enables them to express independence and 

empowerment in moving away from family or social constraints. Similarly, for men 
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joining a gang can be an agentic action related to independence and empowerment 

(Deuchar et al., 2018; Lindegaard & Jacques, 2013). However, while exercising 

constrained agency in joining a gang, membership of that gang may further oppress 

women who are more likely to continue to experience victimisation within the gang 

itself and rarely progress past subordinated positions (Leverentz, 2014).  

In sum, there are both similarities and differences in agency in relation to 

men and women’s reoffending behaviour. Both men and women are capable of 

making rational, intentional decisions to offend in order to achieve a goal. Literature 

on women who offend is perhaps slightly more focused on women’s prior or 

continued victimisation, but victimisation and agency do not need to be considered 

as opposites. Even in violent or traumatic situations women are capable of making 

choices, the crucial point is that this choice is constrained by circumstance. Women 

are more likely to have to make constrained choices compared to men which may 

explain women’s reoffending. 

3.4 Conclusion 

This chapter contributes to existing literature by examining gender and the role of 

factors such as gender identity, social bonds, agency, and wider cultural and socio-

economic contexts in relation to reoffending. The field of reoffending relies mainly 

on quantitative research that examines recidivism rates and/or other static factors 

such as number of previous offences. Therefore, theory from the field of desistance 

has been utilised to provide more depth to arguments made in this piece. This is 

supported by the integrative conceptual framework of this research. 

The limitations of research on gender and reoffending have been highlighted 

in relation to three areas: gender identity, social bonds, agency, and socio-economic 

factors. Firstly, that gender identity explored from an intersectional perspective can 

be more inclusive and emphasise the role of an individual’s multiple identities and 

how they interact with wider social structures influencing decisions to offend. For 

both men and women, identity and agency interact and choices to offend are often 

constrained by the conditions surrounding an individual. 
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Secondly, this chapter emphasises the mixed nature of research findings in 

relation to social bonds and gender with some studies demonstrating that a partner 

or children can aid desistance or result in reoffending and some studies being 

inconclusive. This demonstrates that qualitative research may be better suited to 

examining an individual’s perceived understanding of their social relationships and 

how relationships may interact with subjective change. Webster et al. (2006) argue 

that quantitative risk assessments are not always effective at capturing changes in 

patterns of offending as they focus on early childhood events that an individual 

cannot change. Intermittency or gaps in offending behaviour are common 

highlighting that people change often between offending and non-offending 

behaviour (Baker et al., 2013). Webster et al. (2006) stress the instability of 

offending, arguing that life is unpredictable and that random life events sporadically 

influence offending behaviour. This further suggests this research’s qualitative 

approach may uncover more in-depth explanations about individual reoffending 

behaviour and the interaction between social bonds and within individual change. 

Thirdly, this chapter argues that research should consider the role of 

developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors in both men and women’s 

offending. Ireland has a unique historical and cultural context that may explain 

similarities and differences in men and women’s reoffending behaviour. Despite 

both men and women experiencing previous victimisation, victimisation is often 

more severe and long-term for women. Despite this, both men and women are 

capable of acting agentically but a key difference arises when one considers the 

different circumstances surrounding decisions for men and women. This point about 

constrained agency is important and it allows for the inclusion of structural factors 

alongside subjective and social factors to understand gendered experiences of 

reoffending. The manifestation of these factors in people’s experiences of 

reoffending will be specifically examined when it comes to the analysis of the 

qualitative data. 

 Chapter 4 will examine the methodology utilised in this research 

acknowledging the importance of an interpretivist methodology that can capture 
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people’s lived experiences and thus their identities, emotions, social world, and 

behaviour. 
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Chapter 4 - Methodology 

This research contributes an in-depth understanding of reoffending to knowledge 

incorporating an interpretivist philosophy to investigate people’s reasons for 

returning to or persisting with crime. The primary method of data collection in this 

study was semi-structured interviews, while a vignette and a questionnaire were 

also used to underpin findings. This chapter will provide a rationale and description 

of the methodology employed during research. 

 The epistemology that underpins this research is interpretivist which means 

that the researcher is required to grasp the subjective meaning of social action 

(Bryman, 2016). An interpretivist epistemology is appropriate for this research which 

recognises that people’s reoffending experiences will have different meanings to 

each individual. In other words, an interpretivist epistemology recognises that 

people construct knowledge based on their own experiences which aligns with the 

conceptual framework as different developmental, subjective, social, and structural 

factors may affect how people construct knowledge and understand their behaviour. 

In addition, the interpretivist approach acknowledges that there will be differences 

between people and their experiences (Bryman, 2016) meaning that this research 

can explore similarities and differences in men and women’s reoffending 

experiences.  

 This research does not specifically draw from feminist epistemologies but it 

does adopt elements from feminist epistemological philosophies that align with an 

interpretivist stance. Firstly, feminist epistemologies influence the interpretivist 

epistemology of this research in relation to using qualitative methods to understand 

the experiences of men and women from their point of view. This links to standpoint 

feminism that knowledge should be situated from the point of view of the 

marginalised group (Potter, 2013). Secondly, given that the research sample was 

selected with the help of the Irish Probation Service, it was acknowledged that 

people in the sample may be marginalised through their interaction with the criminal 

justice system. Power imbalances in research is an issue that has been raised in 

feminist research (Hart, 2014; Lumsden & Winter, 2014) and thus this chapter 
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includes a section on positionality to acknowledge the power imbalance between 

the researcher and the individuals willing to be interviewed.  

4.1 The Research Design 

Linked to an interpretivist epistemology this research used a qualitative 

methodology whereby qualitative methods (semi-structured interviews and a 

vignette) comprised the bulk of the collected data. One quantitative psychometric 

questionnaire developed by Côté (1997) on agency and identity was also used to 

underpin results. To recap, the central question of this research is to understand why 

people continue with and return to crime and thus a qualitative methodology allows 

for an in-depth understanding of men and women’s reoffending experiences to 

emerge.  

4.1.1 Qualitative Methodology 

Qualitative research is defined as focusing on the meanings and interpretations of 

social phenomena and processes while acknowledging that these phenomena and 

processes are contextual are therefore may vary from person to person (Sumner, 

2006). Primary research was conducted using a qualitative approach to develop 

detailed and descriptive accounts of reoffending (Jensen & Laurie, 2016). The 

advantages and disadvantages of adopting a qualitative approach are well 

documented. The following paragraphs will outline some advantages and 

disadvantages of qualitative research as they apply to this research. 

Three common advantages of qualitative research are necessary to point out. 

Firstly, qualitative research is extremely useful when it comes to understanding 

people’s perspectives and experiences which can lead to theory development 

(Jensen & Laurie, 2016; Sumner, 2006). This is especially important for this research 

as there is a lack of theory in the area of reoffending and in-depth understanding of 

reoffending will contribute to theory development. Secondly, as discussed in the 

previous paragraph qualitative research can enable an in-depth understanding of 

individual behaviour and experiences which is another reason why this research 

adopted a qualitative stance. Lastly, qualitative research fits well with critical 
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perspectives such as feminism (Sumner, 2006) as it allows for the experiences of 

individuals to be highlighted. Given that both men and women’s experiences of 

reoffending were explored in this research, qualitative research which aligns with an 

interpretivist epistemology was deemed the most appropriate methodology to fulfil 

the aims of this research. 

It is also necessary to outline some disadvantages of qualitative research. 

Firstly, qualitative research arguably lacks breadth as the focus is on collecting in-

depth data rather than data from a wide variety of participants (Jensen & Laurie, 

2016; Ruane, 2016; Walliman, 2006). This research is specifically developing a 

subjective understanding of reoffending and given that this is the aim of the 

research, the lack of breadth issue is not necessarily applicable. Secondly, collecting 

and analysing qualitative data is time-consuming (Jensen & Laurie, 2016; Ruane, 

2016). This is true and as interviews were transcribed verbatim by the researcher, 

the data took some time to prepare for analysis. However, one of the first guidelines 

of thematic analysis by Braun and Clarke (2006) is to familiarise yourself with the 

data and by transcribing the data singlehandedly the researcher quickly became 

familiar with the interview transcripts. Lastly, qualitative research is limited by the 

difficulty generalising about population characteristics. While this research cannot 

claim to have a representative sample, the analysis of the data may result in themes 

that can be applied more widely. To aid with this, the research findings will be 

synthesised according to existing knowledge and research about reoffending and 

desistance which can help with triangulation. In addition, demographic 

characteristics of the sample will be presented in Chapter 5 so that comparisons can 

be made between the current sample and the population of probation service users 

in Ireland. 

4.1.2 Research Methods 

Three different methods were used to collect data: semi-structured interviews, 

vignettes, and questionnaires. The rationale for this mix was three-fold, firstly when 

consulting with senior probation service staff in Ireland it was stressed that 

participants may not be completely truthful in recollecting their experiences. This is 
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commonly referred to as social desirability whereby participants answer questions in 

a socially appropriate way perhaps focusing on good behaviour rather than bad 

(Ruane, 2016). While it is difficult to eliminate social desirability, it was rationalised 

that a variety of methods of data collection may be helpful. Secondly, the 

combination of quantitative and qualitative methods has been criticised with 

opponents suggesting that the two approaches are incompatible due to the 

epistemological assumptions of quantitative research and the ontological 

assumptions of qualitative research (Bryman, 2006). However, given that 

quantitative and qualitative research are both investigating aspects of the social 

world, using methods from different research methodologies can be compatible due 

to the shared goal of learning about people’s social world (Bryman, 2006). Lastly, 

using a variety of qualitative and quantitative methods can complement each other 

resulting in the enhancement of results from one method with the results of another 

method (Bryman, 2006). Thus, this research primarily relied on semi-structured 

interviews with supporting methods of the multi-agency personality scale (MAPS) 

questionnaire developed by Côté (1997) with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.73 which is 

above 0.7 and therefore considered to be reliable instrument (Ruane, 2016) 

alongside a short vignette designed by the researcher to underpin semi-structured 

interview data.  

4.1.2.1 Semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were chosen for use in this research as they are flexible 

(Ruane, 2016) (see Appendix A(i)). This means that the interviewer has questions and 

a guide of topics but questions are open ended allowing participants the ability to 

answer freely (Blee & Taylor, 2002). The semi-structured interview also allows for 

the interviewer to probe answers and interactions throughout the interview and is 

ideal for exploring complex social events and processes (Blee & Taylor, 2002; Ruane, 

2016).  

 This research followed what Gall, Gall and Borg (2003) describe as the 

standardised open-ended approach which provides enough structure that the same 

topics were covered with all participants but their responses were open-ended. 
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Turner (2010) describes this approach as the most popular form of interviewing 

whereby participants can fully share their experience due to the open-ended nature 

of the questions asked and the researcher still had freedom to ask probing or follow-

up questions with each participant. This meant that depending on people’s 

responses different follow-up questions were asked and this was a strength of using 

semi-structured interviews as there was flexibility to ask follow-up questions about 

different experiences people had.  

Turner (2010) discusses the importance of developing a rapport with 

participants to allow for more follow-up or probing questions. Building a rapport and 

trust with participants was deemed essential in this research to ensure the success 

of the interview. To achieve this, Corbin and Morse’s (2003) advice was adopted 

about the pre-interview stage in which the research process was explained to 

participants (see Appendix A(i)). This research built a rapport with potential 

participants by including a comprehensive introduction to the research and ensuring 

that each individual understood the purposes of the research and felt comfortable 

participating. Issues such as confidentiality, consent, and the right to withdraw were 

discussed at the start to ensure that each participant was aware of their rights. This 

discussion was mandatory as part of ethical approval to ensure that participants 

were aware of their rights and to minimise any potential harm to participants (this 

will be discussed in more detail later in the chapter). This pre-interview stage is 

crucial for establishing a relationship and a sense of intimacy with participants and 

therefore all interviews started with a general discussion and outlined the 

researcher’s reasons for doing the research which helped to break the ice and 

establish a relationship. To aid in building a rapport this research matched interview, 

questionnaire and vignette data via a pseudonym chosen by each participant. The 

choice of pseudonym was therefore used as an icebreaker whereby participants 

could choose any name they wanted at the start of the interview process, this was 

helpful in creating a relaxed and easy-going environment. 

This research adhered to the following criteria to establish a relationship with 

each participant (Kvale, 2007). Firstly, it was important to be gentle and patient, the 
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researcher therefore ensured that each participant had time to think and answer 

questions in their own time. Secondly, sensitivity is crucial, it was important to 

respond sympathetically to stories and avoid pressuring participants to tell any 

stories that were too emotional. Thirdly, the ability to stay in control of the interview 

was important and it was at times problematic to steer participants away from 

topics that were relevant to them but were not strictly related to the topics in the 

interview. This was a challenge as it required getting the balance right between 

sympathy and focused discussion, it was therefore common to listen and sympathise 

with a participant’s story before redirecting them back towards the topic. Lastly, it is 

important to listen critically not taking every response at face value. At the end of 

each interview to encourage critical thinking the researcher considered the reliability 

of each narrative. Considering reliability did not involve fact checking people’s 

stories as people’s perspectives of their experiences may be subjective to that 

person. Instead, this research considered reliability by contextualising responses in a 

way that the people providing the response may not be able to, in other words this 

research examines people’s experiences in the context of their socio-political 

position which aligns with the conceptual framework of this research.   

 Having developed a rapport with participants, this research moved to the 

tentative stage of the semi-structured interview (Corbin & Morse, 2003). This 

required a slow introduction of the interview topics. This was achieved by starting 

the interview with a conversation style which differed depending on the context. 

Although there was an interview schedule (Appendix A (i)), each interview started 

differently depending on the person being interviewed to ensure that the topics 

were gradually discussed. Some interviews started by asking people if they were 

from the same area in which the interview was taking place and/or asking them how 

their journey to the location was. This meant that the interview started by discussing 

the neighbourhood in which they lived. Alternatively, some people mentioned their 

children and thus the interview started by talking about family. The interview then 

progressed to ask about background and less intimate questions, working up to 

cover the remaining key topics in the interview schedule. 
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 The interview then progressed towards the immersion stage (Corbin & 

Morse, 2003) whereby both the researcher and participant became immersed in the 

content. Thus, the researcher’s role was to provide empathy while listening to 

different stories, given that many participants reported previous trauma and loss in 

their lives, being understanding was particularly important. In this sense the mock 

interviews (discussed later in this chapter) were very useful in being prepared for 

these reports and the researcher was ready to ask the follow up question “that 

sounds really difficult, how did you cope with that?” to try and ensure that 

participants felt listened to and understood. 

 Lastly, interviews have the emergence stage (Corbin & Morse, 2003). This 

stage gradually draws the interview to its conclusion. The conversation with each 

participant gradually became less intense and the recorder was turned off. This did 

not necessarily mean that the interview was over as the conversation generally 

continued and it was particularly important to the researcher to stay and chat with 

participants after the interview usually staying for a coffee or lunch break to 

demonstrate appreciation for participant’s time and effort rather than leaving 

straight away.  

4.1.2.2 Multi-Agency Personality Scale (MAPS) Questionnaire 

Côté’s (1997) short version of MAPS was used to shed light on people’s agency and 

identity (see Appendix A(iii)). This short version is a 20-item scale, comprised of four 

different scales: self-esteem, purpose-in-life, internal locus of control and self-

efficacy. The MAPS scale was chosen as is it equally applicable to males and females, 

is considered reliable with a Cronbach’s alpha score of 0.73 and was short which was 

important after a semi-structured interview which averaged 45 minutes to complete. 

A sample question from MAPS included “I can make up my mind without too much 

trouble” (Côté, 1997). 

Côté (1997, p. 578) developed the MAPS questionnaire to test the identity 

capital model, which is “a developmental-social psychological approach to identity 

formation.” Therefore, an additional reason why the MAPS questionnaire was 

chosen is because the identity capital model aligns with the developmental, 
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subjective, social, and structural conceptual framework of this research and thus the 

MAPS questionnaire could support the qualitative findings of this research. For 

example, agency was a concept that a specific section of the interview schedule was 

dedicated to (see Appendix A (i)) and therefore the MAPS questionnaire provided a 

good way to underpin qualitative data. Typical markers of identity capital acquisition 

are purpose in life, self-control, financial resources, qualifications, and social status. 

People who reoffend are typically individuals who have not yet developed a strong 

pro-social identity or have high social status in a pro-social community (Maruna, 

2001) and therefore the factors that MAPS tested are relevant to the conceptual 

framework of this research.  

4.1.2.3 Vignettes 

A vignette is a short description of a hypothetical situation whereby participants are 

asked how they would behave in that situation (Eifler, 2007). Effective scenarios are 

realistic, specific, and instantaneous. This research used vignettes to test structural 

(perception of the criminal justice system) and subjective (intent and decision 

making) factors. This is useful to explore criminal behaviour in a particular context; 

vignettes help to clarify people’s judgements and enable people to define situations 

in their own terms (Barter & Renold, 1999). 

This research assumes that cognitive, social, and structural factors will 

influence reoffending (Van Gelder & de Vries, 2014). In fact, Topalli (2005) argues 

that perceptions and interpretations are grounded in environmental stimuli, 

personal history, existing beliefs, and psychological capabilities. Vignettes are 

therefore ideally suited to investigate an individual’s perception, decision-making 

and interpretation of a hypothetical scenario, all of which are influenced by social 

factors, agency, and wider context. In terms of structural factors, Topalli (2005) 

writes that offenders are often from crime-rich areas which are characterised by 

scarce means of formal and informal control, weak social institutions, victimisation, 

and violence. This can result in situational norms whereby offending behaviour 

patterns and sympathy to offending is expected and tolerated. This criminal 

environment therefore can encourage offending. Furthermore, in terms of agency, 
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perceptions condition subsequent cognitive functioning (Topalli, 2005). Thus, 

vignettes as a tool can capture perceptions which can give an insight into the 

intentions of an individual.  

  Vignettes are also effective for exploring diverse social issues and problems 

and they can capture how meanings, beliefs, judgements, and decisions are 

situationally positioned (Barter & Renold, 2000). Furthermore, use of vignettes in 

collaboration with a qualitative paradigm of an interview allows a participant to 

respond to situations with an “it depends” answer (Barter & Renold, 2000). This is a 

strength of vignettes as this answer provides an opportunity for participants to 

create a situated context to define important influencing factors. Participants 

therefore get the space to define the situation in their own terms.  

Eifler (2007) argues that in order for vignettes to be valid, they must meet 

two criteria. The first is that they include three essential elements of an opportunity-

based crime: a motivated offender, a suitable target, and an absence of a guardian. 

The second is that the situation must be realistic to everyday experience. These 

criteria must be included in any vignette situation. However, this first criterion of an 

opportunity-based crime is limited as not all crime is opportunity based. More 

contemporary rational choice perspectives argue that structural factors along with 

emotions and social context can affect the decision to offend (Paternoster & 

Pogarsky, 2009). Shapland and Bottoms (2011, p. 260) define structural factors as 

“arising simply from the social or physical context of the immediate situation.”  

Therefore, to understand reoffending a broader conceptual model may be 

necessary incorporating developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors. 

The vignette was therefore designed (see Appendix A(ii)) to be realistic depicting a 

simple shoplifting scenario that both men and women could identify with, the 

scenario provided context as to why the shoplifting was necessary and it emphasised 

that the character would probably not be seen. Participants were then asked 

questions firstly about the character and later about what they themselves would 

do. The vignette was also designed to be hypothetical like the scenarios used by 

Shapland and Bottoms (2011) so that participants could condemn the criminal 
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behaviour of someone else without admitting that they also behaved in a similar way 

if they did not want to.  

 To provide a thorough overview of vignettes, three criticisms must be 

addressed: the gap between belief and action, generalisation issues and socially 

desirable responses. The first criticism is that there is a gap between belief and 

action that vignettes cannot capture (Exum & Bouffard, 2010) however, Barter and 

Renold (2000) argue that outcomes are always situationally specific and rather than 

being concerned with outcomes, vignettes should instead be used as a tool to 

explore complex processes of meaning, interpretations, and decisions. This is a 

crucial point, that vignettes offer a valuable way to explore thought processes and 

decision-making processes that ultimately direct behaviour and vignettes have been 

used in other studies successfully to achieve that (Manasse et al., 2020). Interview 

questions were designed to unpick participant’s experiences and behaviour and 

therefore using a vignette alongside interviews was compatible as vignettes elicited 

decision-making responses from participants.  

The second criticism is that as social issues are complex vignettes cannot be 

used to generalise about people’s social lives. This research recognises this criticism 

and used vignettes to explore isolated aspects of a social issue: an individual’s 

attitudes, beliefs, decisions, and interpretations about offending. In addition, the use 

of different methods, semi-structured interview, vignette, and a questionnaire 

ensured that the individual strengths and weaknesses of each method were 

balanced.  

Lastly, the third criticism is concerned with using vignettes to ask participants 

to respond to a moral situation, which can encourage socially desirable responses as 

participants may adhere to public morality. To counteract this as outlined above this 

research firstly asked participants how the hypothetical person in the situation 

would respond which may free participants to answer freely as they are commenting 

on someone else’s behaviour. Participants were then asked about how they would 

respond in the same situation. Given that participants spoke very openly in 

interviews, it is highly possible that their vignette answers were also honest. 
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 Barter and Renold (2000) outline seven criteria for successful vignettes. 

Firstly, the scenarios must appear plausible to participants. This research depicts a 

shoplifting scenario which is a common and plausible offence type for both men and 

women. However, a criticism of the designed vignette is that the character was 

clearly a man with the name of Michael, a gender-neutral name would have been 

more useful in allowing both men and women to identify with the person depicted in 

the scenario. Secondly, the stories should be ordinary and something that 

participants are familiar with rather than a strange or eccentric scenario. Again, the 

portrayed shoplifting scenario is considered a regular offence. Thirdly, it is important 

to get the balance right, giving enough context so that participants understand the 

scenario and being vague enough to allow participants to come up with additional 

factors. This was achieved by outlining the situation without any great detail 

meaning that participants had to decide on other influencing factors. Fourthly, it is 

also important for scenarios to echo an experience that participants may have 

encountered. Shoplifting is a common offence and therefore, it was likely that 

participants have experience of it. Fifthly, vignettes must be presented 

appropriately. Written vignettes are the most common, however previous research 

in Ireland found that the offending population have difficulty with literacy (O’Donnell 

et al., 2008). For this reason, written vignettes were presented to each participant 

and the researcher read them aloud. The sixth criticism is about social desirability 

which is explained in the above paragraph. Lastly, scenarios should be kept simple 

and easy to understand. Therefore, the current shoplifting vignette was short and 

used accessible language that was universally understood. 

Overall, including vignettes alongside semi-structured interviews and a 

questionnaire offered varied methods in this research that had the advantage of 

combatting participant boredom and providing a break in intensity from discussing 

sensitive personal issues. Vignettes were a useful way to wind down the interview 

and often provided some light-hearted relief associated with discussing a 

hypothetical situation. Using vignettes complemented interview data as vignettes 

exposed participants to scenarios that could not be produced in reality. In addition, 
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vignettes can complement psychometric tools as they allow for more varied and 

unstructured responses. Lastly, providing a hypothetical scenario for an individual to 

interpret made it easier for participants to respond openly especially in relation to a 

sensitive topic of offending.  

4.2 The current study 

Overall, this research conducted 28 semi-structured interviews and administered the 

MAPS questionnaire as well as a decision-making vignette with both men and 

women on probation in Ireland. The major advantage of adopting an interpretivist 

approach underpinned by a variety of methods is that it enabled open and closed 

questions to be asked simultaneously which helped to: verify the received 

information, obtain a more comprehensive information on offending, allow for 

unanticipated information to emerge and offset the weaknesses of qualitative and 

quantitative methods against one another. This section is concerned with evaluating 

the research process. 

4.2.1 Ethics 

Ethical approval was sought from and approved by the Human Resources Ethics 

Committee in University College Dublin (UCD) (see Appendix B). This section will 

outline the key ethical considerations relevant to this research project: 

confidentiality, risk to the researcher and the sensitive nature of the topic. 

 Firstly, confidentiality was a key concern given that the research conducted 

interviews with people about their reoffending behaviour. Individuals were asked to 

sign consent sheets with their actual name and were informed that their data would 

be referred to only by their chosen pseudonym. To ensure confidentiality, the 

following steps were taken to manage research materials and data: 

1. Consent sheets were stored in a locked filing cabinet at the researcher’s 

home in Dublin 

2. Qualitative data was transcribed straight away. 

3. Actual recordings of the interviews are saved on the audio recorder which is 

currently locked at the researcher’s office at the University of Portsmouth.  
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4. Quantitative data was inputted into Microsoft Excel straight away. 

5. All datasets were then saved on an encrypted laptop.  

These measures ensured that the consent sheet could not be matched to either 

electronic or raw data and protected the confidentiality of each respondent. 

Furthermore, to reassure individuals who were nervous about confidentiality, each 

individual got the option to participate in the interview without an audio recording, 

3 out of 28 participants elected to take this option. This option was limiting in terms 

of data collection as while the researcher took notes, the resultant data was not as 

in-depth compared to audio recorded interviews. However, without that option, 

those three participants may not have completed an interview and giving all 

participants the option helped people to feel more comfortable and in control of the 

interview process. 

 Secondly, potential risks to the researcher were a concern of UCD’s ethic 

committee and this area required revision to satisfy ethical requirements. Revisions 

included scheduling all interviews to take place at probation locations rather than in 

the general community so that the research environment was controlled. Luckily the 

location was not something that appeared to affect participant’s openness which 

could be explained by the positive experiences of probation that participants 

reported. In addition, the privacy of the researcher was deemed important to 

protect and therefore as a PhD student with no office number who had to contact 

potential participants it was necessary to set my mobile settings to private number. 

This was at first very limiting as no participant answered the call, however phone 

calls with potential participants were rare as my preference was for face-to-face 

introductions and after I asked probation officers to explain that I would be calling 

from a private number, I got responses. The probation service themselves were also 

concerned about safety and therefore, I was given radios to communicate with staff 

or instructions on the alarms in specific rooms where the research was being 

conducted. The radios were particularly tiresome as conversations between staff 

members over the radio would often interfere with the interview process and were 
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difficult to mute. However, it seemed like participants were entertained by my 

frustration with the radios and in this sense they proved a useful icebreaker. 

Lastly, the sensitive nature of the topic created the biggest ethical obstacle 

for the research as it was not possible to directly ask participants about current or 

past reoffending for which they were never officially caught without being obliged to 

report this behaviour to the relevant probation officer. At the start of each interview 

the researcher was very clear that individuals should only discuss offences that they 

were caught for and therefore questions focused on what participants were thinking 

when they offended and why rather than discussing specific offences, an example of 

a question was “if you think back to your most recent offence (no need to give me 

details), can you tell me what you were thinking before committing the offence? 

What made you commit it?” (see Appendix A(i) for the interview schedule). The 

requirement to focus on past behaviour was limiting as it meant that interviews 

relied on retrospective recollections of past offending behaviour and thus, some 

memories may be inaccurate or participants may have reflected on their past 

behaviour differently depending on whether the individual was reoffending at the 

time of interviews or trying to desist from crime. This was unfortunately unavoidable 

due to ethical constraints but the majority of qualitative research on reoffending is 

retrospective in nature especially life-course research which follows up with 

individuals at set periods of time and relies on recollections on behaviour since the 

last interview (e.g., Payne & Weatherburn, 2015). 

The current research therefore was conducted in line with the ethical 

requirements of the UCD ethics committee and aligned with the British Society of 

Criminology’s (2018) ethical frame of reference.  

4.2.2 Mock Interviews 

Given that the current researcher’s primary research experience lay in conducting 

and analysing quantitative research, the probation service allowed for mock 

interviews to be arranged with probation officers. 5 mock interviews were 

conducted with probation officers (3 women and 2 men). This was particularly useful 

in providing the researcher with experience in interviewing and allowed the 
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questions and introductory instructions to be edited ensuring they were appropriate 

and understandable. This preparation highlighted the importance of the introduction 

to the interview. Most importantly, probation officers who participated in the mock 

interviews highlighted the importance of empathy and understanding, stressing that 

many clients had lived difficult lives which enabled the researcher to add follow-up 

questions like the one discussed earlier in this chapter “that sounds really difficult, 

how did you cope with that?”. 

In this sense, seven of McNamara’s (2010) principles were relevant and 

applied to this research. Firstly, it was important to create a setting without 

distractions; this was achieved through reserving a private meeting room in the 6 

different locations around Ireland where the research was conducted. Secondly, 

McNamara (2009) stresses the importance of explaining the purpose of the 

interview. The mock interviews were really important as they highlighted issues with 

the explanation of the research, resulting in changes so that language was simpler 

and accessible and the interviewer was prepared to empathise with difficult life 

stories. Thirdly, it was crucial to explain the limits of confidentiality and ensure that 

this explanation was straightforward and clear so that offenders would not 

incriminate themselves in answering any questions. The fourth and fifth principles 

were combined namely, to explain the interview format and the length of time it 

should take. Therefore, altogether this research used the MAPS questionnaire, which 

took about 5-10 minutes to complete alongside a semi-structured interview and 

vignette which lasted 45 minutes on average. The penultimate principle was to 

ensure that each participant would have a copy of the researcher’s email address 

which was given to each participant on an information form and one participant did 

follow up after to offer some additional thoughts about reoffending. The last 

principle stresses the importance of asking participants if they have any questions 

before the interview starts. This was beneficial in all interviews as it clarified any 

confusion before starting. 
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4.2.3 Sampling 

 The probation service agreed to collaborate in the recruitment of participants. 

Initially a research application form was submitted to the Irish Probation service. The 

rationale for focusing on a sample of probationers was to allow the researcher to 

study reoffending in real life scenarios, rather than in artificial environments such as 

prison. Artificial prison environments may produce artificial cognitive changes with 

regard to desistance. Soyer (2014) investigated young men in the juvenile justice 

system in America and suggested that serving a prison sentence can induce an initial 

cognitive turning point towards desistance. However, this shift is motivated by a 

desire to avoid further imprisonment rather than from the development of a pro-

social identity. In this sense, while there is a positive shift, it is initiated in an artificial 

prison environment meaning that it may not be realised once an individual is 

released back in a real-world environment. In total, 28 participants were recruited, 

18 men and 10 women. In order to ensure a broad selection of participants, there 

was no age restriction for this research, once participants were over 18 years old 

they were eligible to take part, although it was stressed to probation officers that it 

was preferable if the individual had committed at least two offences to ensure that 

relevant data was collected. 

 Participants therefore were recruited by the researcher with the help of the 

Probation Service. A senior manager in the probation service was identified as a 

gatekeeper who reached out to probation officers across Dublin requesting access to 

clients on probation who may be interested in participating in research. 

Unfortunately, there was quite a low response rate from probation officers and 

service users to this which was not helped by the fact that the senior manager I was 

initially working with changed roles and thus it was necessary to start the process 

again with a different gatekeeper.  

Once that process started, requests were sent to probation officers across 

Ireland and charitable organisations that were associated with the probation service. 

After various different meetings, participants were eventually identified throughout 

Dublin and the East Coast of Ireland leading to a sample of 18 men and 5 women. As 
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the second goal of this research is to understand the reoffending experiences of men 

and women, the researcher later went back to the probation service to ask for 

assistance in finding more women who were willing to participate in the research. 

Two residential houses affiliated with probation were identified and five more 

women agreed to participate in the research This resulted in a final sample of 18 

men and 10 women. Gender is under researched in criminology therefore, this 

research was determined to collect data from both men and women and initially 

sought an equal number of men and women. However, as men are consistently 

documented to offend at higher rates compared to women (Manasse et al., 2020), 

the resultant 18 men and 10 women was deemed sufficient to allow for an in-depth 

understanding of the reoffending experiences of both men and women to emerge.  

In general, most qualitative research projects recruit 15-20 participants. This 

research spoke to 28 people which is slightly higher as the reoffending experiences 

of both men and women are represented. Also, generally individuals who are serving 

probation are potentially considered primary desisters as non-offending is a 

condition of their probation (although it is acknowledged that some people may be 

committing crime and not getting caught) so recruiting more participants may help 

to include some participants who were involved in reoffending at the time of 

interview. Research has demonstrated that participants on probation may already 

have started to make lifestyle changes or changes to their mind-set from a 

reoffending to a non-reoffending identity (Healy & O’Donnell, 2008). Thus, the 

number of participants is higher than the average to allow for a sample who, after 

data analysis may be classified as reoffenders. This strategy had some success as 

interviews revealed that out of the 28 participants, 4 spoke about recent warrants, 

charges and/or drug use but had reduced the frequency and severity of their 

offending meaning that they could be considered to be engaging in primary 

desistance.  

Some participants in this research had already completed their court ordered 

probation and were coming to probation voluntarily. At the time of interview, all but 

2 participants (Susan and Karen) had committed more than one offence. One 
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participant’s responses were off topic which resulted in 25 participants who 

appeared to be engaging in one of two forms of desistance, primary or secondary 

(Maruna, et al., 2004). Narratives were therefore analysed (see Appendix D) to 

identify those engaging in primary desistance (19 participants) based on a reported 

reduction in the frequency or severity of offending and those engaging in secondary 

desistance (6 participants), those who demonstrated a change in self-identity (Healy, 

2014; McNeill, 2014) and this will be discussed further in the next chapter. The fact 

that the majority of the sample appeared to be engaged in some dimension of 

desistance is a limitation of this research as individuals therefore had to 

retrospectively reflect and provide details on past offending. However, ethically this 

research could not ask about current or unrecorded offences hence why it was 

necessary to recruit through the Irish Probation Service for research. 

4.2.4 Positionality 

Having outlined the research design, it is important to reflect on how as the 

researcher my social background has undoubtedly influenced the research process 

especially considering that the participant sample can be understood as powerless in 

relation to their position in the criminal justice system (Lumsden & Winter, 2014). As 

discussed at the start of this chapter reflexivity has been commonly championed in 

feminist research (Hart, 2014; Lumsden & Winter, 2014), this research did not utilise 

a feminist reflective stance and instead has included a section on positionality in this 

chapter to acknowledge the power imbalance between the researcher and the 

individuals willing to be interviewed. In particular, this section will focus on three 

aspects of my social background, age, gender and class before concluding with a 

note about my experience of research and potential bias in analysis of data.  

In terms of my own biography, I am a woman who was in her mid-late 

twenties at the time of data collection, and there were some social background 

factors that I was particularly aware of when conducting interviews: age, gender, 

and class. These are chosen for discussion as all three factors highlighted similarities 

and differences between participants and me. 
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 Compared to individuals interviewed I was either the same approximate age 

or younger. I deemed this to be a potential issue in terms of participant’s perceived 

legitimacy of a younger researcher. To counteract this potential problem, I reached 

out to participants through gatekeepers who were either probation officers or 

worked at probation projects where education and other workshops were offered. 

This I hoped would result in reassuring individuals participating in the research that I 

was a legitimate academic. While the use of gatekeepers can create a separate issue 

in terms of power relations, gatekeepers were necessary to recruit service users 

linked to probation. Gatekeepers can also play a valuable role in scrutinising 

researcher’s intentions and motivations and seek to avoid harm to participants 

(Davies & Peters, 2014). Mostly, working with gatekeepers was positive throughout 

the research project and reassured potential participants that talking to me was 

worthwhile. I addressed any potential power imbalance by informing individuals that 

the research was voluntary and not linked to probation so there would be no 

consequences if they choose not to participate. 

While gatekeepers did help to legitimise the research project there was one 

instance early in the data collection stage where the gatekeeper I was initially 

communicating with and agreed to meet was ill and absent upon my arrival. Her 

colleague was therefore extremely busy and did not seem that interested in the 

research resulting in a half-hearted introduction of me to the men serving probation 

and attending a workshop that morning. I was aware that my age coupled with a 

perfunctory introduction affected my legitimacy with the men there that morning 

and no one was willing to participate in the research. I persevered and stayed for the 

coffee break hoping to break the ice with some service users but this was 

unsuccessful. As a result, I approached gatekeepers in a slightly different way 

sending information leaflets about the research in advance of my arrival and asked 

gatekeepers to discuss the research with potential participants in advance so that 

they had time to process the research and what they were being asked to volunteer 

for. From then on, I had at least one person willing to speak to me at each place I 

visited. 
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Age is just one aspect of my identity and I was also aware of my gender 

identity as a woman conducting research with individuals who identified as either 

men or women. This meant that I shared similarities with some individuals and 

differences with others. I was slightly apprehensive that my combined age and 

gender identity may further affect my perceived legitimacy. However, my age and 

gender may have helped to demonstrate that I was not threatening and this effect 

has been documented in other research (Poulton, 2014). Overall, my gender identity 

and age markers were an advantage for data collection about reoffending 

experiences as I believe participants perceived me as empathetic and understanding 

based on the openness of their responses (Hart, 2014).  

Interpretivist research requires building an open and trusting rapport with 

individuals and I believe that as a woman, participants were inclined to trust me 

quicker. This was particularly important in allowing participants to open up and 

nearly all participants spoke about incidences of trauma and/or violence in their 

lives. Mock interviews stressed the importance of empathy and of setting a 

compassionate tone upon meeting participants, listening to people’s responses with 

concern and without judgement helped individuals to perceive me as empathetic 

and open-minded (Watts, 2008). 

For different reasons I was concerned about the third aspect of my identity, 

my class, as it was the one identifiable marker that was different to all those who 

participated in the research. In Dublin especially there is a historic divide between 

two major stereotypes, the North “working class” part of the city and the South 

“middle class” of the city which is most noticeable from people’s accents (Lattimore, 

2020). All participants identified as working class and although I am from the North 

side of Dublin, I would be considered to have a “middle-class” accent that I was wary 

might create a divide between myself and participants. Further afield too there is 

arguably a general prejudice amongst people from other counties in Ireland against 

Dublin people who are stereotyped as privileged because they live in the capital city. 

Therefore, when individuals asked me where I was from, I stressed the rural aspect 

of where I lived in North County Dublin removed from the city. This combined with 
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my age and gender had the joint result of stressing that I was neither “posh” or a big 

city dweller which helped to portray me as non-threatening. Class can emphasise 

feelings of powerlessness amongst participants especially if the research is being 

conducted on behalf of the powerful (Lumsden & Winter, 2014). As mentioned 

above gatekeepers associated to the probation service were used to facilitate data 

collection and to avoid any feelings of powerlessness I stressed that participation 

was not part of an individual’s probation conditions and that participating or not 

participating would make no difference to their probation experience.  

  In total, my experience of conducting this research was overwhelmingly 

positive. I am incredibly grateful to individuals for being so open and sharing 

intimate details about their lives. My social background undoubtedly had an 

influence on the research process and the relationships I developed with 

participants. Furthermore, my social background will influence the analysis and 

interpretation of qualitative data as knowledge is co-produced between the 

researcher and participants and thus a positionality section is important for 

transparency. 

4.3 Analysis of research methods 

The upcoming three chapters will present results from the analysis of semi-

structured interviews, questionnaires and vignettes. The findings will be presented 

thematically rather than according to specific research methods as in analysing data, 

reoffending was explored within the context of each individual’s experience and 

which further aligns with the conceptual framework of this research. The purpose of 

this section is to outline the process of analysis.  

4.3.1 The process of qualitative data analysis 

Thematic analysis of qualitative data was undertaken in this research according to 

Braun and Clarke (2006) and Attride-Stirling (2001). As this research project was the 

researcher’s first time conducting qualitative analysis, thematic analysis was chosen 

as analysing themes is a key skill for a first-time analyst and thematic analysis can 

yield rich and detailed accounts (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thematic analysis was also 
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appropriate because of the wide variety of research questions and topics that can be 

addressed by this form of analysis (Castleberry & Nolen, 2018). 

 Both semi-structured interviews and vignettes were analysed using thematic 

analysis as vignettes posed 7 open-ended questions to participants and therefore 

generated qualitative data. Thematic analysis was conducted in a systematic manner 

according to six steps outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006) and in accordance with 

the analytic process required to create thematic networks devised by Attride-Stirling 

(2001). After interviews were transcribed verbatim by the researcher, the following 

steps were taken 

1. Firstly, transcripts were read and re-read to ensure familiarisation with the 

data.  

2. Secondly, MAXQDA software was used to assist with coding of data and 

identification of themes. MAXQDA was identified in other research studies as 

helpful in locating and refining codes across transcripts (Castleberry & Nolan, 

2018; Cooley, Moore & Sample, 2017). Thematic analysis was conducted 

according to two papers, the coding framework was completed based on the 

research of Attride-Stirling (2001). The collating of codes into themes was 

completed based on the steps by Braun and Clarke (2006) and the final step 

of collating organising themes to global themes was also supported by 

Attride-Stirling (2001). 

3. The coding framework utilised two methods (Attride-Stirling, 2001): 

a. Codes were firstly generated based on the conceptual framework in 

this research that guide the research question (discussed in detail in 

Chapter One and Two). Having analysed desistance and criminal 

career research for this thesis, an integrated conceptual framework 

(developmental, subjective, social and structural factors) was chosen 

to underpin analysis of primary data as an integrated framework can 

allow for a full picture of reoffending experiences to emerge. 
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b. Secondly codes were generated based on unexpected, interesting 

features or issues that arose in transcripts (e.g., ethnicity and role of 

emotions). 

4. The fourth step in conducting the thematic analysis was to collate codes into 

potential themes. This process of generating basic themes was not a linear 

process and often it was necessary to complete additional coding after 

identifying unexpected patterns when collating codes. For example, there 

were many individual codes such as depression and regret which were 

initially collated into two basic themes: positive emotions and offending and 

negative emotions and offending. These two basic themes were later linked 

under one organising theme called emotions and offending. Chapter 5 will 

outline the codes and organising themes that underpin the two global 

themes identified in this research. 

5. Fifthly, a thematic network was identified where clear links between 

identified organising themes were highlighted. To highlight this fifth step, the 

current study followed the thematic networks hierarchy offered by Attride-

Stirling (2001): 

a. Basic themes that represent the low-order features of the data were 

identified. 

b. Organising themes that comprise of basic themes were categorised 

together. 

c. Global themes were identified that tied organising themes together 

and represented a final conclusion. 

6. Lastly, each global theme was refined and named in preparation for 

presenting the results of the qualitative analysis. 

4.3.2 Thematic Networks 

In relation to the research question of why people continue with or return to crime 

two related global themes were identified in this research after systematically 

completing the steps of analysis outlined above: 

1. Reoffending as a coping mechanism (Chapter 6) 
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2. Gaining through reoffending (Chapter 7) 

These two global themes were then further analysed using the conceptual 

framework of this research to develop a new reoffending paradigm to help to 

understand different modes of reoffending identified in this research: persistent 

reoffending, substance abuse related reoffending, intermittent reoffending, returns 

to offending (see Chapter 8). This is extremely important as previous criminal career 

research has distinguished between different types of reoffending in a quantitative 

way (Zara & Farrington, 2016a) or by prioritising developmental and environmental 

factors (Moffitt, 1993); this research presents an in-depth paradigm by identifying 

and distinguishing between modes of reoffending using developmental, subjective, 

social and structural factors. The global thematic network and subsequent 

framework is represented visually in figure 2 below. Further detail on these themes 

is outlined in table 1. These global themes were then used to distinguish between 

different modes of reoffending behaviour (Chapter 8). 

Figure 2 

Visualisation of the global themes in this research that explain reoffending 

experiences and the subsequent reoffending paradigm. 
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Table 1 

Global themes and subsequent organising and basic themes of this research 

Global Theme Organising Theme and subsequent basic themes 

6.1 Reoffending as a 
coping mechanism 

• 6.1.1 Substance abuse 
a. Escape mechanism 
b. Substances offering purpose 
c. Substance abuse as a barrier to 

desistance 

 • 6.1.2 Emotions and offending 
a. Low self-esteem 
b. Pursuing excitement 

 • 6.1.3 Structural barriers  
a. Socioeconomic barriers 
b. Criminal justice system 

7.1 Gaining from 
reoffending 

• 7.1.1 Gaining form criminal behaviour 
a. Reoffending providing purpose in life 
b. The loss of crime: an obstacle to 

desistance 

 • 7.1.2 Loss of identity 
a. Agency orientated towards drug use 
b. Identifying as a drug user 
c. Alternatives to Irish identity 

 • 7.1.3 Dealing with change 
a. Difficulty in initiating change 
b. Difficulty in maintaining change 

 

4.3.3 The process of quantitative data analysis  

To analyse quantitative data, SPSS (statistical package for social sciences) was used. 

Data from the questionnaires was firstly inputted into an Excel spreadsheet and then 

uploaded to SPSS where data was organised and labelled appropriately as nominal, 

ordinal or scale. As the sample size of 28 participants is small for quantitative data 

and the majority of variables had an ordinal scale, non-probability tests were used as 

it cannot be assumed that the sample is representative or normally distributed.  

Mann Whitney tests were conducted to compare two independent groups on 

variables with data that could not be considered normal. The Mann Whitney test 

was chosen as it is a non-parametric test which was appropriate for the small sample 
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size which could not be considered to be normally distributed (see Appendix D). 

These tests will be commented on in the forthcoming chapters. 

4.4 Conclusion 

Overall, the qualitative approach underpinned by the use of both qualitative and 

quantitative methods in this research is appropriate to the research question and 

generated data relevant to the research question. The combination of interviews, a 

questionnaire and a vignette provided rich and varied data. The qualitative approach 

to data collection and analysis has been commonly adopted in other influential 

studies of desistance (e.g., Giordano et al., 2002; Healy, 2014; Laub & Sampson, 

2003; Maruna, 2001) and presenting both qualitative and quantitative data together 

thematically will help to present an overall understanding of reoffending (Bottoms & 

Shapland, 2011). Results from this research will contribute to existing statistical 

studies on recidivism in Ireland by adding an in-depth understanding of why people 

return to and/or persist with crime. The next chapter will outline the coding scheme 

underpinning each global theme and present some demographic information about 

the sample. The following chapters will present the significant themes to understand 

why people continue with or return to crime.     
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Chapter 5: Preliminary analysis  

This research is primarily qualitative and the primary method used was semi-

structed interviews to understand why people continue with or return to crime. Data 

from the MAPS questionnaire and a vignette will be used to support findings from 

the thematic analysis of interview data. This chapter will outline what method each 

participant completed, present the demographics of this research’s sample referring 

to the MAPs questionnaire, analyse interview and vignette data to understand 

participant’s engagement with desistance and present an overview of the global 

themes which emerged following analysis of the data in this research.  

 As discussed in chapter 4, the primary use of a qualitative method in this 

research is justified as this research aims to gain a subjective understanding of 

individual reoffending experiences. Official data was not collected in relation to 

individual’s criminal records as official data has already been used to understand 

reoffending by other scholars and therefore an in-depth explanation of reoffending 

will compliment Zara and Farrington’s (2016a) objectively identified (using criminal 

records) groups of reoffenders and contribute a new in-depth understanding of 

reoffending. These groups consist of recidivists who have 10 or more convictions and 

chronic offenders who can be distinguished from an early onset of offending, 

committing serious offences (at least 15 convictions) and having a long career of 

offending lasting approximately 30 years (Zara & Farrington, 2016a). 

 Official data does also not allow for an in-depth understanding of people’s 

experiences of reoffending or shed light on the liminal stages of the offending 

process that Healy (2010) outlines. By using criteria outlined above by Zara and 

Farrington (2016a) individuals can be divided into neat categories that do not 

necessarily represent their experiences or their turbulent offending journey. This 

links to the examination of terminology in reoffending (see chapter two) as the 

persistent term suggests that offending behaviour is continuous when evidence 

demonstrates that offending is more commonly intermittent and individuals can 
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attempt desistance many times before experiencing a successful desistance journey 

(Baker et al., 2013; Healy, 2010).  

5.1 Different methods of data collection 

Given difficulties in recruiting participants for this research that were discussed in 

chapter 4, some data was collected in time pressured situations. For example, some 

individuals agreed to participate in the research after coming in for their regular 

meeting with their probation officer and thus, could only meet with the researcher 

for a short amount of time before they had to leave to pick up children or continue 

with their daily routine. In those scenarios, the researcher prioritised the interview 

and the collection of qualitative data to attain an in-depth understanding of 

reoffending, if there was time the questionnaire was the next priority followed by 

the vignette. This resulted in 28 interviews, 28 questionnaires and 13 vignettes being 

completed (see table 2 below).  

5.2 Demographic characteristics of the sample 

In total, data was collected from 28 participants all either actively serving probation 

or involved in probation associated projects in the Republic of Ireland. As discussed 

in chapter 4 the inclusion criteria were broad so anyone over the age of 18 with at 

least two previous convictions could participate in the research and this was 

identified by probation officers. In practice, two of the participants (Karen and 

Susan) had only 1 conviction at the time of the interview but were interviewed 

anyway to provide data on why they believed they would not return to crime. The 

researcher did not specifically ask about previous convictions as quantitative data on 

previous convictions is commonly discussed in other research, however during 

interviews the extent of people’s offending emerged and this has been documented 

in table 2. To avoid any ethical issues specific questions about people’s offences 

were avoided. Some people volunteered information about their convictions, where 

that information is available, it is included in table 2. 
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Table 2 

Completed methods, associated dimension of desistance and previous convictions per 

participant. 

Participant Interview Question-
naire 

Vignette Previous convictions 

Anton 

   Selling drugs from age 15.  

He was in the 18-24 age category 
at the time of interview. 

Arthur  

   In and out of jail since the age of 
17 for robbery, drug and driving 
offences.  
 
In a ten-year period, Arthur served 
6 years going in and out of prison.  

Cristiano  
   Selling drugs from 16 years old. 

Convictions for stealing. 

Dave  

   Using drugs from 13 years old. 

Convictions for selling drugs from 
16 years old.  

David 

   Used drugs from 12 years old for 
20 years.  

Offended throughout that period, 
mainly robbery type offences. 

DB Cooper  
   Convictions for theft, burglary, 

and being drunk and disorderly. 

Gerry  
   Convictions for theft and being 

drunk and disorderly. 

Joe 

   No info available. 

Joe’s data was not included in the 
interview analysis as his answers 
lacked relevance for the research. 

John    Prolific theft and drug offences. In 
and out of prison since the age of 



128 

 

16. 

Aged 42 at time of interview. 

Joseph 

   Was in and out of prison and 
altogether served 17 years in 
prison. 

Robbery offences mostly. 

Nidge  

   Burglary and drug dealing offences 
mostly.  

In and out of prison from 15-26 
years old. 

Pat  

   First arrested at 12. In young 
offenders’ institution at 14.  

Continued offending until aged 33. 

Convictions for theft, armed 
robbery, and drug offences. 

Pauliea  

   152 previous convictions. 

Drunk and disorderly, theft, and 
burglary. 

Peter  

   37 previous convictions. 

Driving offences, drunk and 
disorderly, selling drugs. 

Shane 

   In and out of prison since 18 years 
old. 

Robbery and drug dealing 
convictions. 

Steve 
   Driving offences, drug dealing 

offences. 

Thomas  
   Road traffic offences, armed 

robberies. 

Tommo  
   Started offending at 11.  

Robbery offences mostly.

Annie     2 previous convictions.

Claire    Public order offences, motoring 
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offences (drink and drug driving).

Fiona    Prolific shoplifting offences. 

Karen 

   1 conviction. 

Interviewed for insight on onset to 
offending. 

Laura 
   Shoplifting, drug dealing, and 

motoring offences. 

Mamie  

   In and out of jail through her adult 
life. 

Alcohol, theft, and drug related 
offences. 

Marie     Theft and shoplifting. 

Mary  
   Shoplifting, larceny, criminal 

damage, 1 assault charge. 

Rosaleen  

   Shoplifting, alcohol related 
offences, drug dealing, assault 
(spat at police). 

Susan    1 conviction – Shoplifting.

 

 

5.2.1 Age 

The majority of participants (40.74%) in this research were aged within the range of 

25-34 years old (see figure 3). This is similar to demographic data from the Probation 

Service in Ireland who also had the largest number of participants (36.98%) in the 

24-35 age range (see figure 4).  
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Figure 3 

Bar Chart Demonstrating the Distribution of Age Across this Research’s Sample. 

 

Figure 4 

Bar Chart Demonstrating the Distribution of Individuals Aged 18 and Over Referred to 

Probation in Ireland, (Irish Probation Service, 2018). 

 

Given the small sample size, non-parametric analysis of quantitative data was 

appropriate as it could not be assumed that the data was normally distributed. Mann 

Whitney tests are suited for a nominal independent variable with 2 categories and 

ordinal dependent variables. Therefore, Mann Whitney tests were conducted using 

the independent variables of age which were divided into two independent samples: 

young (n = 16) and old (n =11). Mann Whitney tests were conducted to assess a 
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significant average difference between these two sets of groups and ordinal 

variables in the MAPS questionnaire. No significant findings were identified in terms 

of average differences between younger and older people and their responses to 

questions about purpose in life, internal locus of control and self-efficacy (see 

Appendix D(i)). This was somewhat surprising as a younger age is linked to a higher 

likelihood of reoffending (Laub & Sampson, 2003; McNeill, 2007) and therefore it 

was expected that the younger group may score significantly lower in relation to 

control and self-efficacy than the older group. Age is related to a range of different 

variables such as social processes or attitude changes (McNeill, 2007) which may 

better explain reoffending and therefore, the qualitative data collected in this 

research about people’s experiences of offending may shed further light on why 

people continue with or return to crime. 

5.2.2 Gender 

In this research 40.74% of respondents were women compared to 59.26% of 

respondents who were men (see figure 5). In comparison, of the total number of 

individuals referred to Probation in Ireland in 2018, 17.5% of referrals were women 

and 82.5% of referrals were men (see figure 6).  Therefore, women were 

overrepresented in this sample due to the second aim of this research to explore and 

analyse the reoffending experiences of both women and men. 

 Variables from the MAPS questionnaire were analysed to detect significant 

gender differences (see Appendix D(ii) and Appendix D(iii)). These tests will be 

discussed later in this chapter and in chapter 7. 
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Figure 5 

This Research’s Participants Organised by Gender. 

 

Figure 6 

Total Probation Referrals by Gender in Ireland (Probation Service, 2018). 

 

Overall, in relation to demographic characteristics, this research shares a 
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and men’s reoffending experiences. Quantitative data revealed only 1 significant 

difference between men and women which will be discussed in chapter 7 in relation 

to the organising theme of gaining from criminal behaviour. The lack of significant 

results could be indicative of a small sample rather than a lack of differences 

between the selected independent groups (Siddiqui, 2013). 

This chapter will proceed to discuss more in-depth analysis. As individuals in 

this research spoke about their reoffending behaviour retrospectively, analysis of the 

semi-structured interviews and vignettes will firstly detail the dimension of 

desistance that each individual identified with. This is important to understand 

people’s behaviour and sense of identity at the time of data collection. The two 

global themes then identified through thematic analysis in this research will be 

outlined before an in-depth discussion of each theme in chapter 6 and 7. 

5.3 Dimensions of Desistance 

Transitions in the offending journey are not neat nor are they necessarily 

measurable. Desistance research has managed to identify different dimensions of 

desistance distinguishing between people who reoffend and people who desist but 

recent research in desistance has a primary focus on subjective factors (Healy, 2010; 

Farrall, 2019). This chapter will analyse data from vignettes and interviews to align 

individuals with a dimension of desistance as outlined by Healy (2014) and McNeill 

(2014). Primary desistance is relevant to reoffending as individuals often still offend 

but have reduced the frequency or severity of their offending (Healy, 2014). At the 

time of data collection 25 participants all appeared to be engaged with either 

primary or secondary desistance (Maruna, et al., 2004; see chapter 4) when 

vignettes and interviews are analysed.  

Self-report data gained from the interviews revealed that 2 participants 

(Susan and Karen) had not committed more than one offence and 1 participant’s 

data was inconclusive as he did not directly answer some questions despite several 

attempts by the researcher to get him focused on the question. Thus, the other 25 

individuals in the sample can all be considered to have reoffended at least once in 
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their lives. Although this research is ultimately examining individual’s experiences of 

reoffending, individuals were first linked to either the primary or secondary 

dimensions of desistance as at the time of interview participants spoke about 

reducing the frequency or severity of their offending suggesting that participants 

were attempting to engage with desistance on some level. This initial analysis with a 

desistance lens is justified as ethical constraints meant that interviews explored 

people’s past experiences of reoffending meaning that people’s discussion of 

desistance related behaviour were more recent that people’s discussions of 

reoffending behaviour. Chapter 6 and 7 will later analyse interview data with a 

reoffending lens examining developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors 

to identify and distinguish between modes of reoffending (chapter 8). 

The first step taken by the researcher was to analyse the interview data for 

indicators of primary or secondary desistance that reflected participant’s most 

recent experiences. This analysis was then supported by responses to the vignettes. 

Although tertiary desistance (chapter 1) is considered a dimension of desistance, 

there was no significant evidence of this dimension in the current sample’s 

experience. Primary desistance is characterised by changes in an individual’s 

behaviour as discussed in chapter 1. In contrast, secondary desistance is 

characterised by a change in identity and perception of self, alongside changes in 

behaviour (Healy, 2014; Maruna, 2001; McNeil, 2016). Interview data was therefore 

analysed for indicators of primary or secondary desistance (see table 3 and Appendix 

E). At the time of interview, 19 participants (76%) could be considered as engaging 

with primary desistance compared to 6 participants (24%) who could be considered 

to be engaging with secondary desistance (see figure 6).  

This current sample’s breakdown according to primary or secondary 

desistance is similar to the number of primary (71.43%) and secondary desisters 

(28.57%) identified by Healy and O’Donnell (2008) with a sample of probationers 

from Ireland (see figure 7 & figure 8). The sample for this research is small however, 

the distributions and dimensions of desistance identified in other studies are similar 
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to this research which suggests that sample is somewhat representative of the 

general probation community in Ireland. 

Figure 7 

Distribution of different dimensions of offending in the current study. 

 

 

Figure 8 

Distribution of different dimensions of desistance (Healy & O’Donnell, 2008). 
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5.3.1 Comparing vignette and interview data in relation to desistance and identity 

Although less than 50% of sample completed a vignette due to time constraints, 

vignettes were useful in understanding participant’s decision making in relation to 

offending behaviour at the time of interview. Combining information from the 

vignette with interview data also supported the analysis of the dimensions of 

desistance that participants were engaging with at the time of data collection. The 

vignette scenario is as follows (see Appendix A (ii)): 

Michael goes to a small local corner shop to buy a charge cable for his phone. 

He is on probation and he needs the charger to charge his phone so he can 

take a call from his probation officer. Michael is expecting a call from his 

probation officer that evening. The shop is about to close when Michael sees 

that he does not have enough money for the charger. The charger is small 

enough that he could hide in his pocket without anyone seeing.   

The follow-up question that this chapter will focus on is “if you were in 

Michael’s situation, what would you do?” As mentioned, answers from participants 

who completed the vignettes were analysed alongside the data from interviews to 

support the analysis on what dimension of desistance people were engaged with. 

This combined analysis in outlined in table 3 below. 

It was expected that individuals classed as being in the secondary desistance 

dimension would have a non-criminal response and individuals in the primary 

desistance dimension would be more likely to have a criminal response to the 

question of “if you were in Michael’s situation, what would you do?” (see table 3 for 

responses). This happened to be the case as all individuals in the secondary 

desistance dimension who answered the question replied with a non-criminal 

response, “I wouldn’t rob it” [Claire, line 13]. 6 individuals in the primary desistance 

dimension completed the vignette and those individuals were more likely to have a 

criminal response with 2 individuals replying that they would steal the charger, “I 

would’ve stuck it in me pocket” [Peter, line 13]. 
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Manasse et al. (2020) found that vignettes can be useful in exploring thought 

processes and decision-making processes that ultimately direct behaviour. Using 

vignettes to support the interview data in this research suggests that vignettes may 

accurately reflect people’s actual behaviour when people’s lives are relatively stable 

as those who expressed identity change all had a non-criminal response. Those same 

people were also able to provide rational reasons for their non-criminal response, 

“you could phone up and just say I had no battery yesterday, could you call me back? 

It’s not the end of the world.” [Claire, line 8]. 

Table 3 

Participant’s Behavioural Response to the Scenario, Interview Analysis and Overall 

Desistance Dimension Classification 

Participant Vignette Response Interview data: 
Desistance 
classification 

Overall dimension of 
desistance 
classification 

Cristiano Non-criminal Primary Primary 

Dave Criminal Primary Primary 

Nidge Non-criminal Secondary Secondary 

Pat Non-criminal Secondary Secondary 

Pauliea Non-criminal Primary Primary 

Peter Criminal Primary Secondary 

Shane Non-criminal Secondary Secondary 

Tommo Inconclusive Secondary Primary 

Susan Non-criminal N/A N/A 

Marie Non-criminal Primary Primary 

Karen Non-criminal N/A N/A 
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Claire Non-criminal Secondary Secondary 

Annie Non-criminal Primary Primary 

Arthur Not completed Primary Primary 

Anton Not completed Secondary Secondary 

David Not completed Primary Primary 

DB Cooper Not completed Primary Primary 

Gerry Not completed Primary Primary 

John Not completed Primary Primary 

Joseph Not completed  Primary Primary 

Peter Not completed Secondary Secondary 

Steve Not completed Primary Primary 

Thomas Not completed Primary Primary 

Fiona Not completed Primary Primary 

Laura Not completed Primary Primary 

Mamie Not completed Primary Primary 

Mary Not completed  Primary Primary 

Rosaleen Not completed Secondary Secondary 

 

Social desirability is a potential issue with vignettes and although this 

research tried to counteract that by firstly asking participants what Michael would 

do, it is possible that individuals were reluctant to admit to a criminal response (see 

chapter 4). Having a scenario with a hypothetical offender with a gender-neutral 

name may also have helped women to identify with the scenario more. This vignette 

also included a question about the probation officer’s response which allows for the 

examination of structural factors which is important given the integrative conceptual 

framework of this research. The question “what do you think will happen if Michael 

doesn’t call his probation officer” allows for an individual’s perception and cognition 

in relation to structural factors to emerge, this will be discussed further in chapter 6. 
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 The next sections will outline how the two global themes identified in this 

research emerged. The research question is to understand why people continue with 

or return to crime and analysis was therefore guided by the conceptual framework 

of this research meaning that developmental, subjective, social, and structural 

factors were specifically looked for when coding interview transcripts to understand 

men and women’s reoffending.  

5.4 Global theme: Reoffending as a coping mechanism – a demographic examination 

of the organising themes. 

To answer the research question of why people continue with or return to 

reoffending the first global theme identified in this research is that people continue 

with or return to crime as reoffending acts as a coping mechanism. This theme is 

underpinned by the conceptual framework of this research and outlines reasons for 

how reoffending behaviour can aid people to cope with their daily life and the 

surrounding situation that they find themselves in (chapter 6). This section will 

briefly outline the coding structure for each of three organising themes that 

compose this global theme: substance abuse, emotions and reoffending and 

structural barriers and reoffending (outlined in figure 9). 
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Figure 9 

Visual representation of the global theme – Reoffending as a coping mechanism. 

 

5.4.1 Substance abuse  

One of the most common issues that people spoke about to explain their 

reoffending experiences was substance abuse. Chapter 6 will demonstrate that 

substance abuse is important in relation to understanding reoffending as reasons to 

engage with and continue using substances can be explained by examining 

developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors. Throughout all the 

interviews and substance abuse was coded 173 times. By substance misuse this 

research is referring to alcohol or drug misuse. 82% of the individuals in this sample 

which equates to 23 out of 28 people reported being dependent on substances at 

some point in their lives, 7 women and 18 men (figure 10). Recent data is not 

available from the Irish Probation Service but data from 2012 shows that 89% of 

service users had reported misusing substances which is similar to this research. The 

substances people misused included: alcohol, solvents, cannabis, benzodiazepines, 

crack cocaine and heroin. All participants reported a decline in their drug use at the 

time of interview: 3 participants were still using but reported a significant decrease 

in how often they used; 4 participants were taking methadone [heroin substitute] 

and the other 17 participants were sober. 
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Figure 10 

Self-Reported Substance Misuse According to Gender in this Research 

 

As all participants who reported a substance issue had reduced their use at 

the time of the interview, it corresponds that 14 participants rated their repose to 

the statement “I have a lot of willpower” in the MAPS questionnaire as completely 

true (figure 11). This will be discussed further in chapter 6. Using substances was 

described as a coping mechanism and was discussed in three different ways: as an 

escape, as providing purpose in life and as a barrier to desistance, all of which will be 

also be explored in chapter 6. The basic themes and codes that were collated to 

form the organising themes of substance abuse are outlined in Table 4 below. 
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Figure 11 

Participant’s Ratings About the Statement “I have a lot of willpower”

 

Table 4 

Coding Structure for the Organising Theme Substance Abuse 

Organising Theme Basic Themes Codes 

Substance abuse 1. Substance abuse as 
an escape 

 

1. Decision to take 
drugs 

2. Loss 

3. Childhood trauma 

4. Adult trauma 

5. Violence 

1. Substance abuse as 
purpose in life 

1. Purpose through 
drugs 

2. Selfishness  

3. Selling drugs 

Substance abuse as a 
barrier to desistance 

1. Lack of 
understanding 
about drugs 

2. Resignation 

3. Tired of crime 
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5.4.2 Emotions and Reoffending 

Emotions are a subjective factor that can contribute to understanding continuity or 

change in offending (Giordano et al., 2007). Interview data revealed people’s 

emotions in relation to reoffending were gendered. 26 out of 28 participants (93%) 

discussed negative emotions in some way yet, men and women spoke about 

different negative emotions as men were more likely to speak about reoffending to 

escape boredom whereas women spoke about self-hate and the need to continue 

reoffending to secure substances which provided temporary relief from that feeling. 

A recent report by the Department of Justice (2021) in Ireland revealed that just 

under 70% of the prison population present with mental health issues. This is 

disproportionate to the 18.5 % rate of mental health issues in the Irish population 

(Mental Health Ireland, 2016) suggesting that there are strong links between the 

criminal justice system and mental health issues. Once again this highlights the 

importance of understanding developmental, social, structural and subjective factors 

in relation to reoffending. The basic themes and codes that were collated to form 

the organising themes of emotions are outlined in Table 5 below. 

The MAPS questionnaire (see Appendix A (iii)) included questions on self-

esteem, purpose in life, internal control and self-efficacy. Significant gender 

differences were observed for the question “my life is running over with exciting, 

good things” with women rating their lives on average as more exciting than men 

(see Appendix D (iii)). This is interesting as interview data revealed that women were 

more likely to speak about “self-hate” (chapter 6). This difference may be explained 

by the idea that women have a more negative perception of themselves when they 

consider their offending compared to men (emerging in the interview which asked 

retrospective questions) and a more positive perception of themselves when they 

consider their recovery or desistance compared to men (emerging from the MAPS 

questionnaire which was based on present experiences at the time of completion). 
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Table 5 

Coding Structure for the Organising Theme: Emotions 

Organising theme Basic Theme Codes 

Emotions 1. Pursuing 
excitement 

1. Desire to be one of 
the lads 

2. Boredom 

3. Excitement 

4. Illegal earnings 

1. Low self-esteem 1. Self-hate 

2. Trauma 

3. Depression 

4. Damaging 
childhood 
development 

 

5.4.3 Structural barriers and reoffending 

The last organising theme that will be discussed in chapter 6 to explain why people 

continue with or return to crime examines structural barriers and reoffending. This 

organising theme focuses on the role of the criminal justice system and socio-

economic factors that restrict an individual’s agency and limit a person’s ability to 

change resulting in continuing offending. 

 All participants had been in official contact with the criminal justice system at 

the time of interview and 25 of these individuals (89% of the sample) had also spent 

time incarcerated. This is important as this interaction can result in long-term 

consequences for an individual in relation to social factors such as employment and 

more subjective factors such as stigma. Since 1996, the prison population in Ireland 

has risen by 78% (IPRT, 2020). Numbers of individuals serving probation have also 

increased, in 2019, 16,607 individuals in the community were dealt with by 

Probation (Probation service, 2019).  
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Further statistics from the IPRT (2020) show that prisoners in Ireland are 23 

times more likely to have come from a seriously underprivileged area compared to 

the least deprived areas and data from 2011 showed that 70% of those committed 

to prison were unemployed. This is supported by other research by O’Donnell et al. 

(2008) in Ireland that found a relationship between high reoffending rates and 

unemployment and a lack of education. People involved in the criminal justice 

system thus are more likely to have experienced adverse events in childhood and 

encounter structural, and social barriers in adulthood which have been 

demonstrated to have a relationship with reoffending. Chapter 6 will explore this 

relationship further. The basic themes and codes that were collated to form the 

organising themes of structural barriers and reoffending are outlined in Table 6 

below. 

Table 6 

Coding Structure for the Organising Theme: Structural Barriers and Reoffending 

Organising theme Basic theme Codes  

Structural barriers and 
reoffending 

1. Socio-economic 
barriers 

1. Poverty 

2. Rough 
neighbourhoods 

3. Homelessness 

4. Education 

1. Criminal justice 
system as a barrier 

1. Labelled as an 
offender 

2. Employment 

3. Having no support 
after prison 

4. Desire to change 
not realised  

5. Feeling ashamed of 
your past 

6. Offending after 
prison 
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5.5 Global Theme: Gaining from reoffending 

To further understand why people continue with or return to crime, this research 

identified a second global theme called gaining from reoffending. As discussed in the 

previous section, people who offend encounter structural, and social barriers which 

can restrict access to conventional society and ways of conventionally achieving 

goals, therefore, people may reoffend to achieve goals. This links to the chosen 

definition of agency for this research, that agency is conditioned by an individual’s 

social context which delimits the range of future possibilities available by variously 

enabling or constraining change (King, 2013a). Thus, chapter 7 will apply the 

integrative conceptual framework of this research and examine developmental, 

subjective, social and structural factors in relation to reoffending, factors which 

helped to identify the organising themes that are depicted in figure 12. Each 

organising theme will be outlined in this chapter to understand the coding structure 

that created each theme. 

Figure 12 

Visual representation of the relationship between organising themes and the global 

theme gaining from reoffending. 
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5.5.1 Gaining from criminal behaviour 

Out of 28 semi-structured interviews, 18 participants referred to crime as providing a 

sense of purpose in life either through providing meaning or achievement which 

explaining why people continue with or return to crime. Purpose in life was a section 

in the MAPS questionnaire but Mann Whitney tests for gender differences and 

attitudes towards purpose of life revealed only 1 significant difference between men 

and women (Appendix D(iii)). This test was discussed above in section 5.4.2 and will 

be discussed further in chapter 7. 

 It is worth noting that the questionnaire asked individuals about their 

purpose in life at the time of interview. But the interview collected data about 

people’s experiences of reoffending across the life course and as such chapter 7 

analyses interview data to examine purpose in life and reoffending experiences. In 

interview analysis, purpose in life as a theme resulted from a variety of different 

codes that were identified across the data 171 times. The basic themes and codes 

are presented in table 7 below. 
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Table 7 

Coding Structure for the Organising Theme: Gaining from Criminal Behaviour. 

Organising theme Basic theme Codes 

Gaining from criminal 
behaviour 

1. Criminal behaviour 
providing purpose 
in life. 

1. Crime as purpose 

2. Consequences 

3. Masculinity 

4. Intermittent 
reoffending 

5. Illegal earnings 

 2. Psychological 
distress arising 
from the 
attempted 
transition to 
desistance 

1. Isolation/Loneliness 

2. Psychological distress 

3. Change in criminal 
behaviour 

4. Change towards 
desistance 

5. Coping mechanism 

 

5.5.2 Identity Change  

The second organising theme to explain how people can continue with or return to 

crime through the idea of gaining from reoffending is identity change. Maruna 

(2001) identified how individuals engaging with desistance often began to associate 

with an older crime free identity as their true identity. Something similar can be 

identified in the reoffending process whereby people continue with or return to 

crime as moving away from a criminal identity proves challenging. Chapter 7 will 

demonstrate how the liminal stages of desistance can result in an identity crisis 

whereby people have not yet recognised a crime-free type of identity and this 

identity crisis can result in a return to criminality whereby individuals can embody 

their past familiar criminal identity. The organising theme of changing identity was 

developed through two basic themes for which the codes are outlined in Table 8 

below. 



149 

 

Table 8 

Coding Structure for the Organising Theme: Identity Change 

Organising 
theme 

Basic themes Codes 

Identity change 1. Identity as an 
offender 

1. Desire to be one of the 
lads 

2. Development of a criminal 
identity 

3. Drug user identity 

4. Masculinity  

5. Prison identity 

6. Shoplifting 

7. Change in criminal 
behaviour due to drug use 

2. Reinforced Identity 1. Labelled as an offender 

2. Prison identity 

3. Alternative identity 

4. Masculinity 

5. Isolation/Loneliness  

6. Prison as abuse 

 

5.5.3 Dealing with change 

The last organising theme to explain why people continue with or return to crime 

through the idea of gaining from reoffending examines the difficulties individuals 

encountered when trying to transition to desistance. When attempting to transition 

to desistance, individuals do not need to just change their behaviour but change 

their identity, direction in life and attain new meaning from that lifestyle change. 

This is often constrained by wider social and structural factors. In addition, changing 

identity and meaning in life is a long-term process and this make the process of 

change complicated which can result in a return to offending behaviour. DiClemente 
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et al. (1991) demonstrate that intent can be important in identifying an individual’s 

readiness to change. This research highlights that developmental, subjective, social, 

and structural factors can affect an individual’s ability to change. The basic themes 

and codes that were collated to form the organising theme of dealing with change 

are presented in table 9. 

Table 9 

Coding Structure for the Organising Theme: Dealing with Change 

Organising theme Basic themes Codes 

Dealing with change 1. Reoffending to 
avoid dealing with 
the consequences 
of a criminal 
lifestyle 

 

 

1. Psychological 
distress 

2. Labelled as an 
offender 

3. Depression 

4. Importance of 
children 

5. Consequences 

6. Feeling ashamed of 
your past. 

1. Difficulty adjusting 
to reality 

1. Intermittent 
offending 

2. Relapse 

3. Anxiety 

4. Desire to change 
not realised 

 

5.6 Conclusion 

Overall, this chapter has referred to the conceptual framework of this research 

which underpins the data analysis. Recent desistance research has focused primarily 

on the role of the subjective individual and understanding the experiences of the 

subjective individual is also important in reoffending. However, this chapter has also 
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highlighted the need for a focus on developmental, subjective, social, and structural 

factors to understand why people continue with or return to crime as the subjective 

individual is often bounded by their circumstances. 

 Exploration of demographic factors reveal that this sample has similar 

characteristics to the general probation population in Ireland in relation to age and 

stage of desistance suggesting that the themes that will be explored in chapters 6 

and 7 may be common for individuals on probation. Women were oversampled for 

this research compared to the general probation population to engage in a 

meaningful analysis of women’s reoffending experiences. 

 Using the integrated conceptual framework, chapters 6 and 7 will further 

explore developmental, subjective, social and structural factors to explore men and 

women’s experiences of reoffending. Chapters 6 and 7 present analysis from the 

semi-structured interviews and analysis of the vignettes and MAPS questionnaire are 

referred to throughout each chapter to support the thematic analysis.  
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Chapter 6 - Reoffending as a Coping Mechanism 

To answer the research question why people continue with or return to crime, the 

first global theme identified for this research was that reoffending behaviour acted 

as a coping mechanism for a lot of participants in this research (see figure 13). This 

global theme was created through a thematic network that was outlined in the 

previous chapter and is underpinned by the conceptual framework of this research 

as a mixture of developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors are 

necessary to understand why reoffending behaviour acted as a coping mechanism 

for people. 70% of men and 90% of women in this research linked their offending 

behaviour to their substance abuse which provided an escape from difficulties in 

managing emotions and previous trauma (Zamble & Quinsey, 1997). Reoffending 

behaviour therefore continued to sustain substance habits and allow individuals to 

continue avoiding emotions and past trauma. The experiences of both men and 

women in relation to reoffending behaviour as a coping mechanism will be discussed 

throughout the chapter in relation to each organising theme. 
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Figure 13 

Visual Representation of the Global Theme: Reoffending as a Coping Mechanism. 

 

 

 

6.1 Substance Abuse 

Substance misuse is an organising theme in relation to reoffending as a coping 

mechanism as the desire to continue to use substances related to participant’s 

reoffending. Substances were described as a way to escape the reality of life and 

past traumatic experiences alongside providing a sense of purpose in life thus, a 

mixture of developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors can explain 

people’s continued substance abuse. 

6.1.1 Substance Abuse: Escape Mechanism 

Substance abuse represented an escape from many realities for participants: from 

the reality of their lives, from break-ups, from violence, from stress and from loss. 

This is supported by Crewe (2005) who found that drugs such as heroin and cannabis 

(either of which nearly all the sample reported using) aid with relaxation, relieving 

stress, escapism and counteracting boredom. What was particularly salient were 
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people’s descriptions of loss and trauma and their desire to escape this pain using 

substances. 

6.1.1.1 Onset of Addiction 

Before an in-depth discussion of people’s reasons for misusing substances and 

reoffending it is firstly necessary to describe the onset of addiction. People spoke 

about first taking drugs because they were curious or thought that drugs were fun 

and represented an escape from boredom, all of which are common reasons for 

experimenting with drugs (DrugWise, 2017; Gielen et al., 2016).  

 The link between adolescent drug use and addiction was clear in this sample 

of individuals “and that’s when ecstasy came into the game and so we all lived for a 

Saturday night then you know for the rave and that” [Fiona, line 9]. Others spoke 

about links between using and selling drugs which was a relationship primarily 

spoken about by the men in this sample. 

I started selling really young…I started selling when I was like 15 to pay for it 

like. And then, before that I was just kinda like oh save up my lunch money all 

week and then get shit out of it at the end of the week, that kinda thing like. 

[Anton, line 23] 

One thing in common between Fiona and Anton’s extracts is that both were young 

when introduced to substances and both described how attaining substances 

became a goal at a young age. This goal resulted in the development of addiction 

into adulthood (Kehinde et al., 2019). 

Another reason provided by men and women for becoming involved in 

substance misuse from an early age is linked to childhood adversity and thus this 

research understands that reoffending is linked to the onset of substance misuse 

which can be explained through developmental factors. It was common for 

individuals in the sample to grow up in adverse family circumstances. 

I suppose experimenting and all probably about 8 or 9 with like solvents and 

because I had I think I was in hospital at about 10 with a tablet overdose and 

then I would’ve landed back in hospital maybe 11 or 12 with another 

overdose but it was a cocktail of stuff that time. [Marie, line 31] 



155 

 

Factors such as instability in the home, parental alcohol or drug use, and trauma 

explain childhood adversity and are risk factors for substance misuse (Bishop & 

Almquist, 2020).  Marie described both parents as alcoholics and spoke about 

financial instability growing up which led to Marie becoming dependent on 

substances into adulthood. 

 Similarly, Pat spoke about instability in the family home as a result of moving 

home regularly throughout his childhood which linked to his developing addiction in 

childhood and later in life. 

I’ve had a long history of addiction but I struggle to like blame my addiction 

for the crimes I committed cause I seem to be completely off the rails from as 

long as I can remember like ya know. But around 12, I would’ve started 

sniffing glue and gas and stuff like that. [Pat, line 15] 

However, although Pat acknowledges substance misuse from an early age and there 

is a link between childhood adversity and addiction, Pat [line 15] describes himself as 

a “total menace” suggesting that he distinguishes between his criminality and his 

substance misuse. This distinction was rarely identified in this research but may 

suggest differences in reoffending experiences that will explored in later chapters. 

Linked to childhood adversity is the structural factor of a working-class 

background and nearly all the sample came from a working-class background which 

is linked to social disadvantage and subsequent adolescent criminality (Bottoms & 

Shapland, 2011). This chapter is not arguing that working class environments are a 

causal factor for substance misuse but that living in a working-class environment 

creates strain that may have sparked people’s interest in using substances which can 

subsequently alter perceptions and spark an interest in selling drugs which may 

appear attractive as a lucrative business opportunity (DrugsWise, 2017). The link 

between structural factors such as relative inequalities and development factors 

such as adversity can help to explain substance misuse from an early age into 

adulthood. Structural factors will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter.  

For the majority of people in this sample (n= 20) there was a link between 

substance misuse and criminality whereby the onset of both were initially described 
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as fun but as substance dependency developed so too did offending behaviour. Dave 

[line 11] emphasises this well “I was just hanging around with a bunch of fools, got 

into drugs, done stuff to get more drugs.” Later reasons for maintaining drug use 

were darker given sustained drug use over time and this is linked to escalated 

reoffending behaviour that will be discussed in this chapter. 

Overall therefore a mixture of developmental, social and structural factors 

can explain the onset of addiction which leads to continued reoffending to maintain 

that addiction. 

6.1.1.2 Substance Abuse to Escape Loss  

For the majority of participants, continued drug use and reoffending occurred to 

escape loss, the loss of a familial or romantic relationship or the death of a loved one 

that was very difficult to cope with and resulted in a desire for escape through using 

substances more heavily. Relationships were important and the breakdown of 

relationships either personal relationships or parental relationships affected the 

individuals in this sample. For Pauliea, it was the breakdown of his parents’ 

relationship which at the time would have been unusual both in Ireland and within 

the travelling community as divorce was only legalised in 1987 following a very 

narrow victory in a referendum (Keenan, 2019). “They [parents] separated and that 

then drove me to drink and stuff” [Pauliea, line 10]. For Pauliea there is a link 

between childhood adversity and his parents’ marriage breaking down which could 

be described as an unexpected trauma for a child demonstrating that alcohol was a 

tool for escaping the loss and trauma of his parents’ marriage breakdown (Bishop & 

Almquist, 2020).  

For others, the breakdown of personal romantic relationships resulted in 

substance misuse and reoffending.  

I had a break-up then with a girl and I ended up just sort of slipping off the 

head a bit with drugs and I ended up with a charge then for two armed 

robberies so they were heavy heavy charges. [Thomas, line 16] 

Thomas spoke about how his substance misuse and offending escalated following 

the breakdown of his relationship which is common for men (Larson & Sweeten, 
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2012). In contrast, women were more likely to escalate their substance misuse 

following a break-up rather than escalate their offending behaviour (Larson & 

Sweeten, 2012). This research found that women did escalate their substance abuse 

in response to trauma or violence that women may have suffered during that 

relationship which will be discussed later in this chapter. 

 Loss of a loved one was another common reason for people to misuse 

substances and continue to engage in reoffending. Shane spoke about the 

devastating effect his father’s death had on him. 

My Dad and he was an absolute gentleman right. He really tried to help me 

but he died in 2016. I was in prison and he had cancer, my sister knew he was 

dying, he wasn’t even conscious but they held the phone up to his ear and I 

promised him that I would try and change when I get out. He always just 

wanted me to try my best. But the grief was very bad, I used more drugs in 

prison and then when I got out I started robbing again to try and forget. 

[Shane, line 17] 

In a very similar vein, Marie spoke about the impact her father’s death had on her. 

My Dad had died and whatever happened when he died it was like it left me 

like raw so no amount of drugs, no amount of alcohol, no amount of anything 

was taking the pain away anymore. [Marie, line 72] 

Shane and Marie were both addicted to class A drugs and discussed multiple 

occurrences of loss throughout their lives which is an unfortunately common 

occurrence associated with addiction which could mean that they developed a 

syndrome called complicated grief (Parisi et al., 2019). Symptoms of complicated 

grief include difficulty accepting the loss, yearning for the deceased, emotional 

numbness, anger and/or bitterness and a meta review analysis revealed that 

individuals with substance abuse issues are at increased risk for complicated grief 

(Parisi et al., 2019). The intersection of the experience of grief and loss of social 

support can therefore sustain the process of misusing substances and explain 

reoffending. 
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 The last rationale identified in this research for misusing substance was 

linked to the loss of a child. For Mamie, this was loss of custody and visiting rights to 

her son. 

Like I do use [inject heroin] because I miss me son [taken into care] terrible, I 

really do. And sometimes it gets so much that I feel I have to get away from 

me head for 5/10 minutes, the pain in me heart is unnatural so just do that. 

[Mamie, line 107] 

For Steve it was the miscarriage of a baby due to drug use that resulted in continuing 

drug use. 

Now we had, we actually had a baby together as well but the baby, she had a, 

miscarried because the two of us were in the depths of heroin use so the 

baby lived for two hours or something. [Steve, line 67] 

One thing that all the extracts above have in common is that people used substances 

and engaged in reoffending as a way to escape loss and pain. This research finds that 

experiences of substances acting as an escape mechanism were gendered as women 

tried to escape loss through escalating substance misuse whereas men were more 

likely to escalate both their offending behaviour and their use of substances. For 

both men and women, substance misuse reflected a need to escape which became 

the overwhelming priority and goal in their lives (meaning in life will be discussed 

further in chapter 7).  

Difficulty accepting loss and the experience of emotional numbness link to 

avoidant coping styles which can help explain why individuals continued using 

substances to escape loss. Coping is a cognitive process that refers to the way a 

person manages responsibilities, situations and problems (LaCourse et al., 2019). 

Offenders can be characterised by their avoidant coping styles, using denial or 

withdrawal to neglect dealing with adverse situations (Healy, 2014). Thus, 

reoffending and substance abuse become a distraction and an escape from loss 

which helps to explain why reoffending behaviour can continue for a number of 

years. LaCourse et al. (2019) write that avoidant coping styles are often lifelong 

coping strategies and are linked to deviant outcomes, thus it is very difficult to 
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individuals to instigate and maintain change without a variety of material, 

professional and social support.  

This difficulty in initiating or maintaining change is supported by data from 

the MAPs questionnaire, the participants mentioned in this section that completed 

the MAPS questionnaire (Pauliea, Thomas, Shane, Mamie, and Steve) all rated the 

statement “I have a lot of willpower” as either true or completely true despite the 

fact that all participants spoke about the fragility of moving towards sobriety. Mamie 

[line 137] stresses relapse which she attributes to the loss of her son “The relapsing 

I’ve done over me son, I was clean for my pregnancy, I done a detox for 7 months in 

Dublin.” Or Steve who relapsed as he learnt his girlfriend was using heroin in a hostel 

while waiting social housing in Dublin  

Like we’re together about 6 years and just knowing she was using and even 

something as simple as that some days, you know if I’d ring her and she’d 

sound stoned, that’d set me off some days. [Steve, 30].  

This emphasises that a subjective factor alone that of willpower may not be enough 

to overcome addiction and maintain desistance, wider pro-social social and 

structural support are also necessary. Therefore, one way in which continued 

reoffending can be understood is through substance misuse to escape loss. In this 

sense, subjective, social, and structural factors explain that reoffending acts as a 

coping mechanism that provides the ability to purchase substances and facilitate 

escape from loss. 

6.1.1.3 Substance abuse as an escape from trauma 

Another reason why people used substances as a coping mechanism was linked to 

the need and/or desire to escape violence and previous trauma and this further 

explains why reoffending behaviour continues. Unfortunately, 11 out of 28 

participants reported some level of trauma or violence in their pasts which 

encouraged further drug use and reoffending. Although trauma is more commonly 

written about in relation to women’s offending both men and women spoke about 

experiencing trauma over their lives. However, for women this trauma was more 

prolonged and often linked to romantic relationships compared to men. Perhaps 
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surprisingly the men in this sample spoke more openly about childhood trauma 

whereas this was rare for women to speak about. Given how commonly trauma is 

reported in research about offending and women’s childhood (Karatzias et al., 2018) 

it is possible that the women in this sample did experience childhood trauma but 

were reluctant to discuss this with the researcher. 

 The men in the sample mainly spoke about violence and trauma in two ways: 

as arising in their childhood and experienced in adulthood due to their criminal 

lifestyle. This trauma experienced in childhood can be linked to a damaged 

childhood development that may explain reoffending (Moffitt, 1993). In both cases 

men spoke about the need to use substances to escape the memory of that trauma. 

The first exposure to trauma that men spoke about was experiencing violence at the 

hand of their fathers in their childhood. 

I used to get hit quite a lot like, used to get the head bet off me by my Father 

as well. And that was rough like and you know I used to be really afraid of the 

dark as well like when I was younger and my Father used to do shit like 

fucking used to like lock me into the bedroom at the night time and take the 

light bulb out of the room like and I used to be terrified. That kind of 

traumatic shit like. [Anton, line 19] 

DB Cooper spoke about witnessing his Father being violent to his Mother which as a 

child he could do nothing about, “he [Father] used to kick the shit out of me Ma 

[Mother]” [DB Cooper, line 29]. Hence, substance misuse for both Anton and DB 

Cooper provided an escape from this violence at home. Nidge also experienced 

violence directly from his father and indirectly through his Father’s violence to his 

Mother “me father was violent too through his life” [Nidge, line 6]. All three men 

suffered both physical and emotional trauma, physical as they were often hit by 

their fathers and emotional as they feared their fathers and felt helpless watching 

violence unfolding in their households. Their Fathers could be argued to be 

demonstrating hegemonic masculinity in that their aggressive behaviour and 

dominance in the house meant that everyone else was too fearful to respond which 

may have resulted in that aggressive behaviour being legitimised (Messerschidmt, 
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2019). A desire to escape this trauma led to substance misuse from an early age and 

subsequent offending behaviour. As identified in research with men, parental 

convictions, substance misuse and conflict in the family home are all risk factors for 

offending (Farrington, 2020). These types of factors can also result in unstable 

childhoods leading to a damaging childhood development which is linked to life-

course persistent offending (Moffitt, 1993). 

This is interesting as Zara and Farrington (2016) argue that those who start 

offending young are the most likely to become chronic persistent offenders. 

However, that was not the case in this research. This research found that out of 

Anton, DB Cooper, and Nidge, only Nidge self-reported offending at what Zara and 

Farrington describe as a chronic rate committing serious offences (at least 15 

convictions) and having a long career of offending lasting approximately 30 years. 

While substance abuse and escapism were undoubtedly partially to blame for 

Nidge’s reoffending lifestyle, he also enjoyed that lifestyle and that will be discussed 

in chapter 7. In contrast, both Anton and DB Cooper did not have long career of 

offending and used substances and reoffending mainly as a desire to escape violent 

childhoods. The link between childhood victimisation and later offending is well 

established (McLeod et al., 2015) and it is evident in these extracts as although not 

all participants were chronic offenders as defined by Zara and Farrington (2016), 

they did all offend in adulthood. 

 Men also spoke about experiencing trauma in adulthood although this was 

rarer for men compared to women and for men trauma was often a result of their 

own decisions which were constrained by their socio-economic position, childhood 

experiences, substance use and criminal behaviour. Peter spoke about trauma 

stemming from being violently attacked due to his involvement in crime and his 

addiction, “I was cut, my ears and all were cut, half my ear was cut off, me fingers 

were cut off” [Peter, line 15]. Dave also spoke about experiences of violence while 

incarcerated which were directly linked to his criminal behaviour. 
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Before I went into prison there was a big fight or something and all the Dubs 

got rounded off D wing so if you passed off that wing you got cut up and that 

was it. [Dave, line 97]. 

 Other men also spoke about experiencing trauma which linked to their 

incarceration and substance misuse provided a way to cope with that experience in 

an environment which can strip people of their identity, label them as criminal and 

thus may not be conductive to healing (Warr, 2019). 

And something happened to me kids, that welfare told me that me kids were 

raped and all by me woman’s boyfriend so I lost the head and went off and 

got a load of heroin and started smoking heroin and got strung out. [Joseph, 

line 151] 

Similarly, Nidge spoke about the suicide of a friend while they were both serving 

time in prison. 

Then I was in [another prison], a friend of mine got sent back with me. He 

hung himself and he’d only 3 months left of a 12-month sentence. [Nidge, 

line 55] 

Earlier in life a mixture of developmental, subjective, and social factors 

explained the need to use substances to escape childhood trauma which outlined 

why reoffending behaviour continued. Later in life for a lot of men involved in a cycle 

of offending and substance misuse, both emotional and physical trauma became 

part of their lives. Those who experienced physical trauma in adulthood did so as a 

direct result of their reoffending, involvement with the criminal justice system and 

substance abuse behaviour. Both Peter and Dave experienced violence after getting 

involved in substance abuse and offending and then repeated a cycle of further 

substance abuse and reoffending to escape that physical trauma. For both Joseph 

and Nidge, emotional trauma arose due to their criminal lifestyle and incarceration, 

substance misuse provided a way to cope. Therefore, all the men who used 

substances to cope with trauma in adulthood experienced trauma as a direct result 

of their offending lifestyle which was reinforced and in certain cases exacerbated by 

interaction with structural factors such as the criminal justice system.  
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 Women also spoke about experiencing instability in their childhood 

suggesting that this instability may have damaged their childhood development. 

Childhood adversity can help to explain the onset of addiction which outlines why 

people continue with offending. Mamie spoke about the difficulty growing up with a 

father involved in substance misuse. 

Em well I mean to be honest there was a lot of issues at home with my father 

drinking and I think I was a bit all over the shop to tell you the truth you 

know? And em I love him to bits, I adore my father. But em there was a lot of 

rows and upheavals and so I sat there and I said you know what I’m off. 

[Mamie's, line 21] 

This resulted in Mamie’s mother leaving the familial home in England and returning 

to Ireland meaning that Mamie did not want to spend much time at home.  

Similarly, Marie spoke about having a father who was an alcoholic and a 

mother who may have been an alcoholic. This was combined with having older 

brothers who were involved in criminality. 

Em me Dad would have been an alcoholic, I’m not actually sure if me Mam 

was an alcoholic but she might have actually been in early days. Well not an 

alcoholic but a heavy drinker. Em but yeah there was like I’d four older 

brothers so there would have been police at the door all the time and I would 

have seen them robbing. [Marie, line 5] 

Unlike the men discussed above, none of the women in this study spoke about 

experiencing or witnessing violence in their family home as children. However, there 

are hints and suggestions that there was conflict in their childhood homes and this 

could have resulted in instability which affected the women’s childhood 

development and lead them to experiment with substances. 

Later in life the women in this research did speak about their experiences of 

trauma in adulthood which they commonly experienced at the hands of a partner. 

These experiences of trauma were not necessarily the result of an offending lifestyle 

but did link to ongoing substance misuse which was one way in which women’s 

agency was constrained. In other words, given the constraint of their addiction 
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women’s options for escaping violence were limited. Trauma commonly took the 

form of intimate partner violence or psychological abuse for a lot of the women in 

this sample. Both Claire and Rosaleen spoke about their experiences of domestic 

violence at the hands of their partners. 

When I was with him I was taking Valium just to kind of tolerate the life but 

after the rape and assault like, I just couldn’t handle it at all so just drinking 

and took drugs to block everything out for a couple of months. [Claire, line 

26] 

In a similar vein, Rosaleen spoke about a past relationship in which she experienced 

violence and verbal abuse. 

He was a bully, he was, there was domestic violence, there eh was you know 

Belittling, psychological you know? Emotional shit…yeah there was trauma. 

And I used drugs to block out the trauma. [Rosaleen, line 50]. 

Domestic abuse is defined as “any incident of controlling, coercive or 

threatening behaviour, violence or abuse between those aged 16 or over who are or 

have been intimate partners or family members regardless of their gender or 

sexuality” (Crown Prosecution Service, 2017, What is Domestic Abuse section). It is 

estimated that 1 in 4 women in Ireland have experienced domestic abuse at the 

hands of a current or former partner (Women’s Aid, 2021) meaning that the 

experiences outlined above are unfortunately common. The women in this sample 

spoke about using substances to block out their traumatic experiences of domestic 

violence and thus reoffending continued to finance this substance use. It is less 

common for women to experience violence at the hands of strangers but Mamie 

spoke about an extremely traumatic kidnapping and subsequent psychical violence 

she encountered from a stranger she met while intoxicated. 

I was held in a house by some man for 3 months, he wouldn’t let me 

out…Really like I mean, em not knowing if you were ever going to get out 

again. I mean he nailed the windows shut and everywhere I went he was 

there. And there was no phone and he was abusive physically [Mamie, line 55 

& 85]. 
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Trauma is commonly reported to be a risk factor for women’s offending and 

substance misuse (Belknap et al., 2016; DeHart et al., 2014). As is evident from the 

extracts above, all three women described using substances to escape and cope with 

physical or emotional trauma as a result of interaction with men. This substance-

induced escape may be particularly important to women who struggle to remove 

themselves from that violence as they are often economically dependent on their 

partners (Maycock & Sheridan, 2012). This inability to cope without substances 

meant that the women engaged in continued patterns of offending over time to 

enable them to secure more substances. This research finds that women make 

constrained choices to pursue the drug user pathway to escape violence (Daly, 

1994). Women’s agency is therefore constrained by their trauma and abuse at the 

hands of a controlling partner alongside other factors of marginalisation such as 

their socio-economic position which may contribute to decisions to reoffend and 

escape the situation using substances which is a more accessible option for women 

compared to trying to control the situation. 

 Therefore, this research identifies that trauma in adulthood manifests itself 

differently for men and women. Men’s continued use of substances and reoffending 

resulted in more exposure to violence and psychological harm explaining why men 

continue to offend. Women’s desire to escape trauma by using substances was more 

heavily linked to violence against them from an intimate partner meaning that 

reoffending may continue for women as their agency in relation to substance abuse 

and reoffending may be constrained. However, substance abuse and reoffending 

were not always construed in negative ways. Substances as an escape mechanism 

were something that both men and women were grateful for as addiction was 

described as providing direction in life and therefore, the next section will present 

the more positive account of substance misuse. 

 Overall, most participants spoke about their continued use of substances and 

reoffending as facilitating a means of escape. It is worth noting that most 

participants spoke about minor offending before they got involved in serious 

substance use and outlined how the development of an addiction resulted in more 
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frequent and serious offending over time especially for men. Therefore, this research 

argues that substance misuse is a factor linked to reoffending but not in itself a 

casual factor for reoffending. There is no agreement in literature about whether 

drugs cause crime or crime leads to substance misuse (Seddon, 2009) and this 

chapter does not seek to answer this debate. What is clear is that reoffending 

behaviour escalated in frequency and/or severity as people’s addictions became 

more severe. This desire to escape coupled with other social (forming new 

friendships with other substance users) and structural factors (socio-economic 

position) ensured that substance misuse continued over time and ultimately became 

the individual’s primary purpose in life. This will be discussed in the next section.  

6.1.2 Substance abuse as purpose 

The second way to understand why people continue with or return to crime is to 

understand substance abuse as providing purpose in life. The escape that substances 

provided meant that both men and women often spoke about the perceived positive 

aspects of addiction, like Shane [line 27] who explained that he “used to love drugs.” 

Other individuals also described substances in positive ways highlighting how 

substance misuse became their primary goal in life explaining why reoffending 

continued. 

They [rehabilitation programmes] didn’t work cause I wanted to take gear. As 

someone said to me one day God there’s lovely gear going around, oh whose 

selling it da dada? All right I’ll get a bag of that, see what that’s like and I’d 

think it’d be lovely and then I start missing the clinic and I wouldn’t be going 

and it’d go from there, I’d have to go back up on my fye [methadone dose] 

cause I’d be sick if I wasn’t on the dose I was on and the usual. [Mary, line 35] 

Mary was curious about different batches of “lovely” heroin doing the rounds and 

she actively chose to forgo rehabilitation and probation in lieu of taking the drug. In 

this sense, Mary’s primary desire and goal in life became acquiring more of the 

substance. Similarly, Marie’s days revolved around acquiring and using the substance 

meaning that substance misuse became her primary purpose in life. 



167 

 

Or trying to use successfully cause that’s what I’d always try, I never actually 

wanted to let go of the drugs cause they were the only thing that gave me a 

bit of comfort so that was the truth. And they were the only thing that made 

me feel like I had a little bit of a purpose or anything cause it was like you 

took my drugs you took my purpose why do I want to get out of the bed you 

know? [Marie, line 71] 

Using substances as a form of self-medication or coping has been established 

in previous research especially in a prison environment (Crewe, 2005). Both men and 

women spoke about substances granting comfort which helps to explain why 

reoffending continued as people needed to fund that substance use. Nidge also 

depicted substances as a comfort reflecting on how he enjoyed imprisonment in 

which he was surrounded by friends with access to substances which provided a 

purpose to life in prison. 

In there [prison] we’d everything going for us man. It’s hard to describe it to 

you man like we’d have our joints, we’d have our bit of smoke, we’d have our 

hooch [homemade alcohol] at the weekends. We’d a little thing going in 

there. [Nidge, line 71] 

In most cases people were physically dependant on using drugs and thus this 

research finds that alongside substances being an escape mechanism, substances 

also became an individual’s main purpose in life, providing a direction and routine in 

their lives resulting in positive feelings that manifested in slightly different ways. 

These two reasons combine to explain why people’s reoffending behaviour 

continued. Marie emphasises this in a more emotional way describing heroin as the 

only thing that gave her some “comfort” and “purpose” in life.  

Similarly, Joseph spoke about the comfort he obtained from relying on 

heroin.  

And something happened to me kids, that welfare told me that me kids were 

raped and all by me woman’s boyfriend so I lost the head and went off and 

got a load of heroin and started smoking heroin and got strung out. [Joseph, 

line 151] 
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Although the report that his children were raped turned out to be false, the initial 

belief in this claim had long-term consequences for Joseph. The idea that his children 

were harmed while he was in prison and powerless was an idea that Joseph could 

not cope with. Therefore, his agency to deal with the report and help or comfort his 

children was constrained by his incarceration. Substance misuse thus provided 

comfort and escape which allowed Joseph to avoid thinking about and dealing with 

the situation.  

 Lastly, Steve spoke about substances providing comfort through instilling a 

sense of confidence and belief in himself. 

I believe that I need the tablets [Valium]. I’m a very very shy person. When I 

don’t have tablets. [Steve, line 35]. 

Steve’s experience is interesting as although at the time of interview Steve was not 

using heroin and was on a low amount of methadone as a substitute, Steve had no 

desire to stop taking Valium which was not prescribed for him. Ultimately, using 

substances to self-soothe and self-comfort (Khantzian, 2012) means that substance 

misuse may continue for a long period of time in an individual’s life. It also 

demonstrates that substances can be a form of coping and reoffending therefore 

continues to ensure a supply of substances. 

 Others who were still misusing substances when interviewed spoke about 

substances as a reward meaning that the promise and gratification of substances 

encouraged them to fulfil other goals.  

I still smoke weed, come on, it’s just weed, so what? But now it’s more of a 

reward after spending the day here at the [Probation associated] Project but I 

can go without it, you can learn to control it. Priorities first and wants 

second. [Cristiano, line 19] 

Both Cristiano and Fiona (below) reported reducing the frequency with which they 

used substances however, they arguably had unrealistic expectations that they can 

control their addiction while still misusing substances. This has similarities to the 

quote from Marie above who spoke about trying to use successfully and Fiona 

(below). 
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[I] just try sort out something [source crack cocaine] for the payday and get 

that sorted and if I can get that sorted, I’ve half a hold on me addiction you 

know? [Fiona, line 67]. 

Maintaining addiction in this way means that addiction is still a primary goal in life 

and other events such as attending probation (Cristiano) or living in a residential 

programme (Fiona) revolve around addiction which may allow individuals to 

continue to justify the misuse of substances. As their use of substances decreased 

neither Cristiano or Fiona spoke about reoffending at the time of the interview to 

pay for their preferred substance but given that substance abuse is a risk factor for 

accelerating reoffending (Hayhurst et al., 2017; Home Office, 2016), the 

maintenance of substance use suggests that reoffending may occur to accommodate 

that use. As Cristiano said earlier in the interview [line 13] “well I was stealing to 

support the habit not for money itself.” Interestingly, in the data from the MAPS 

questionnaire on a 7-point Likert scale from very irresponsible to very responsible 

(see Appendix A (iv)), Cristiano rated himself as a very responsible person which may 

explain his attempt to minimise the seriousness of his cannabis use and emphasise 

his ability to control his desire for that substance in his interview extract. This 

suggests that Cristiano may be unrealistic about the seriousness or potential 

consequences linked to this substance use. Fiona was potentially more realistic 

rating herself as neutral on a scale (see Appendix A (iv)) from very irresponsible to 

very responsible reflecting an awareness that her weekly use of crack cocaine may 

have serious consequences. 

 Overall, subjective, social, and structural factors intersect so that people 

continue offending to secure more substances which provide them with a purpose 

and direction in their lives. As discussed in the previous section, substances provide 

an escape from life and this was not always construed in a negative way as both men 

and women spoke about gaining comfort from that escape. The idea of substances 

providing purpose in life links to the idea of reoffending behaviour providing purpose 

in life which will be discussed in chapter 7. Taken together, these themes help to 

explain why people continue to reoffend. 
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6.1.3 Substance abuse as a barrier to desistance 

Lastly, substance abuse providing a barrier to desistance will be analysed to 

demonstrate why people continue with or return to crime. This research finds that 

once a criminal identity and lifestyle is established an individual’s agency becomes 

constrained by that identity and physical need for substances. Ironically as 

reoffending and substance misuse continued the new reality of a reoffending and 

substance abuse lifestyle that people had created to escape from their past reality of 

trauma began to weigh on them while also constraining their choices. This resulted 

in a new desire to change being met with further drug use and reoffending as people 

struggled to cope with change.  

It’s [an addiction lifestyle] just misery and you just keep using drugs to escape 

from what’s really going on and it’s just making matters worse like do you 

know? [Laura] 

Laura’s struggle of not wanting to use substances but desiring the effect that 

substances can induce was a common struggle amongst this sample. In the context 

of constrained agency, substances can be perceived as an effective short-term 

strategy to aid coping that unfortunately leads to long-term negative consequences 

(Bowmen et al., 2018). This is emphasised by Mamie and Nidge below. 

I don’t want to drink, I don’t want to reoffend, I don’t want to go back to jail, 

I don’t particularly want to be sticking needles in me arm either. [Mamie, line 

171] 

I used to deal 50 bags of weed that was just to get my bit of weed like I didn’t 

need to pay for my bit of weed then and I still had me old dole to do 

whatever I needed to do but when I was in that lifestyle when I wanted to 

come out of that lifestyle I thought you just stop, it’s not [that simple]. 

[Nidge, line 21] 

It appears that for the majority of people who reoffend and misuse 

substances there comes a time in their lives when the desire to continue with their 

current lifestyle fades but is accompanied by a struggle to see a way out of the 

lifestyle and social identity they created through their behaviour. This struggle is 
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further compounded by the marginalisation enforced upon people due to their 

behaviour meaning that people either continue to offend and misuse substances or 

can attempt to change before returning to substance misuse and reoffending. This 

has parallels to Maruna’s (2001) condemnation script whereby people feel doomed 

or trapped in their current lifestyle powerless to change. However, as the previous 

section discusses, resignation, and substance misuse were not the reasons for 

reoffending, people also pursued substance misuse and reoffending as a source of 

comfort or to regain a sense of control and purpose within their lives. Also, given 

that a change of lifestyle is linked to successful desistance (Farrall et al., 2011), using 

substances to regain or maintain control over one’s life delays the desistance 

journey as the desire for change conflicts with the anti-social lifestyle an individual is 

currently immersed in.  

For many, successful desistance requires the creation of an alternative 

narrative (Maruna, 2001) which may help individuals to cope with their past harmful 

behaviour and the consequences of that behaviour. This identity and behavioural 

change is linked to secondary desistance (NcNeill, 2016) and perhaps explains why 

individuals struggle to initiate and maintain change. Within everyone’s constrained 

circumstances, the choice of further drug use and offending had the benefit of 

escaping the reality of their lives and their social identity (discussed in chapter 7) 

which was orientated towards criminality and therefore excluded individuals from 

becoming accepted members of society. This links to a sense of isolation that may 

accompany attempts to change as individuals try to leave behind their criminal peers 

while not yet repairing or creating new relationships with pro-social people in their 

lives (Nugent & Schnikel, 2016). As discussed earlier in this chapter, avoidant coping 

styles have been linked to continued substance abuse (Bowen et al., 2018). Thus, the 

interaction between developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors explain 

how the need for substances and resultant reoffending behaviour can become a 

vicious cycle for individuals leading to further and more serious substance use and 

criminality. 
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6.2 Emotions and reoffending 

The second organising theme relevant to understanding reoffending as a coping 

mechanism is emotions and reoffending which can help to understand continuity 

and change in reoffending (Giordano et al., 2007). This section will primarily focus on 

subjective factors and analyse the basic themes of pursuing excitement and low self-

esteem explain how reoffending may be a coping response helping people to deal 

with emotions. There was a gendered nature to the emotions men and women 

spoke about to explain why they continued reoffending for periods of time.  

6.2.1 Pursing Excitement   

Men were more likely to be blasé about their younger offending behaviour and 

explain how reoffending often occurred as a solution to boredom which they 

struggled with. This is emphasised by the quotes below. 

Boredom I’d say. Mainly but just me being a bollix, boredom. [DB Cooper, line 

111] 

I think, I’m not sure I think just boredom, boredom mostly and then exactly 

as I said I was doing what they were doing and hung around with them and 

wanted to be one of them. And if they’re going to do something you go with 

them so you’re all in together. [Peter, line 153] 

These extracts demonstrate how an inability to cope with boredom resulted in 

reoffending for men and boredom may also be considered a symptom of people’s 

socio-economic content in which poverty and unemployment resulted in a lack of 

routine and direction in life. Reoffending therefore can provide an outlet for 

boredom but it also and perhaps much more significantly resulted in creating 

positive emotions of excitement, inclusion with peer groups and empowerment that 

younger men sought to maintain. 

 Nidge stressed these positive emotions of excitement and empowerment 

that he associated with offending. 

I just had to slag the girls, I had to get something, go on ya dirtbag ya, it had 

to be something. Like I couldn’t just go down the town without minding me 

own business, I’d stick go on ya dirtbag on things and get chased, I used to 
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love getting chases off, I used to love running through that town and people 

were watching me, I don’t know what it was man, I think it was a power buzz. 

[Nidge, line 73] 

This links to the idea that reoffending can provide a sense of meaning and purpose in 

life which will be explored further in Chapter 7. For now it is clear that positive 

emotions such as excitement that are linked to reoffending (Giordano et al., 2007) 

and this research argues that the interaction between subjective factors such as 

agency and emotions with structural factors such as socio-economic status 

encouraged reoffending which provided a way to cope with boredom. Thus, 

emotions and agency are inter-related concepts as in committing crime to cope with 

boredom, younger men were making reactive decisions which correspond to Healy’s 

(2014) idea that without a clear understanding of how to solve problems or what 

direction to take. Reoffending therefore continues as a reactive response based on 

short-term needs rather than reflexive decision-making as men’s agency is 

constrained by their socio-economic position. 

6.2.2 Low Self-Esteem 

While women spoke about struggling with different emotions, the relationship 

between emotions and agency is still clear in that women made reactive short-term 

decisions based on their low perceptions of themselves. Women spoke about self-

hate and their inability to cope with problems fuelled reoffending. For women, self-

hate persisted into adulthood and could be linked to women’s experiences of 

trauma. 

Your heart’s busted, broke busted and disgusted and you just think that’s it 

medicate yourself. [Mamie, line 85] 

As an adult and I still struggle with that today, I don’t know how to do the 

whole self-care. Self-hate? Yeah I can do that. [Marie, line 100] 

For women, coping with self-hate meant engaging in drug use and continued 

cycles of reoffending. In other words, this negative sense of self was linked to 

destructive behaviour which provides some short-term meaning and focus in life. 

Therefore, negative emotions constrain an individual’s agency which is true for both 
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men and women however, women’s agency is already constrained due to previous 

victimisation and trauma in adulthood which can result in stronger negative 

emotions such as self-hate which result in reoffending continuing to fund substances 

to escape this feeling. 

 Conversely, continued reoffending and substance misuse may only provide 

short-term experiences of relief from emotions such as self-hate. For some women 

emotions escalated and women described suicide attempts as substance misuse and 

reoffending failed to provide a way to cope with strong negative emotions.  

I spent time in the psychiatric units for trying to kill myself everything. [Claire, 

line 110] 

Just trying to kill myself so it’s not happening so just keep trying to do what 

to put myself in I mean like doing a crime. I keep thinking I keep watching all 

the news criminal, criminal news so everything that oh I can copy. [Annie, line 

131] 

As highlighted in chapter 5 mental health may help to explain why people continue 

with or return to crime. statistics on UK prison populations demonstrate that rates of 

women’s self-harm disproportionately account for the total number of self-harm 

incidents in prison (Prison Reform Trust, 2019). Similarly, statistics from Ireland 

illustrate that women are 8.2 times more likely to self-harm while in prison 

compared to men (Irish Prison Service, 2021). Fedock et al. (2013) also support the 

finding that women in prison present with higher levels of mental health issues 

compared to men and self-harm is also linked to attempts to commit suicide. 

Therefore, this research finds that one gendered way in which substance misuse and 

reoffending continue for women is because substances allow women to cope with 

negative emotions for a period. However, this coping solution was temporary and its 

subsequent consequences of losing ties with family and coming into contact with the 

criminal justice system can exacerbate feelings of self-hate. This is summed up by 

Mamie: 

Addiction and all the stuff that happens in your life and I have to practice 

what I preach really but is a big gaping wound that will oh I’ll change it, 
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maybe heroin will do it, oh I’ll get the drink. But, but the wounds not getting 

dealt with, do you know? [Mamie, line 197] 

Trauma and low self-esteem can ultimately result in suicide ideation and 

while more women spoke about this compared to men, some men also mentioned 

self-hate and suicide ideation as a result of the consequences which stemmed from 

their criminal behaviour and substance abuse. Having offended continuously Pat also 

summed up his experience with negative emotions and the ultimately redundant 

cycle of using substances and reoffending to cope with life. 

I couldn’t get clean and I’d nowhere to stay so I was just completely broken, 

useless and nothing left to do. It was either suicide or the treatment centre. 

[Pat, line 77]. 

Low self-esteem and emotions such as self-hate and depression mostly prompt 

“narrow survival-oriented behaviours” (Auty & Liebling, 2020, p. 376). This research 

argues that substance misuse and reoffending continue as narrow survival-

orientated behaviours that people perceive to be effective in helping them to cope 

with past trauma and past or current lifestyles. This perception interacts with low 

self-esteem and emotions such as self-hate and depression meaning that 

reoffending can last for a long period of time. Thus, subjective factors such as agency 

and emotions are related and the experience of negative emotions constrains 

agency helping to explain consistent reoffending. Subjective factors then further 

interact with social and structural factors (such as losing ties with pro-social people 

and coming into contact with the criminal justice system) and this interaction further 

explains why reoffending behaviour continues over time. 

Overall therefore, emotions can help in understanding gendered reasons for 

why reoffending continues which is also linked to the misuse of substances over 

time. It is worth noting that these subjective emotions are affected by a range of 

other social and structural factors such as loss, marginalisation, and involvement 

with the criminal justice system. Due to this, the next section will focus specifically 

on structural factors. 
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6.3 Structural barriers and reoffending 

The last organising theme to explain how reoffending acts a coping mechanism and 

subsequently understand why people continue with or return to crime is due to 

structural barriers that people who offend face. Overall, structural barriers are 

neglected slightly in desistance research in favour of a focus on subjective factors 

such as agency (Barry, 2016; Farrall, 2019; Weaver, 2019). Farrall (2019) emphasises 

structural factors in the context of building on social capital. As discussed in chapter 

2 structure barriers form from wider social, economic, cultural, or political processes 

and as these barriers are external to an individual, they can be very difficult to cope 

with. The conceptual framework of this research emphasises the importance of 

structural factors and thus this section will analyse how structural barriers can help 

to explain people’s reoffending experiences. The first structural barrier that will be 

examined is socio-economic issues.  

6.3.1 Reoffending: Socioeconomic barriers 

This section will explore socioeconomic issues that were external to individuals and 

thus difficult to control and cope with. People desired an escape from their socio-

economic status but were also constrained by that status through a poor or 

unfinished education and struggle to find secure employment. Childhood 

experiences of poverty introduced people to offending and as an adult the addition 

of a criminal record served to explain why reoffending continued in response to 

exclusion from conventional society. 

6.3.1.1 Childhood experiences of poverty 

Two commonly discussed issues for both men and women were childhood 

experiences of poverty that formed a developmental factor that introduced people 

to offending and contributed towards later difficulties in maintaining financial 

independence. Adult difficulties will be discussed later in this chapter whereby the 

label of offender ensured that employment was incredibly difficult to procure and 

financial issues often resulted in reoffending. Firstly, this research will explore 
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experiences of childhood poverty and growing up in working-class environments as 

the interview questions chronologically ordered life experiences. 

But we wouldn’t have the best upbringing like we didn’t have anything, we 

had hand me downs [second-hand items] if that’s what you call them through 

the years so when you’re living that kind of life, that’s the kind of life you’re 

watching families with this and that and you’re growing up with nothing so 

you didn’t want to be so when I got in around the 11 age that’s when I 

started going around with older people and started robbing. [Nidge, line 8] 

Offending can thus start in childhood to cope with being a member of an 

impoverished family which was perceived as embarrassing. Similarly, Marie reflected 

on trying to escape tension at home stemming from a working-class environment 

alongside substance misuse by her parents. 

But I was running on the streets because you’re trying to avoid the home and 

the tension in the home and the whole lot so you’re running on the streets 

and just being wild basically like so to me looking back it all seemed like a 

great adventure. [Marie, line 5]. 

In a slightly different way, it was also evident that from a young age people 

realised that offending could contribute to and provide for the family household. 

Going up with the trolley and we were filling it up like and [brother] was 

letting on to me Ma that he knew a mate in the wholesalers who used to give 

him bits and pieces every few weeks so and eh that’s the way, we used to 

give it to me Ma that way.  [John, line 20] 

Thus, early offending became a means to escape from poverty, this was achieved by 

offending allowing people to avoid their childhood home and by allowing individuals 

to contribute to their childhood home. 

Individuals were also exposed to offending behaviour from a young age due 

to the area in which they lived meaning that from childhood offending behaviour 

was normalised (Webster et al., 2006).  
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There’d be robbed cars constantly around my area like. You’d always see 

Garda in the estate and stuff like that so there was always stuff going on in 

the estate and all. [Anton, line 29] 

In addition, growing up in these types of environments exposed individuals to anti-

social peers who could influence behaviour. 

And em yeah just it was rough where I used to live and it was all the time 

stolen cars stuff like that so you kinda mix up with people you wouldn’t mix 

up with today like at that time ya know. And em I got into a lot of trouble up 

there. [Pauliea, line 5] 

Structural factors such as poverty and neighbourhood while growing up are 

important to recognise as these factors can constrain an individual’s agency from the 

onset of offending (Webster et al., 2006). Once that offending behaviour then brings 

a person into contact with the CJS, an additional and significant barrier of a criminal 

record is also present in their lives further constraining agency and helping to explain 

why reoffending behaviour continues. Linked to strain theory, individual’s frustration 

with the economic status of their neighbourhoods and families can provide the 

motivation to commence and maintain offending which in the case of the current 

research’s sample continued into adulthood (Merton, 1938). Despite a lot of 

evidence supporting the link between poverty and the onset of delinquency 

(Farrington et al., 2012) there has been little research conducted on the relationship 

between poverty and continued reoffending (Hay & Forrest, 2009). Although this 

research is not longitudinal in nature, the interview was designed to capture 

individual journeys through the life course and as such this research argues that 

there is a link between experiences of poverty and reoffending. Later reasons for 

reoffending are different to reasons for commencing offending in the first place as 

the maintenance of offending further restricts an individual’s agency. 

6.3.1.2 Adult experiences of poverty 

As adults, people also discussed experiencing continued financial issues culminating 

in homelessness for a lot of people. Financial issues were slightly different in 

adulthood as structural barriers increased and a lot of adults developed an addiction 
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which as highlighted above constrained their agency. In this sense reoffending can 

be understood as behaviour that becomes conditioned by addiction and structural 

barriers for example, financial issues and/or homelessness which prevent individuals 

from pursuing change. 

Nothing, I was out looking for money, I was just going to get money. 

Opportunity came along and I thought I’m having that, it’s simple. [Marie, 

line 85] 

Marie was in a cycle of addiction and thus, was constantly looking for opportunities 

to make money through reoffending. Similarly, Nidge who misused substances 

throughout this life reflected on offending to keep up with friends following his 

release from prison without any conventional means to attain an income. 

Oh yeah it was constant. You see when I got out of jail they were giving me 

money getting out, I was saving up my grat [gratuity earned in prison] but 

when I ended up broke…sure look the boys are going out on the weekend, 

what am I going to do man? They had jobs, they worked in a few places, I’d 

no job so who’d give me a job? [Nidge, line 44] 

As was reflected in many people’s experiences and discussed in section 6.1.1 

of this chapter, the spiral into addiction resulted in a corresponding escalation of 

offending behaviour for both men and in some rare cases women too, this is 

especially true when that substance is opiate based (Pierce et al., 2017; Hayhurst et 

al., 2017). 

Em as I got older then yeah I was getting into different sort of trouble then I 

was going down doing burglaries just going down the country and stuff. 

[Arthur, line 51]. 

Was up in court for the heroin and I got a 5-year suspended sentence. 

[Laura's, line 93]. 

In both cases, there is a clear escalation of the severity of offending. Arthur went 

from motoring offences to burglaries as his addiction developed and Laura started 

shoplifting but escalated to dealing heroin which is unusual as this is an offence that 

is more commonly associated with men (Caputo & King, 2015). Therefore, 
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reoffending not only continues but increases in severity or frequency in response to 

developmental, subjective, social, structural factors. 

A subsequent consequence of addiction that people experienced was 

homelessness. Ten out of the 28 individuals interviewed specifically spoke about 

periods of homelessness and given that 23 people experienced serious substance 

misuse issues, actual experiences of homelessness may be higher. 

So I ended up living in a tent in Kilkenny for weeks upon weeks and it was 

rough. I’d never been homeless, I’d always had places to go like but that was 

the first time yeah in a tent. [Mamie, line 77] 

While both men and women experienced homelessness which can be linked to 

substance misuse issues, there is a gendered process of homelessness and a 

gendered element to the way in which homelessness is experienced. Women are 

more likely to resort to homelessness to escape physical and sexual violence 

compared to men (DeHart et al., 2014) and homeless women are also more likely to 

be victim to gender-based violence (Watson, 2016). In other words, women may 

experience more serious problems due to substance use compared to men 

(Holloway & Bennett, 2007). 

 Overall, this research finds that there is overlap between developmental 

factors (growing in marginalised communities), structural barriers (lack of 

conventional income), social issues (working class background, inequality in the 

employment market; lack of housing), and personal issues (addiction) which results 

in significant restriction to an individual’s agency. This is demonstrated in the extract 

below. 

But then things just went haywire and I was homeless, I was living in town, on 

the streets in town and then I was nicked [arrested] on that and put into 

prison. [Arthur, line 69] 

Therefore, this research argues that reoffending continues because of a need to 

escape from the complex interplay between developmental factors, structural 

barriers, social issues, and constrained agency that individuals struggle to cope with 

and overcome. In other words, individuals of marginalised groups because of a 
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criminal label, class and/or gender are disadvantaged. A marginalised status in 

society means that the same individuals are more removed from conventional social 

control mechanisms (other than the CJS) meaning that they have less support and 

resources available to them (discrimination against specific ethnic groups (Irish 

travellers) will be discussed in the next chapter). In addition, a lot of these 

individuals struggle with substance misuse and/or mental health issues that further 

restrict their agency. By understanding the combined effect of developmental, 

subjective, social, and structural issues, an understanding of why individuals 

continue to reoffend emerges.  

6.3.2 The criminal justice system as a structural barrier 

The last basic theme to illustrate the influence of structural barriers on reoffending is 

the criminal justice system itself which officially labels a person as a criminal and 

excludes them from conventional society explaining why people may continue with 

or return to crime. One of the overwhelmingly common issues for both men and 

women was the lack of social and economic support upon leaving prison. As 

discussed in chapter 4, this research conducted interviews with individuals about 

their reoffending experiences in the community so that people could reflect on their 

actual behaviour rather than reflecting on the way they would behave when 

released from prison. This section will discuss the theme of the criminal justice 

system as structural barrier which often provided a momentous challenge to 

overcome meaning that reoffending continued as it provided a way to cope with and 

in some cases defy this barrier. More subjective difficulties about dealing with 

change and returning to reoffending will be explored in chapter 7. 

6.3.2.1 Stigma and the criminal justice system 

The stigma that came with official association with the criminal justice system was 

felt by both men and women as it created barriers to desistance that individuals 

struggled to cope with explaining why people continued with or returned to crime.  

But then it boils down to have you a criminal record do you know what I 

mean and then when you go for a real job then your [clicks (noise) i.e., in 

trouble]. [Thomas, line 61] 
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One of the most common barriers people faced was trying to find conventional and 

stable employment. Given that this has been found to be a significant factor in 

encouraging and maintaining desistance (Giordano et al., 2002; Laub & Sampson, 

2003) the stigma of a criminal record is particularly debilitating.  

See I couldn’t get nothing. I still can’t get nothing today man yeah like I’m out 

of trouble. I can’t go up to SuperQuinn or I can’t go to Tescos, I can’t look for 

a job man. I’d love to work, I’d love to be out there and I’d go round with me 

head hanging high it’d be like a basket of flowers man but that’s never going 

to happen. [Nidge, line 81]. 

The effect of the structural barrier of a criminal record on the social factor of 

employment can further affect more subjective factors such as identity and positive 

emotions such as pride in oneself. Therefore, the persistent failure to secure 

employment was something that regularly resulted in initial attempts at change 

towards desistance failing explaining why people returned to offending. 

But again it was the lack of I suppose with having previous convictions and 

you know me self-esteem would never have been built up or me confidence 

because you’re not really gonna be applying for jobs in places and thinking 

like whose gonna employ a junkie you know or an ex-offender like you know? 

[Marie, line 100] 

In each of these extracts there is one significant barrier that a criminal record 

creates which is finding conventional employment. Link and Phelan (2001, p. 365) 

define stigma as “when elements of labelling, stereotyping, separation, status loss, 

and discrimination co-occur in a power situation that allows the components of 

stigma to unfold.” As discussed in chapter 3 the limited Spent Convictions and 

Certain Disclosures Act 2016 in Ireland only applies to minor offences and it takes 7 

years for those offences to become spent. Thus, structurally the socio-legal context 

in Ireland has not made it easy for individuals to officially reject the stigma and 

discrimination associated with the offender label. In addition, stigma is not only 

structural but internalised whereby both men and women also struggled to cope 

with the stigma associated with their previous convictions which was perceived as 
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preventing them from finding employment. This research corroborates findings from 

other research that stigma is a major barrier to successful reintegration to the 

community (Moore et al., 2013). This will also be discussed in relation to identity in 

chapter 7. Structural barriers such as perceived stigma encourage reoffending to 

continue and may encourage people who are trying to move towards desistance to 

return to crime. Stigma can result in individuals anticipating rejection meaning that 

re-entry to conventional society was exceedingly difficult for individuals and by 

comparison reoffending was considered an easier option (Moore et al., 2013). 

 Alongside stigma, people spoke about the embarrassment that came with 

being labelled and treated like offender while in the community by criminal justice 

authorities like the police. 

Oh yeah they [Gardai] make a show of me. They had me in my bare feet one 

day [doing a search] in front of the school when all the children were coming 

out so. [Dave, line 107] 

Like I used to hate going to a shopping mall with me wife now and her 

mother passing off when I’m getting stopped and searched like and her 

mother passing off and that’s when I snap and say what the fuck? Get away 

you stupid scumbag bastards [Gardai]. [Nidge, line 91] 

This experience of being signalled out by the Gardai due to their criminal record was 

not unique to men. 

I was constantly getting pulled over by the Guards no matter where I go. No 

one wanted to be in my car because no matter where I go like I’m getting 

searched do you know? [Laura, line 91] 

In some cases, perceived stigma translated to actual stigma resulting in stop 

and searches by the Gardai in public places which embarrassed the individuals being 

searched. In other words, people who offend are defined by their offending label 

and treated accordingly while in the community. Furthermore, this label excludes 

individuals from society while they are ironically also expected to re-join society and 

move away from that offender identity (Barry, 2016; Canton, 2013; Tonry, 2004). In 

this sense the criminal justice system does not just stigmatise people who come into 
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contact with it but removes their dignity and their sense of pride and worth in 

themselves. Individuals can use their constrained agency and reoffend to mitigate 

structural barriers and restore their sense of worth, even if this sense of worth from 

reoffending is temporary. This will be analysed further in the next chapter.  

6.3.2.2 Prison providing a false sense of security 

Another way in which the criminal justice system acted as a structural barrier is that 

experiences in prison were very different to experiences in society meaning that 

people had an unrealised sense of hope upon their release. 

But you could think about that [the offence that resulted in imprisonment] 

for 3 and a half years, 46 months you do out of a 5-year sentence and you get 

out, what you’ve thought about for that 49 months or 39 months, it’s all gone 

out the window once you’re released through that gate. It’s gone, sure you’re 

back to normal again. [Pauliea, line 78] 

The reality of release from prison that people spoke about in this research links to 

Zamble and Quinsey’s (1997) theory that coping with the reality of release from 

prison can lead to further reoffending. This is further emphasised by the following 

two experiences. 

But beforehand it’d be only 3-day wonder. Every time getting out of prison, 

I’d always try and stay off drugs but within three days. Like you’d come out 

with all the best of intentions but after three days you say ‘ah I’ll just have 

the odd one. [John, line 130] 

After 10 years in prison, I said I’m getting out of it, no I had to do another 5 

before I even got into my head to get out of it. [Nidge, line 91] 

Therefore, agency is constrained by structural barriers meaning that a desire 

to change in prison is not realised once an individual is released and confronted with 

the same structural issues they faced before prison. In this sense, reoffending 

continues as the criminal justice system itself provides a significant barrier to 

resettlement. Furthermore, individuals must cope with economic issues such as 

being dependant on state welfare and struggling to gain employment; social issues 

of being surrounded by the same people who engage in reoffending or substance 
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misuse; and cultural issues in that people released from prison are stigmatised and 

marginalised in society. These issues can constrain an individual’s desire to desist 

often rendering that desire null (Farrall, 2019) as the individual returns to 

reoffending after release to overcome said issues. 

6.3.2.3 Prison resulting in a fatalistic continuation of reoffending 

Some individuals were more realistic about their prospects upon leaving prison 

knowing that they would face barriers while accepting an inevitable return to their 

old reoffending lifestyles. 

Walking out with a bag on your back and nothing’s changed. Except you’re a 

little bit more removed again this time and feeling like oh here we go again 

because there’s nothing, there’s nothing set up. You’re going back into the 

same environment, back into the same family home if you’re lucky enough to 

have a family home to go to. And then yeah. No job prospects, no education, 

nothing. [Marie, line 67] 

This constrained agency has parallels to the idea of fatalism and the self-defence 

mechanism discussed by Maruna (2001) that participants returned to reoffending to 

protect the self from failed attempts to change and as such were resigned to 

continue offending.  

I’d nothing rigid to come to on the outside so I just literally got back on the 

drink and the coke and that’s when everything goes mad. [Dave, line 39] 

The minute you get out the gate like you’re just going to get your gear 

[heroin] or get whatever before you even get the train back to Cork you know 

so. [Laura, line 81] 

In this sense the structural barrier of the criminal justice system and 

associated economic issues alongside more personal struggles with addiction meant 

that individuals were aware of the constraints to their agency and aware that they 

would return to the reoffending lifestyle that they occupied prior to imprisonment. 

This awareness resulted in some people planning their release around procuring 

illegal substances. Further analysis on failed attempts to change will be discussed 

further in chapter 7 with a primary focus on subjective factors. 
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The idea of the criminal justice system representing a significant structural 

barrier in people’s lives is supported by responses to the vignette (Appendix A(ii)). 

Interestingly, although only 2 respondents admitted that they would respond 

criminally to the scenario and steal the phone charger, 7 participants believed there 

could potentially be serious consequences as a result of missing a phone call to their 

probation officer (PO). The most common consequence that individuals mentioned 

was a fear about returning to jail or court if they missed the phone call 

But there would be consequences all right yeah you’d end up going. Well I’ve 

to do this for two years if I didn’t see my Probation officer they’d have to 

notify the police. I’ve a two-year suspended sentence so I’d go back to do it 

ya know. [Pauliea’s Scenario, line 7] 

In this sense structural and subjective factors intersect whereby the fear of 

consequences is linked to the individual’s situation and official criminal justice 

response which for Pauliea is perceived as a potential return to jail. Similarly, Marie’s 

response demonstrated a structural-subjective interaction as she believed that 

missing the call from a PO could damage her reputation at the probation service and 

potentially result in a return to court. “A black mark against ya, you can go back to 

court can’t you? So that’s what would happen.” [Marie's Scenario, line 8]. 

 This highlights the role that external structural factors can play in relation to 

individual’s reasons for reoffending as individuals feared the response from the 

criminal justice system in relation to the issue of missing one phone call from their 

PO. This also suggests that those in the primary desistance dimension who may still 

be engaged in chaotic lifestyles may not be able to consider their position 

completely rationally as they are constrained by their circumstances such as their 

criminal record. As mentioned in chapter 4, vignettes can help to clarify people’s 

judgements and enable people to define situations in their own terms (Barter & 

Renold, 1999) and this is evident in this research whereby people applied the 

consequence of missing a call with a PO to themselves and their own situation. In 

addition, developmental factors such as damaging childhood developmental and 
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trauma experienced during childhood can shape people’s behaviour in adulthood. 

This highlights how important the interaction between developmental, subjective, 

social, and structural factors may be in understanding the reoffending process.  

6.4 Conclusion 

This chapter has demonstrated that people continue with or return to crime as 

reoffending is perceived as a coping mechanism. Three organising themes that are 

linked to one another by an individual’s desire to escape from the reality of life 

explain these reasons. Firstly, the misuse of substances and corresponding 

reoffending allowed individuals to escape their realities, cope with trauma and 

provided a sense of meaning to everyday life. Secondly, emotions demonstrated 

gendered reasons for reoffending as men spoke about offending to alleviate 

boredom and chasing the thrill and excitement that they associated with offending 

while women spoke about low perceptions of themselves and linked reoffending 

behaviour to self-hatred. Although reoffending can only provide a short-term escape 

from negative emotions, people pursued the behaviour as a solution over long 

periods and this is strongly linked to addiction as substance misuse helped to escape 

from these emotions. Thirdly, by reoffending individuals achieved a temporary 

escape from structural barriers that they had very little control over. 

 Ultimately, these three themes all involve issues that restrict a person’s 

agency emphasising the importance of a socio-structural-subjective understanding of 

reoffending. The conceptual framework chosen for this research with an emphasis 

on integrating developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors means that 

the global theme of reoffending as a coping mechanism allows people’s reoffending 

experiences to be understood in a more contextualised way. The combination of 

developmental, subjective, social, and structural issues in people’s lives constrains 

agency resulting in a loss of ability to make long-term thoughtful and reflexive 

decisions meaning that people resort to short-term solutions and rely on reoffending 

to cope with addiction, emotional, or structural issues. In this context, reoffending 

behaviour was often the solution that people repeatedly engaged in which could 
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only provide short-term relief. The perceived benefits of this short-term relief will be 

discussed in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 7: Gaining from Reoffending 

To further understand why people continue with or return to crime, this research 

identified a second global theme called gaining from reoffending. This theme was 

identified based on the conceptual framework underpinning this research which 

meant that developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors were looked for 

when initially coding data. The global theme of gaining from reoffending consists of 

three organising themes of gaining from criminal behaviour, re-establishing a 

criminal identity and dealing with change (see figure 14). The offending journey is an 

obstacle strewn process and this chapter will outline that individuals constrained by 

circumstances became aware that they could gain from reoffending in different ways 

and therefore continued with and/or returned to offending behaviour as changes 

towards desistance were associated with loss. 

It is important to note that the global theme of gaining from reoffending 

outlines people’s ability to exercise agency through offending in the context of their 

limited ability to exercise agency in conventional society. This may be because of 

their substance misuse, experiences of trauma and social marginalisation that were 

discussed in the previous chapter. Similar to the last chapter, this chapter will 

include an analysis of gendered experiences throughout the discussion of the 

organising themes. 
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Figure 14 

Visual Representation of the Relationship Between Organising Themes and the 

Global Theme: Gaining From Reoffending. 

 

7.1 Organising theme – Gaining from criminal behaviour 

The idea of gaining from reoffending stems from interviews in this research about 

reoffending alternatively enhancing a person’s well-being providing agency and 

social support as people find purpose and social networks through offending 

behaviour in the absence of other options. The National Economic and Social Council 

(NESC, 2009) in Ireland described well-being as incorporating people’s basic needs, 

sense of purpose, ability to pursue goals, to participate in society and to live the life 

they value. Steptoe et al. (2015) describe wellbeing as incorporating three aspects: 

life satisfaction; feelings of happiness, sadness, anger, stress and pain; and sense of 

purpose and meaning in life. Individuals who have developed a criminal identity 

alongside addiction problems, experiences of trauma or loss and experiences of 

poverty and marginalisation struggle to meet these aspects of wellbeing as they are 

often excluded from conventional society. Therefore, when people reoffend it is not 

accurate to argue that their well-being only decreases as for a lot of individuals 

reoffending was perceived as the only way to attain the markers of well-being listed 

by the NESC (2009). This links to strain, that people commit crime due to frustration 
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at not being able to attain these markers in a conventional way (Merton, 1938). This 

research thus argues that people continue with or return to crime as a way to attain 

these markers. 

7.1.1 Reoffending providing purpose in life 

One reason why people continue with or return to crime can be understood through 

the theme that people gain reoffending behaviour which provides purpose in life. 

Purpose in life is a related aspect of agency that is typically discussed in desistance 

literature in a variety of ways but is regularly depicted as a catalyst for change 

initiating or maintaining the desistance process (see Maruna, 2001; Laub & Sampson, 

2003; Healy, 2014). It is therefore necessary to explore the basic theme of 

reoffending providing purpose in life identified in this research. It is inaccurate to say 

that before the process of desistance occurs an individual is lacking purpose in life, it 

may be more precise to argue that people with a criminal record are cut off from 

achieving conventional goals and are therefore limited to achieving an 

unconventional sense of meaning through reoffending. This links to Merton’s (1938) 

strain theory outlined above and the concept of anomie whereby crime occurs due 

to the gap between conventional societal goals and people’s means of achieving 

these goals. Rather than focusing on strain that arises from this gap, this research 

focuses on the way in which people spoke about taking meaning and direction from 

reoffending behaviour in the absence of conventional ways to attain goals that 

people were excluded from. 

Given the circumstances surrounding an individual and the idea of 

reoffending as a coping mechanism, it was common for participants to discuss 

reoffending in positive terms as it represented a behaviour that was familiar, 

purposeful, and sometimes associated with rewards which helps to explain why 

people continued with or returned to crime. Out of 28 semi-structured interviews, 

18 participants referred to crime as providing a sense of purpose in life either 

through providing meaning, achievement or routine and order in daily life. Healy 

(2014) discusses a similar understanding of purpose in life that human beings try to 

recognise their purpose in life to attain meaning and a sense of direction. This links 
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to King’s (2013a) definition of agency as conditioned by social context as this 

research found that people’s exclusion from conventional or middle-class society 

limited their ability to pursue goals and reoffending provided an alternative pathway 

to achieving purpose in life. 

Participants in this research expressed purpose in life through crime by 

speaking about the success they attained from crime. Two participants, Pat and 

Steve specifically referred to offending providing a sense of direction and meaning in 

their lives. “I think it was more like, thinking I was being someone or thinking, 

thinking, how can I put it? Thinking I had a purpose and all, doing all this stuff 

[crime]” [Pat, line 61]. Steve also spoke about purpose which he linked to drug 

dealing providing a sense of achievement and rewards which provided meaning in 

his life: 

I was very good at what I did, when I was selling drugs. I sold heroin. When 

you, I think that, I don’t know if you know about this but when you’re a bloke 

and you’re selling heroin, you’ve all manner of girls throwing themselves at 

you because they think if you know if they, how do I put this without being a 

prick? If they itch your back, you’ll itch theirs. [Steve, line 47] 

For some people who reoffend, crime became the main source of success in their 

lives and therefore, crime became a positive attribute providing an aspect of 

meaning and direction in life. In other words, crime can be linked to enjoyment such 

as success with women and respect (Mercan, 2020). While there is debate and 

variance in academic’s understand of meaning in life, scholars are agreed that having 

meaning in life is crucial to avoiding psychological distress (Steger et al., 2006). It is 

evident from both Pat and Steve’s accounts that through reoffending they achieved 

a sense of success and felt empowered by this success (Steptoe et al., 2015).  

Data from the MAPS questionnaire supports this idea as both Pat and Steve 

agreed with the statement that “what happens to me is my own doing” (on a 6-point 

Likert scale from strongly agree to strongly disagree). This does not necessarily mean 

that men’s agency is not constrained by wider factors but this research suggests that 
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men were aware of their constraints and thus consciously committed crime to 

achieve a sense of success and empowerment from criminal behaviour. This 

research links this idea of finding enjoyment and empowerment from crime to the 

gender project of masculinity whereby the activities men engage with are shaped by 

their social backgrounds at the time, placing an emphasis on financial gain, status as 

a bad guy and success with women (Carlsson, 2013).  

Doing masculinity is often conceptualised by a comparison to what is 

considered its opposite: femininity (Connell, 2005) however, this research found that 

men’s reoffending to provide a sense of purpose and meaning in life is a 

phenomenon not only limited to men. Women also spoke about achieving a sense of 

success from reoffending. Grundetjern and Miller (2019) write that empowerment 

can be an incentive encouraging reoffending and specifically applied this to look at 

women for whom they found that success at criminality fuelled their empowerment. 

Fiona spoke about the empowerment that came with realising that she was capable 

of shoplifting and how her shoplifting behaviour escalated as she understood her 

success: 

(I) Started you know petty little shoplifting and then realised that I can do this 

so it was moving then to shopping centres and you know then I was shop…, I 

was robbing to order, like people would give me orders and I’d go out and 

get what they want so I know I have the money there straight away when I 

come back. I just have to go to their house, give them the stuff and they give 

me the money like. [Fiona, line 49] 

Realising that success can be achieved from reoffending was also emphasised 

by Laura [line 139], “I was up to a lot [offending] like do you know and they just 

couldn’t catch me. I was up to a lot for years like and they just couldn’t catch me.” 

Women were therefore likely to realise the financial benefit of shoplifting (Barry, 

2007b). Both women express a sense of pride in their success in attaining goods 

through shoplifting and avoiding detection which may explain why reoffending 

behaviour continued. In addition, as discussed in chapter 6 and linked to the idea of 
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strain, once individuals begin offending they become constrained by their reality 

such as having a criminal record (Collison, 1996; Farrall et al., 2010; Healy, 2016; 

Maruna, 2001) and therefore criminality may be the only way to attain a sense of 

meaning and purpose in life as individuals are excluded from conventional society. 

The idea of women attaining a sense of independence, and empowerment from 

criminality has been identified elsewhere (Caputo & King, 2015). For men and 

women offending can become a professionalised behaviour which provided them 

with direction. Obtaining a sense of meaning from offending may have provided a 

justification to continue this behaviour so that reoffending was almost neutralised 

from a young age (Sykes & Matza, 1957). 

Such expertise refers to repeated engagement in any one type of crime that 

inevitably results in the development of skills and knowledge in the successful 

commission of that crime (Caputo & King, 2015; Meenaghan et al., 2020). The 

majority of people who offended in this sample spoke about repeating the same 

behaviour time and time again which is emphasised by Nidge [line 44] “oh yeah it 

[offending] was constant.” In this sense, offending as a goal and learned behaviour 

can maintain a sense of success and purpose in life by providing direction, routine 

and meaning to life explaining why people continue to reoffend. This idea is 

emphasised by Ryff (1995, p.101) who writes that an individual is considered to have 

purpose in life when he or she “has goals in life; feels there is meaning to present 

and past life; holds beliefs that give life purpose; has aims and objectives for living.” 

In this research nearly all participants spoke about periods in their lives in which 

reoffending provided meaning in life and gave individuals something to aim for that 

was realistic to achieve given the structural barriers of a criminal record and 

exclusion from conventional society. This sense of purpose and achievement helps to 

explain why reoffending occurs as it can provide a sense of purpose and direction in 

life that people struggle to achieve through conventional means. 

However, there are some differences expressed by men and women in 

relation to reoffending providing meaning and purpose in life. Reoffending for 

women unlike the men in this sample appears to be linked to utilitarian reasons such 
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as financial need (Barry, 2007b; Byrne & Trew, 2008; Dunlap & Johnson, 1996) which 

was commonly linked to the need to support an addiction which provided escape 

from previous or current trauma (chapter 6). As discussed already in this chapter, 

some women in this sample also spoke about the success linked to criminality which 

provided them with a sense of meaning and empowerment too. For example, Fiona 

spoke about criminal behaviour providing success, this sense of success appears to 

be a secondary benefit of criminal behaviour for women. This research identifies 

that for women, the primary rationale for offending behaviour was linked to 

practical reasons. Fiona also emphasised shoplifting as a practical way of providing 

for her children. “If it’s Christmas or birthdays whatever, save me a few pounds, 

yeah I will, I’ll go in and get something [shoplift something] week by week or day by 

day” [Fiona, line 41]. Caputo and King (2015) found that shoplifting can result in fast 

attainment of goods or finance which was demonstrated to be preferable for the 

women in this research.  

Similarly, this research identified shoplifting was women’s preferred method 

of attaining finance for substances (Batchelor, 2005; Caputo & King, 2015). Mary 

spoke about the need to shoplift to finance her addiction “But I’m not ashamed of 

the shoplifting thing cause I did that cause I had to” [Mary, line 39]. As outlined in 

the previous chapter, women spoke about substances providing them with comfort 

in life by allowing them to block out previous trauma or loss in their lives. Shoplifting 

was thus an activity based on constrained agency that provided individuals with a 

sense of success in life and funded substances which gave people comfort (Barry, 

2007b). In this sense reoffending continues as it serves as a coping mechanism and 

provides a way to gain direction in life. In addition, differences in gendered 

experiences of reoffending in relation to purpose and meaning in life may be 

explained by the structural constraints of agency, that agency is not equal for 

everyone but constrained by power relations and social processes (McCarthy et al., 

1999). Therefore, the meaning men and women got from criminal behaviour was 

shaped by their personal, social, and structural experiences. 
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This is important as it is overly simplistic to argue that reoffending is the 

opposite to desistance in relation to agency. Agency and psychological 

empowerment can be present for individuals at all stages of the offending process 

but is different depending on the situation an individual is immersed in. In this sense, 

women do not seem to prioritise a bad girl image from reoffending behaviour, 

instead women may feel empowered by success at offending in the context of 

gender equality (Grundetjern & Miller, 2019). This is emphasised by Deuchar et al. 

(2018) who show that the desire for a dominant image and status associated with 

hegemonic masculinity can result in poor decision making amongst men as men in 

gangs are quick to initiate violence against each other likely leading to 

imprisonment. In contrast, women can take advantage of their social position to act 

more rationally and interact with other gang leaders and members without violence 

or posing a threat.  

The men in this sample did make links between reputation and violence. 

Nidge spoke about the need to be quick to initiate violence while in prison and how 

that lesson remained with him when released. 

Like I learnt how to defend for myself. It’d take a while to get me to go but if 

someone came over and I knew they were taking the piss out of me I’d give 

them a whack of a bottle no problem. That’s the way I was brought from the 

St. Pats [young offender institution in Ireland] side you either look fight or 

that’s the way it was always in me head and when you’re in St. Pats you 

always have to throw the first punch cause the screws [prison officers] will 

break it up so whatever happens always get the first slap in. So that sticks in 

your head and when you’re in the pub drinking you’ll always throw the first 

slap. [Nidge, line 52]. 

Fiona also spoke about men’s preference for violent crime that contrasts with 

women’s preference for shoplifting. This is important as this research suggests that 

men are more concerned about gaining a reputation and status from offending 

compared to women who prefer not to get involved in violent crime. 
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As I said they [men] just don’t want the name of shoplifter. They’d rather 

have the name of an armed robbery like and do 17 years in prison like. 

[Fiona, line 43] 

Therefore, this research finds that men and women’s approaches to achieving 

purpose from crime and therefore their reasons for continuing with crime can be 

slightly different (Ajzenstadt, 2009).  

In addition to men placing importance on status, it was more common for 

men to speak about obtaining a sense of enjoyment from offending which quickly 

became something to aim for (chapter 6). In particular, Tommo [line 31] spoke about 

the “buzz and the gains” from criminal behaviour and Arthur [line 125] expressed a 

similar sentiment: “I think I was more doing it [offending] for the adrenaline rush 

and stuff.” Joseph spoke more generally about reoffending but also made it clear 

that criminal behaviour provided him with a sense of enjoyment. “I loved it. I used to 

love just going robbing, just doing what I had to do. I liked it, I won’t tell you a lie” 

[Joseph, line 223].  

When remembering early experiences of reoffending it was not common for 

men in this research to think about the consequences of reoffending, instead 

individuals spoke about aiming for the “buzz” that came from reoffending and 

getting away with it. An understanding of purpose in life, for example, understanding 

what direction to take in life is difficult for some people who offend to achieve and 

therefore, choices are based on short-term needs such as the attainment of status 

(Healy, 2014). Although not all men in this research were young when they spoke 

about enjoying crime, young offenders especially viewed risk taking as a pleasurable 

experience (Lewis, 2018). This links to research by Carlsson (2013) who found that 

reoffending behaviour is linked to age-specific meanings of masculinity, therefore 

reoffending may continue due to an immature rationality whereby the gains from 

offending are prioritised over the longer-term consequences. This research finds that 

there is a gendered way to gain from reoffending, men already marginalised from 

society may express masculinity and obtain enjoyment from risk taking behaviour 
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and rebelling against conventional methods of social control explaining why 

reoffending behaviour continues (Carlsson, 2013; Messerschidmt & Tomsen, 2018).  

This gender difference in relation to men finding more excitement and thrill 

in criminality is supported by analysis of the data from the MAPS questionnaire. A 

Mann Whitney test was conducted with the null hypothesis that there is no 

significant difference between men and women in relation how individuals rated 

their life as running over with exciting, good things. The alternative hypothesis was 

that there would be a significant difference in the distribution between men and 

women in relation to how individuals rated their life as running over with exciting, 

good things. The test revealed sufficient evidence to reject the null hypothesis, 

U(Nmen=16, Nwomen=10) = 41.000, z = -2.161, p < 0.05 (see Appendix D(iii)). Average 

scores reveal that women were more likely to rate their life as running over with 

exciting, good things compared to men. This is interesting as qualitative data focused 

on people’s past experiences of reoffending while quantitative data assessed 

people’s current attitudes. This suggests that women who are more likely to offend 

for pragmatic reasons do not necessarily find excitement and thrills in offending. 

Therefore, perhaps it is easier for women to be positive about their life when trying 

to leave crime behind compared to men who are perhaps more likely to suffer a 

purpose in life crisis as men gained excitement and thrills from criminality which a 

desistance lifestyle may not be able to match.  

Although men did not often consider the consequences of their actions, 

rational choice theory is still relevant to the idea of reoffending providing purpose in 

life once the concept of bounded rationality is applied (Cornish & Clarke, 2014). To 

an outsider, not considering the consequences of actions may not appear rational 

but individuals are often subjectively rational as they are bound by their 

circumstances which links to the idea of agency being constrained by other factors. 

For men achieving a sense of success or enjoyment from crime may stem from a 

desire to rebel against the criminal justice system which through confinement can 

hinder an individual’s ability to freely act agentically (chapter 6). Men may thus 

return to reoffending upon release from prison or continue reoffending to gain 
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respect, social capital, and an improved standard of living in the absence of 

conventional ways to attain these markers (Lindegaard & Jacques, 2013) 

  Therefore, under certain circumstances for both men and women, 

reoffending can be a meaningful purposeful behaviour which explains why people 

may continue with or return to crime. Reoffending has been linked to an increased 

risk for limited success in life however, this success is defined through a desistance 

lens with nine criteria that are orientated towards an offending free lifestyle 

(Farrington et al., 2006; Whitten et al., 2016). These criteria to measure success 

include having satisfactory accommodation, cohabitation status, employment status 

and mental health history, being successful with children and not being involved in 

altercations, substance abuse or offending for the past five years (Farrington et al., 

2006). Based on these criteria it is very difficult for individuals who are involved in 

the reoffending process to achieve this type of success and therefore, this research 

argues that there is a need to reconsider success as subjective and bound by an 

individual’s circumstances in order to fully understand why people reoffend.  

This research highlights that for both men and women involved in 

reoffending, success can be measured by evading arrest, becoming an expert in a 

certain behaviour, and meeting short-term goals and thus it is possible to gain a 

sense of achievement from reoffending. The fact that both men and women can find 

a measure of success in offending is emphasised by analysis of the MAPS 

questionnaire in this research. A Mann Whitney test found a lack of evidence to 

reject the null hypothesis that there is no significant difference between the 

distribution of men and women in relation to the statement “becoming a success is a 

matter of hard work. Lucky breaks have little or nothing to do with it” U(Nmen = 16, 

Nwomen = 10,) = 49.000, z = -1.697, p > 0.05 (see Appendix D(ii)). This quantitative 

finding supports the idea that both men and women utilise their agency in 

constrained circumstances to gain a sense of success through offending and that 

success is attributed to their own actions rather than to chance or luck meaning that 

reoffending can provide direction and a sense of achievement in life. In other words, 

offending can be meaningful especially in situations where an individual is faced with 
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an absence of prosocial opportunities to find meaning (Connell, 2016). In addition, as 

highlighted above, there are gendered aspects to the idea of gaining from criminal 

behaviour. This research finds that women are more to continue offending as they 

develop a sense of success or achievement from reoffending for practical reasons 

whereas men are more likely to continue offending as they obtain a sense of 

enjoyment from committing crime and gain status, money, and goods from that 

crime.  

 Based on the data from semi-structured interviews and questionnaire, it is 

possible to conclude three things. Firstly, that the concept of agency in relation to 

reoffending is complex and bounded by an individual’s environment and identity. 

Secondly, in the context of bounded agency, men and women are still capable of 

reoffending with agency aiming to successfully achieve goals. Lastly, that there is a 

connection between subjective, social, and structural factors that explain gendered 

reasons for reoffending linked to the idea of gaining from reoffending behaviour. 

The next section will therefore further examine agency specifically analysing 

psychological distress as individuals who begin to transition towards desistance can 

struggle to find new meaning and purpose in life which can explain why people 

return to reoffending. 

7.1.2 Psychological distress arising from the attempted transition to desistance 

Given that people acknowledged different and gendered ways in which they can gain 

from reoffending behaviour, attempts to move towards desistance were associated 

with loss which explains why people return to offending. The transition period 

between reoffending and desistance is a fragile one (Healy, 2014) and individuals in 

this research spoke about losing more than just criminal behaviour but an entire way 

of life meaning that desistance proved a difficult process to maintain. This links to 

findings from Nugent and Schinkel (2016) who identified pains of desistance such as 

isolation, loss of goals and hopelessness. Having already demonstrated that 

reoffending can instil a sense of purpose and meaning in life, this chapter will now 

explore the second basic theme of psychological distress arising from the attempted 

transition to desistance which can explain why people return to reoffending.  
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Walters (2016) defines a criminal lifestyle as containing four elements: 

irresponsibility, self-indulgence, interpersonal intrusiveness (a lack of respect for 

other people’s rights) and social rule breaking. Participants expressed most of these 

elements when reoffending with the majority of individuals focusing on short-term 

needs and pursuing behaviour that they perceived to be enjoyable but caused harm 

to individuals, communities and businesses. Being heavily invested in a criminal 

lifestyle therefore means that for a lot of people who reoffend initiating change 

results in psychological distress in two distinct ways: distress arising from a 

temporary suspension in direction and meaning in life and distress arising as a result 

of reflecting on their criminal past. This research finds that facing this distress is a 

difficult journey for individuals and that individuals can return to crime to escape this 

reality. 

Considering that most people in this research expressed agency and achieved 

some purpose in life through reoffending behaviour, transitioning to desistance 

proved to be a tenuous project where that purpose was temporarily lost. To give up 

offending was often a long journey involving many obstacles associated with a loss 

of meaning and direction in life, Nidge emphasises this well: 

And then when I came clean of the cannabis I was sitting at home and I’ll 

never forget it, there was all shit in me life man, I can’t describe it to you 

even though I was out of trouble, I was getting married, but it was like, I had, 

there was like something missing inside me man. I can’t describe this to you it 

was shit. I felt like I was back on every drug that you could think of even 

though I was clean but it felt like, it was like depression I got man but I think 

it was over giving over...giving up me old lifestyle. [Nidge, line 12] 

In this account, Nidge is referring to social bonds such as being in a pro-social 

relationship and getting married which have been explained as a turning point in 

encouraging desistance (Laub & Sampson, 2003). However, Nidge speaks about how 

maintaining change was extremely difficult as he also had to break away from his old 

lifestyle that provided him with a sense of routine and direction in life. Zamble and 



202 

 

Quinsey (1997) found that difficult coping upon release from prison was likely to 

lead to reoffending and this research expands on this finding emphasising that 

difficulty in coping with the transition to desistance due to loss in direction and 

meaning in life can result in a return to reoffending despite a desire to change (see 

chapter 6). In this sense, the two global themes that this research has identified 

(reoffending as a coping mechanism and gaining from reoffending) are linked 

together to explain why people continue with and return to crime. Keeping busy and 

learning to avoid boredom (Osterman, 2018) have been identified as important to 

maintaining desistance, however as highlighted in the previous chapter boredom 

was often a feature of life for the men in this research due to the socio-economic 

context in which they lived characterised by poverty and unemployment. To 

maintain change it may be crucial to identifying a new purpose in life quickly, 

however this research finds that this is very difficult which may explain why people 

return to criminality. 

Thomas [line 22] also indicated difficulties with facing up to a loss of direction 

in his life while attempting to move away from crime, “it’s hard too cause I’m stuck 

in me house on me own like in me mothers do you know what I mean?” That sense 

of being “stuck” indicates that Thomas has lost a sense of direction and purpose in 

life due to giving up a reoffending lifestyle. In this sense the transition to desistance 

emphasises the important interaction between subjective and social factors as 

Thomas’ desire to change resulted in his isolation from peers and difficulty coping 

with that isolation can result in reoffending and relapses to substance misuse.  

In addition, Claire and Laura spoke about the difficulty associated with 

breaking away from a familiar lifestyle which can also be linked to a temporary loss 

of purpose and direction in life. Claire [line 130] said change is “very hard and then 

as I said to change everything that you’re doing in your life as well like ya know?” 

Similar to Thomas, Claire experienced a sense of isolation and found the transition to 

desistance difficult to cope with. Laura [line 91] echoed this comment and spoke 

about the difficulty of the transition: “you’re living that life for so long it’s hard to 

break out of it.”  
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Therefore, in a general sense the transition to desistance is difficult even 

though persevering with change may result in long-term benefits for the individual. 

Research examining lifestyle change in relation to health demonstrates that change 

often fails because the old lifestyle provides a way of denying or hiding the existence 

of problems (Miller, 2002). This research suggests that reoffending can provide a 

temporary respite from the effort required to initiate and maintain change and 

provides a way to avoid dealing with any problems. This further links to research by 

Halsey et al., (2016, p. 1042) who analysed Matza’s concept of fatalism whereby 

individuals at the start of their desistance journey returned to offending in response 

to practical setbacks experiencing “fuck it” moments. This highlights once again the 

importance of subjective, social, and structural factors to understand why people 

return to reoffending. 

Halsey et al. (2016) found that the transition period while beginning the 

desistance journey can result in people losing a sense of control in their life and this 

was apparent in this research whereby individuals commented on a loss of direction 

and difficulties coping that accompanied their attempted desistance. This 

psychological distress was usually experienced temporarily but was associated with 

two outcomes: reoffending to restore a sense of agency and direction to life or 

seizing onto a “hook for change” such as professional or family support to maintain 

desistance. These two outcomes will be discussed later in this chapter in relation to 

organising theme 7.3 dealing with change. 

7.2 Identity change 

The second organising theme that contributes to the global theme of gaining from 

reoffending is identity change. Another reason why people may reoffend when 

attempting to transition from reoffending to desistance may be due to the loss of 

identity that comes from ceasing with an offending lifestyle. This links to the idea of 

the “looking glass” that people’s experiences of change link to their perceptions of 

how other people view them (Graham & McNeill, 2017; Maruna et al., 2004). This 

section will demonstrate how individuals developed a criminal identity through 
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committing crime and using drugs before discussing the difficulties involved with 

changing that identity which can lead people to return to crime. This identity change 

is even more challenging when considering that other people’s views are not 

something that an individual can control.  

Identity is a multifaceted term that is used regularly and across disciplines 

however, it is rare to come across a definition of what identity is. Côté (2006) argues 

that to use the identity term without explanation results in that term having no 

precise or shared meaning. Identity is ultimately about individual potential and 

deficits in identity can result in missed opportunities which can lead to offending 

(Côté, 2006).  

7.2.1 Identity as an offender 

Participants spoke about developing a gendered criminal identity which contributes 

to the continuation of reoffending behaviour. For many men in this research this 

criminal identity was strongly linked to the idea of hegemonic masculinity (discussed 

in chapter 3) already alluded to in the previous section with regards to reoffending 

providing status and purpose in life. Men often spoke about trying to “outdo” each 

other ensuring that they would be perceived as superior, tough, and rebellious. 

So I’d think oh I better get more drugs to sell than them, fucking they’ll be 

like ‘oh go on boy’ do you know what I mean like? Just trying to outdo each 

other. Trying to be the big boots like when you’re not at the end of the day 

like do you know what I mean? [Anton, line 63]. 

The perception of being the best was important to men when they started offending 

and this may have resulted in multiple serious charges from an early age and 

reoffending behaviour continuing. Dave expresses similar sentiments and alludes to 

a desire to get more charges than his friend. 

This might sound stupid but when I was 16 I was actually racing a lad to see 

how many charges we could get cause we knew the two of us were getting 

locked up. [Dave, line 115]. 
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Pat also stressed the importance of being perceived as the best and how that was 

associated with a sense of achievement. 

I’m not just an offender, I’m the worst offender. That’s probably what I would 

have been looking for yeah. Proud of the nonsense yeah. [Pat, line 96]. 

In this sense this research finds that the looking glass idea can be applied to explain 

reoffending in that men continued offending behaviour in pursuit of external 

recognition of their criminal behaviour as “the worst.” 

Another way in which men depicted offending when they were younger was 

to associate offending with rebellion and anger which was perhaps a response to 

people’s experiences of social marginalisation. Men spoke about responding to 

aggressively to situations which allowed them to exhibit a strong and dominant 

image through their criminal identity. 

I went and fucking wrecked his bleeding car after that for getting me put into 

yoke, put into prison so that was me. I just sort of rebelled then after that so. 

(Arthur, line 45] 

As discussed in the previous section, reoffending can provide status and meaning in 

life and for men it can provide a way to express dominance in the context of an 

offending lifestyle (Messerschmidt, 2019). The concept of doing masculinity can help 

to explain purpose in life as for men crime can be a method to achieve positively 

valued features of masculinity such as independence, dominance, and aggression 

(Byrne & Trew, 2008) which are features that people involved in offending can 

struggle to obtain in a conventional way. Complex explanations of hegemonic 

masculinity (chapter 3) link to a complex understanding of identity that incorporates 

three levels: the subjective individual, the behaviour of an individual and 

membership of a societal group (Côté, 2006). In this research, it is clear that 

reoffending behaviour continued as men were influenced by their understanding of 

masculinity which was determined by their environment in which anti-social 

behaviour and crime was normal as was the importance of being perceived as the 

aggressor. This is emphasised by the idea that the subjective individual occupies role 
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identities within the context of the social world (Thoits, 2012). Thus, a 

developmental, subjective, social, and structural interaction can explain this 

gendered element of reoffending which continued for men as it provided a way to 

exhibit a dominant identity. 

Furthermore, Sloan’s (2016) work on aspirational identities is relevant here 

whereby reoffending can be associated with an aspirational identity of holding 

power and authority for men. This research finds that reoffending allows men the 

opportunity to practice hegemonic masculinity in front of their peers that without 

reoffending they may not have. Ilan’s (2011) research conducted in Dublin 

commented on the importance of identity and labels in society where communities 

change and old-fashioned working-class values become associated with crime as 

certain members of the community achieve masculinity and financial independence 

by committing offences and disengaging from conventional society. As conventional 

society can view people who offend as rough and negative, it becomes important for 

people who offend to take ownership of that label and succeed in their criminal 

enterprises as conventional avenues for success are restricted. In this socio-political 

context the goal of success can be turned from aspirational to actualised through 

reoffending explaining why reoffending can continue. Consequently, social roles can 

influence behaviour through the classification and evaluation of the self as worthy 

and being perceived as “the worst” offender is one way to achieve worthiness.  

 For a lot of the women in this research, offending behaviour became more 

frequent as drug use accelerated but it was rare for women’s offending to escalate in 

its severity. Shoplifting is an offence with a relatively small gender gap compared to 

other offences such as drug dealing (Caputo & Gail, 2011; Hirtenlehner & Treiber, 

2017) so it was no surprise that women commonly spoke their identity as a 

shoplifter. 

No I was offending before the heroin. I was offending for like cannabis. Em I 

would’ve been going in and robbing solvents even before that. I would’ve 

been out robbing before heroin came into it and before I had any kind of 
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dependency like physical dependency or anything on drugs ya know? 

Because I sort of grew up with them morals you don’t rob your own which 

must have transmitted to me that everything else was fair game somewhere 

along the lines. But robbing was you know? [Marie, line 39]. 

Marie describes how shoplifting was normalised from a young age demonstrating a 

developmental and subjective interaction to explain offending. Laura then spoke 

about shoplifting as a regular behaviour emphasising that shoplifting behaviour was 

associated with less serious offences which perhaps provided a justification for 

shoplifting behaviour to continue. 

I was young, I don’t know, 11 maybe. It [first experience of prison] was just 

for like, the first time was kind of just for all, they’re all small things [small 

offences] like. [Laura, line 63] 

Having developed a criminal identity, Fiona spoke about the increasing 

difficulty of getting away with shoplifting given her reputation and the external 

recognition of her shoplifting identity. 

But it’s gotten to the stage now where I’m so well-known now everywhere 

[shops]. Like unless I wear wigs and do all that and even once I wore a wig 

and they [security] still knew me, he said he knew me by me walk. Like that’s, 

that’s how much they knew me they said ‘we knew you straight away by your 

walk.’ Now I had a big long blonde wig on me and all and I got caught and 

they said we knew you the minute you walked in with your walk like. And I 

was like ‘me walk?’ And he was like ‘yeah your walk.’ [Fiona, line 41] 

In this sense Fiona’s identity posed a threat to her ability to secure success from her 

offending behaviour. Yet, it was perceived as easier to try and hide her identity and 

continue shoplifting than it was to try and change. This suggests that reoffending 

may continue as people become accustomed to their criminal identity and criminal 

lifestyle and gain a sense of pride and fulfilment from that which they struggle to 

obtain in a conventional way. 
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Ultimately, shoplifting was a behaviour that women reported engaging with 

from an early age often before becoming physically dependant on a substance. 

Women therefore could perfect their behaviour over time and like the men in this 

research, women in the context of addiction also spoke about crime providing a 

sense of success or direction in life. Women described shoplifting as a purposeful 

behaviour suggesting that they were acting with agency and purpose noting how 

they would avoid committing crime in the local neighbourhood and dress up to 

evade security in shops. In addition, women’s description of their shoplifting 

contains elements of routine activity theory in that they had a suitable target, a 

motivated offender and tried to avoid capable guardians (Cohen & Felson, 1979). 

This demonstrates an ability to act agentically even when struggling with addiction. 

Caputo and Gail (2011) discuss shoplifting as behaviour that women undertake and 

think about as an occupation. This research finds that reframing criminal behaviour 

as an occupation demonstrates that women can offend with agency and gain a sense 

of success from that behaviour which explains why women can continue to reoffend.  

However, one of the three levels of identity: membership of a societal group, 

can be potentially more problematic for women who offend as they are often judged 

for their behaviour more harshly than men (Alarid & Vega, 2010). Although this 

research demonstrates that women can offend with agency, their understanding of 

their criminal identity was more negatively constructed compared to men as women 

appeared more influenced by societal perceptions. Mamie describes this burden 

well:  

I mean, I’m only 44, I look like 90 sometimes. I say to myself, sometimes life 

will say to me ‘you’re finished, there’s no hope, there’s no future. Look at the 

state of you, look what you did, look what you said, look what you thought. 

No one wants you.’ [Mamie, line 263] 

Therefore, this research suggests that the relationship between societal and 

subjective judgement resulted in women judging their criminal past harshly. 

Interestingly, Mamie did not demonstrate any evidence of creating a past self to 
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help her deal with her past behaviour and therefore she fits the narrative of the 

condemnation script identified by Maruna (2001) in the sense that she expressed 

moments of hopelessness. As demonstrated by Mamie, women more commonly 

referred to being aware of judgement due to their criminal behaviour and expressed 

embarrassment as being identified as a criminal in certain contexts. This is evidence 

of a gendered response to crime and is emphasised by Mary [line 39] who spoke 

about not being ashamed of shoplifting (an offence with a small gender gap) 

however, she did speak about embarrassment in relation to an assault charge she 

received, “I’m ashamed of what I did with the knife and I wouldn’t like people 

knowing that.” This more serious offence is perhaps more embarrassing due to its 

violent nature and this may be a gendered response as men commit violent crime at 

higher rates compared to women (Bennett et al., 2005; Luaritsen et al., 2009). This 

suggests that women can find success and gain from a criminal identity linked to low 

level criminality such as shoplifting which may explain why reoffending continues. 

However, women are more likely than men to feel ashamed of a criminal identity 

linked to more serious crime (Blanchette & Brown, 2006) as women are not 

necessarily seeking a status as the “worst” from criminality. 

This chapter demonstrates that both women and men like the gain that 

accompanies their criminal behaviour in different ways (Caputo & Gail, 2015) which 

may be explained by their social marginalisation and difficulty obtaining success in a 

conventional way. However, dealing with the consequences of a criminal identity 

may pose a bigger obstacle to desistance for women than for men as they struggle 

more to break away from societal and familial judgement and re-join conventional 

society. This links to the idea of reoffending continuing as it can act as a coping 

mechanism that was discussed in the previous chapter. However, according to the 

interview and vignette analysis (chapter 5), more women in this sample were 

considered to be engaging with secondary desistance. Once women make the 

change towards repairing these relationships and moving away from a criminal or 

drug user identity, quantitative analysis demonstrates that women were significantly 
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more likely to rate their life as exciting and filled with good things compared to men 

(Appendix D (iii)).  

As highlighted in chapter 6, most individuals in this sample struggled with 

addiction and thus it was common for individuals with a criminal identity to also 

identify as a drug user in two different ways; (7.2.1.1) agentic change: primary goal 

becomes acquiring the preferred substance, and (7.2.1.2) social identity change. The 

intersection between a criminal and drug user identity enabled reoffending 

behaviour to continue and this will be explained further below.  

7.2.1.1 Agentic change 

For both men and women, addiction is linked to an increased frequency of 

offending. Men also escalated the severity of their offending in response to 

addiction and spoke about getting more serious charges as their drug use continued 

and/or worsened. This research finds that when addicted, people’s motivations and 

goals in life can change so that offending behaviour becomes more frequent or more 

severe. Men and women spoke about not caring about what happens to them or to 

others when addicted which aligns with an increased frequency (for women) and/or 

severity (for men) in offending as agency is focused on only one goal, procuring more 

drugs. This change in agency seems to correspond to a change in identity whereby 

individuals Internalise the label of drug user, not caring about their actions or what 

happens to them when in the depth of addiction. This may be a type of 

neutralisation that explains why people continue misusing substances and offending 

as the primary focus in life revolves around substance use.  

Thomas spoke about the goal of acquiring more drugs becoming his primary 

goal and purpose in life. 

And like whatever money you have in your pocket trust me you’ll go through 

it and that’s only on one little shot [injection of crack cocaine]. If you have to 

have one little shot like you’ll go through every penny you have in your 

pocket in a minute like and then the only thing you’ll get after that is you 
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want more so the only way that is, is going out to rob somewhere for money 

like. [Thomas, line 25] 

Rational choice theory explains crime as a decision based on weighing the costs and 

benefits of the behaviour (Cornish & Clarke, 2014). However, addiction does not fully 

allow for rational thought and Marie demonstrated how costs and consequences of 

reoffending were not important once she was in the grip of addition and this was a 

common refrain throughout most reoffending experiences. Similar to Thomas above, 

acquiring more of the substance through whatever means necessary becomes the 

primary goal explaining why reoffending continues. 

Once I’m hooked, I’m hooked. I’m out robbing, I know what the 

consequences are going to be but the need for the drug outweighs the 

consequence. So it’s like the lesser of two evils. Cause the last thing I want to 

do is go out on the street and harm somebody do you know what I mean? Or 

rob somebody or do any kind of that stuff, I’m not, I don’t like doing that, I 

have a conscience, I was on drugs but I wasn’t dead like you know? Yeah and 

it’s just the lesser of two evils, it’s just like this thing just drives you and it 

makes you go against all your morals, all your values and you just basically 

sell your soul to the devil. [Marie, line 81] 

A lack of consideration for the consequences of reoffending due to addiction was 

also emphasised by DB Cooper. 

Because I got like addicted to Coke [cocaine] so I really didn’t give a bollix 

what I was doing then. [DB Cooper, line 76] 

These extracts highlight that the physical and/or psychological need for drugs 

can orientate an individual’s agency towards reoffending. While it is true that many 

of these participants committed crime in their youth when sober, it is evident that 

substance abuse changed an individual’s identity and agency resulting in decisions 

orientated towards more serious and/or frequent offending to maintain addiction. 

The maintenance of addiction becomes the primary concern and goal in life which 

links to Healy’s (2014) work highlighting that people who reoffend often pursue 
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short-term needs. Thus, a new identity of a drug user was formed that explains 

continued reoffending due to a consuming need to acquire more of the desired 

substance and put that need first.  

7.2.1.2 Social identity change 

Alongside identity change due to drug use, it is also important to recognise social 

identity change linked to drug use. Research has demonstrated that the onset of 

addiction can result in a change of social identities, that a new social group 

membership that of drug users inform an individual’s self-definition (Dingle et al., 

2015). This research found that linked to a change in agency, individuals caught in 

addiction no longer maintain other social identities like that of a son, daughter, 

mother, or father. This is emphasised by the above extracts in which it is clear the 

depths that individuals went to in order to secure more drugs. In this sense not only 

did participants allude to a changed identity of a drug user but alluded to a new 

agency and purpose that revolved around drug use. In these restricted 

circumstances many people found a sense of belonging with new peer groups linked 

to their new drug user identity. Mamie spoke about being drawn to other people 

suffering from addiction describing fellow addicts as a family and peer group. 

And when I’m feeling low, I find I tend to gravitate towards them [other 

addicts] because they’re so like, they become a sort of family sort of thing 

where you go I’ll go and get a laugh off that one [person] today, I need a 

laugh off that one [person]. [Mamie, line 165]  

Similarly, Nidge spoke about having peer groups all over the country that he 

can rely on as a result of his addiction and time spent in prison. 

Like the friends that I had you wouldn’t believe man every town you can 

think of I have friends cause for all the years being locked up I met these 

people through the years so I can go to any town, Limerick, Dublin, Cork, 

Belfast you name it I can go anywhere I want there’s people that I know in 

every place. [Nidge, line 23] 



213 

 

Research on desistance suggests that people who reoffend lack meaningful support 

and/or agency in their lives (Laub & Sampson, 2001; Maruna, 2001) but this research 

challenges this idea. Individuals spoke about their experiences of building supportive 

friendships in prison with fellow addicts and seeking out those friendships when they 

needed support.  

Furthermore, Dimant (2019) in examining anti-social behaviour found that 

individuals more readily change their behaviour in response to anti-social 

interactions compared to pro-social interactions suggesting that once new anti-social 

identities and associations are formed, it may be difficult for people to cut off those 

ties and new social identities can explain why people continue to reoffend. This is 

interesting as this research suggests that when desisting, people may suffer the loss 

of anti-social peer networks harder than the previous loss of other pro-social 

identities such as mother or father that accompany reoffending. In other words, 

when individuals have a dual identity of drug user and offender their agency changes 

which insulates them against the loss of pro-social networks as their primary goal 

and purpose is orientated towards crime and securing more of the preferred 

substance. When clean, sober, and trying to develop an alternative identity, people 

are exposed to the full emotional experience of the loss of peer group relationships 

that were meaningful and supportive explaining why people may return to 

offending. Maruna (2001) found that individuals revert to a past crime free identity 

to help maintain the desistance process but many of the participants in this sample 

started offending and misusing substances at such an early age that it may be very 

difficult to find a past pro-social identity to build on (Weaver, 2019). In addition, 

rebuilding previous pro-social relationships may not be possible without taking 

responsibility for actions related to past offender and drug user identities. This 

research finds that people may continue with or return to crime to avoid accepting 

problems or reasons why they developed these identities. These problems or 

reasons may be linked to structural factors such as poverty and marginalisation that 

people cannot necessarily control further highlighting the difficulty associated with 

change. 
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7.2.2 Reinforced Identity 

For both men and women, their criminal identity was also a learned identity 

reinforced through their experience with official criminal justice agencies which 

cemented their status as an offender. It was common for participants to speak about 

prison and what most extracts shared was a discussion of prison in a positive light. 

Nidge focused on the positive education experience he associated with prison. 

Like everything I know I learnt from jail even how to read and write came 

from jail, how to dress myself was coming from jail, everything came from 

fucking jail man. That’s the only thing about me, I’m a prison baby. [Nidge, 

line 79] 

In the context of poverty and an adverse childhood development characterised by a 

lack of attendance at school as a child, prison can become a positive source of 

support in people’s lives. Thomas focused on the social and “fun” aspects of prison 

which may stem from being surrounded by friends which Thomas tried to knife away 

from when attempting to transition to desistance. 

Now don’t get me wrong when I was locked up I did have more fun in prison 

and that’s being straight like, I know it’s strange to hear like but like when I 

was locked up before it was like I enjoyed myself like it was more fun inside 

than it was outside. [Thomas, line 61] 

This highlights a direct contrast between reoffending and being surrounded by peers 

in prison which was perceived in a positive light by most men and women versus 

attempts to transition to desistance which can be linked to isolation and loneliness. 

Laura also reflected on the positive aspects of prison which stemmed from 

the availability of substances within the prison such as Methadone and Valium which 

were prescribed for her alongside some additional substances that she received 

from friends. 

Cause I was still getting my methadone in there, I was still getting my tablets 

in there so I was still. While I was in there, like you’re zonked out of it like and 
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you’re getting stuff in there as well like cause I knew every, one of the girls in 

there so it’s like they were always getting parcels in and this and that so it 

just didn’t phase me. [Laura, line 73] 

Here participants reflect on positive prison experiences, learning to read and 

write in prison, having fun in prison and having access to drugs. It is clear that prison 

did not act as a deterrent to reduce future offending and instead people internalised 

a prison identity. In fact, through spending time with other people in prison, 

individuals can develop a positive social identity. Boduszek and Debowska (2017) 

refer to social identities that highlight an individual’s similarities with others and this 

is evident in this research amongst participants who may have had more in common 

with others in prison than they did with members of their own family or community. 

Given structural and developmental factors this new, normalised, and reinforced 

social identity of prisoner and criminal helped to facilitate reoffending while 

simultaneously excluding an individual from conventional society. In this sense, 

developmental, social, subjective, and structural factors clearly influence people’s 

reoffending experiences, reinforce a criminal identity and explain why reoffending 

behaviour can continue. 

The criminal justice system can also exacerbate the discrimination 

experienced by ethnic minority groups in Ireland. The interviews of 5 out of 28 

participants revealed that 3 men identified as Irish Traveller, 1 woman identified as 

Asian and 1 woman identified as Muslim. This is not surprising given that the most 

recent Irish Census revealed a rapidly changing multi-cultural society in terms of 

religion and ethnicity with increasing numbers identifying as Irish traveller (30,987 

individuals, a 5.1% increase), Muslim (29.8% increase) and Orthodox Christian (37.5% 

increase) (Central Statistics Office, 2017). Although the Irish Census 2016 included a 

range of different ethnicities for people to select reflecting a multi-cultural society, 

the Irish criminal justice system (CJS) still has no ethnic monitoring system a fact 

raised by other scholars (Brandon & O’Connell, 2018) and thus, there is no way to 

compare the current sample to populations within the criminal justice system. 

Individuals in this research who already identified as alternative to Irish also had an 
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assumed and in some cases internalised criminal identity that is linked to their 

surrounding social world. In this sense an individual’s social context can influence 

their perception of themselves and the perception of other people (Côté, 2006; 

Flynn, 2010).  

 As identity is a key subjective factor in desistance research, identity was 

already pre-acknowledged as a theme to specifically look for when analysing data 

due to the conceptual framework of this research. However, the researcher did not 

ask direct questions about either race or ethnicity. Therefore, the 5 participants with 

identities other than Irish volunteered this information to the researcher without 

prompt during interviews suggesting that their ethnic identity was important to 

them and impacted upon their experiences within the criminal justice system. As 

discussed above an individual’s identity is subjective and influenced by society 

similar to the idea of agency being constrained by social context, therefore the 

addition of a “minority” label alongside the label of an offender and/or drug user can 

further isolate a person from conventional society resulting in reoffending 

continuing for longer. All 5 individuals spoke about this effect of their offender and 

ethnic identity intersecting which further labelled those people as outcasts. The 

experience of Irish Travellers will first be presented, followed by a discussion on 

other ethnic identities.  

To fully understand an individual’s identity, it is necessary to understand the 

subjective individual, the behaviour of an individual and the individual’s membership 

of a societal group (Côté, 2006). Travellers as a social group are named as such due 

to their nomadic lifestyle and may consider others who have spent time in prison as 

similar to those in settled accommodation. Travellers have a strained relationship 

with the settled population of Ireland as Irish people are often vehemently opposed 

to providing sites for travellers close to their communities (Mulcahy, 2011).  

The three individuals who identified as traveller in this research were men 

and masculinity is an important aspect of identity for Traveller men. Hodgins and Fox 

(2012) found that offending and violence is normal for men within the traveller 
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community. Similarly, Irish Travellers are one such group who are regularly 

stereotyped as criminal, dishonest and immoral (Joyce et al., 2017). Traveller men 

live traditional lives whereby working, earning money and violence are key to the 

masculine identity. Offending may link to the social environment where it is 

expected that the men lead and provide for their families which takes precedence 

over education meaning that crime becomes a viable way to earn money. 

Furthermore, traveller men are meant to protect the reputation of their family and 

community (Hodgins & Fox, 2012) which can be problematic when one is officially 

identified as an offender by the criminal justice system. In fact, for Tommo, the 

tripartite identity of offender, drug user and traveller resulted in him feeling like he 

was being deliberately targeted by the Gardai (Irish police). When asked why his 

periods of non-offending did not last, Tommo answered: 

Drugs, relationship problems and rebelling against the criminal justice 

system. Guards have a bad attitude to travellers, they’re biased. I’d rebel 

against the Guards. They intrude on you and abuse you. If you neglect a 

puppy, it’ll bite you so what about a human? [Tommo, line 49] 

As highlighted above, all three aspects of identity, the subjective individual, 

the behaviour of an individual and the individual’s membership of a societal group 

(Côté, 2006) are present in Tommo’s extract. As a subjective individual the desire for 

rebellion is linked to his behaviour and membership of a societal group. Offending 

therefore is an attempt to regain power as his intersecting identities left him feeling 

powerless against the police who he accuses of neglect and cruelty in their 

treatment of travellers and fighting has been identified as one way to protect the 

reputation of the travelling community (Hodgins & Fox, 2012). This idea of feeling 

powerless against the criminal justice system is supported by Tommo’s answer to 

the vignette when he was asked what would happen if Michael didn’t call his 

probation officer? Tommo’s [line 8] response was “It’s serious. He could be sent back 

to jail. He’s probably on a suspended sentence if he’s on Probation.” The reactions of 

other people and criminal justice agencies are things that Tommo cannot control and 

therefore this research finds that the structural context along with socio-cultural 
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factors have influenced how Tommo feels about his identity and contributed to his 

reoffending (Dixon et al., 2019). Research on travellers in Ireland is sparse but the 

police can often treat travellers in an oppressive and disproportionate way 

compared to settled Irish people (Mulchahy, 2011). 

On the other hand, rather than protect the travelling community’s 

reputation, Gerry felt embarrassed by this reputation and tried to hide that identity 

from friends. However, similar to Tommo he felt targeted by Gardai as a result of his 

intersecting traveller and offender identities. He further explained that: 

They’d [friends] never think I’m a traveller and then as soon as they [police] 

get to me, they ask what is your name and where are you from? Right can 

you step out of the car? Oh fucking hell I would be the one caught with a 

warrant or something like that. Oh Jesus Christ I was always that awkward 

one and me friends were like what was that? [Gerry, line 133] 

As an individual, Gerry was embarrassed and tried to hide his traveller identity that 

has negative connotations in Irish society when he was with friends (Mulcahy, 2011). 

His identity was revealed upon contact with the Gardai and further attempts to 

secure a non-offender identity and move away from offending were also hindered by 

his past offending behaviour and assumed identity. This led to moments where 

Gerry felt like he could gain a sense of purpose and control over his life through 

returning to offending (Halsey et al., 2016). Tommo’s analogy of a neglected dog 

biting to defend itself is quite powerful in this regard as both Tommo and Gerry 

reacted by biting which suggests that reoffending continues due to its ability to 

provide a form of self-protection.  

Gerry spoke about his “fuck that” moments when he tried to prioritise 

education which is not the norm for travellers (Halsey et al., p. 1041). Gerry studied 

to complete certificates yet still could not get a job due to his traveller and offender 

identities and socio-economic position in society. Employment could be a key factor 

to successful desistance (King, 2013b; Laub & Sampson, 2001) and this research finds 



219 

 

that employment can also be a key barrier to desistance that explains why people 

return to crime to boost self-esteem in the face of rejection. 

I had this set of mind no matter what you do, like there’s me after going to 

college for fucking two year now, no matter what you do it’s no good, Fuck 

that or whatever you know? [Gerry, line 56] 

Pauliea also spoke about his identity interacting with structural factors, 

namely difficulties associated with having a traveller identity and the criminal justice 

system. Long spells in prison resulted in Tommo feeling isolated from his community 

and he therefore faced difficulties reintegrating back into the traveller way of life. 

But em it’s a bit hard to blend back in because you kind of get used to them 

how they live and you’re used to your own thing for so long on your own ya 

know. And they kind of don’t understand that either ya know what I mean. 

Not where I come from anyway cause I’m a member of the travelling 

community like ya know. And em they kind of don’t understand that either. 

[Pauliea, line 55] 

In this sense Travellers in Ireland have been arguably cordoned off from the 

rest of society resembling Waquant’s (2008) hyperghettotisation idea that unwanted 

members of society can be spatially trapped. Although offending and violence are 

normalised in Traveller culture, Travellers who serve long prison sentences face 

losing the respect of their community as while in prison men cannot provide for their 

families which is a key part of men’s Traveller identity. In addition, the conditions 

imposed by the criminal justice system upon release often conflict with the Traveller 

way of life as the requirement to register at a police station every day means that a 

nomadic lifestyle is not possible which further impacts an individual’s ability to 

successfully reintegrate into the community. The lack of understanding the criminal 

justice has for this ethnic identity and lifestyle can explain continued and returns to 

offending. 

Annie also felt that her treatment by criminal justice agencies was out of her 

control although unlike Tommo and Gerry, Annie did not report specific targeting by 
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police due to her ethnicity. Instead, Annie started offending having lost her mother 

back in Asia resulting in her feeling increasingly isolated and like she did not belong 

in Ireland. Once Annie committed her first offence, she was subsequently labelled as 

an offender by the criminal justice system. This suggests that this feeling of 

powerlessness and subsequent rebellion may not be unique to Irish traveller men 

and can stem from internal feelings of isolation due the combination of identity, 

treatment by society and labelling by criminal justice agencies (discussed in chapter 

6).  

Yes, yes. They’ve [the police] been following so. Some kind like, there’s no, I 

mean I didn’t see that I’ve been given chance to fix myself so better I do 

more, I do more [commit offences] because people [police] following there’s 

no point if I do better, they only see if I do worse so yeah. [Annie, lines 92-93] 

Unfortunately for Annie these offences and subsequent probation orders combined 

with her ethnic identity to make her feel further isolated from society. Her offender 

identity resulted in perceived targeting by the police who started “following” her 

which made Annie feel like her offender identity was permanent, that there was no 

point in trying to change. Furthermore, as an Asian woman living in Ireland, the loss 

of her mother who Annie was geographically separated from and therefore could 

not provide any care for may have resulted in significant feelings of guilt along with a 

loss of an important support network (South Asian Concern, 2019).  

Tommo, Gerry, and Annie’s narratives all link to Maruna’s condemnation 

script as given their subsequent labelling by the criminal justice system along with 

other alternative identities it could be argued that they felt “doomed to deviance.” 

However, this research makes the case that the three individuals in fact acted with 

agency in response to structural, social, and/or subjective factors and reoffending 

served to claim back some power and purpose over their lives. In other words, they 

intended to take ownership of their alternative identities rather than become 

“doomed” to them. In this sense, the criminal justice system is a constraint and 

different identities can shape interaction and allow for agency in how people choose 
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to respond to different constraints they encounter (De Coster & Heimer, 2017). 

Therefore, an individual’s understanding of their own identity in the context of their 

social world can explain decisions to continue with and return to crime as criminality 

can result in gaining empowerment. 

 Karen’s case is included for discussion in this section but Karen cannot be 

considered to have engaged in reoffending having only committed one offence in 

her life. However, Karen and Annie share some things in common worth mentioning: 

unlike the men and other women in this sample Karen and Annie both started 

offending later in life, neither women suffered addiction problems, they were both 

married with children and spoke about pro-social husbands and the support of their 

wider family. Both Karen and Annie spoke about offending in response to hurt and 

anger, Annie because she lost her mother and Karen because her husband was 

unfaithful to her. Although a one-time offender, Karen’s offence was serious enough 

to warrant a prison sentence and this experience made her determined to ensure 

that she never offended again. Her prison experience was marked by her identity 

which was visibly Muslim as a result of wearing a Hijab meaning that prison was a 

very unpleasant and violent environment for Karen.  

Oh yeah I was hopped on [assaulted] a few times. It’s a violent place and it’s 

quite racist. It’s fine on the outside but racism is bad in prison. [Karen, line 

31] 

In this sense the social environment of prison which violently targeted Karen 

because of her alternative identity made her determined to pursue a crime-free 

lifestyle when released from prison. It could be argued that as Karen only offended 

once and subsequently experienced violence in prison that she never internalised a 

criminal identity due to her fear of how she as a Muslim woman was treated in 

prison. Thus, Karen’s experience encouraged her to actively pursue a non-offender 

identity which would be compatible with her Muslim identity outside of prison in a 

social world that she did not consider racist. Unlike the other participants with 

alternative to Irish identities, Karen did not feel isolated in her community and social 
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world, it was only in prison that Karen experienced isolation and discrimination. 

Returning to a stable family upon release aided with Karen’s reintegration into the 

community. Her focus on minding her children and helping them with their 

homework provided purpose and stability allowing Karen to resume a mother and 

non-offender identity helping to avoid a return to crime. 

Therefore, to understand reoffending it is necessary to understand how the 

multiple identities of people who offend interact with developmental and wider 

social and structural factors. In different ways all 5 participants discussed a sense of 

isolation due to their identities and interaction with different social worlds whether 

it was the social world associated with the criminal justice system or the social world 

of their own communities. The different combinations of offender, alternative ethnic 

and drug user identities resulted in difficultly imagining a plausible future crime free 

identity for all participants except Karen. The offence for which Karen was 

imprisoned was her only offence and therefore she never fully internalised an 

offender identity and that coupled with familial support maintained her to move 

away from the label of offender. For the other participants who identified as 

alternative to Irish and for Annie, their alternative identities further labelled and 

isolated them resulting in reoffending as a form of rebellion and self-protection.  

7.3 Dealing with change 

Having developed a criminal identity and engaged in reoffending for a period of 

time, this research contends that it is very difficult for individuals to initiate and 

maintain a different identity and purpose in life as they are faced with certain losses 

linked to moving away from crime. In addition, as discussed in the previous chapter, 

people use reoffending or substance abuse behaviour as a coping mechanism to 

escape trauma or loss. Therefore, people may return to crime for a variety of 

reasons linked to the process of change. Firstly, people who offend and desire 

change have to orientate their agency towards the long-term goal of desistance but 

agency is conditioned by social context which can lie outside an individual’s control. 

Secondly, changing towards desistance is a process that will usually not deliver quick 
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measurable results or purpose like offending can. Thirdly, individuals need to face up 

to the loss of social identities and peers before attempting to rebuild other social 

identities such as father, mother, son, or daughter which again is a long-term effort 

which also may not have immediate results. Having lived a life of immediate 

gratification for many years it can be very difficult to move away from offending 

behaviour. 

 Change can be very difficult associated with a loss of a familiar identity and 

behaviour alongside the experience of wider social and structural barriers meaning 

that change can cause people to lose the direction and purpose that they had 

previously gained from offending. Faced with this loss, it is difficult not to start 

considering a return to offending as is evident from John’s extract. 

But I shoulda seen the writing on the wall because I was getting little small 

ideas but I wasn’t acting on them and then eventually… I took the purse. 

[John, line 66] 

Gerry also speaks about intermittent reoffending whereby he describes shoplifting 

as a habit that he found really difficult to stop as it was linked to a sense of 

achievement or empowerment. 

I often walked into a shop and spent €80 and took up a packet of chewing 

gums and walked out the door but I’d still have to pick up the packet of 

chewing gums. It really annoys me but it just, it’s like force of habit, it 

becomes a habit like I have money and all but no, not going to pay for it no. 

[Gerry, line 73] 

The reality of change is also difficult so while people sometimes expressed a 

desire or intent to change, the reality of rehabilitation and getting sober was difficult 

to commit to. 

And em I went into treatment, got kicked out of treatment, I was using. 

[Laura, line 91] 
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Lastly, Marie speaks about relapse in relation to substance misuse and how the use 

of prescribed medication quickly escalated to buying illegal substances. 

I was walking up town and somebody says to me ‘are you looking?’ And I was 

like ‘no, what have you got?’ But it was Valium and my thing was I still sore, 

my back was still out and I thought I’ll take them for a couple of extra days 

and I’ll be grand but once I stepped over that line to buying them on the 

street that was it, I was gone. [Marie, line 75] 

It is clear from these extracts that people did desire change and begin to 

initiate that journey, however when faced with the reality of change it was 

sometimes easier to revert to familiar habitual behaviour that corresponded with 

and restores their old identity. Giddens (1984) emphasises this and writes that there 

is a sense of ontological security through routine which allows individual to exert 

some control. This suggests that when people struggle with change that returning to 

routine reoffending behaviour can restore a temporary sense of control. In each 

extract individuals used their agency within the context of their personal situation 

and social environment to return to crime. This is summed up well by Pat [line 98]: 

“yeah I just couldn’t go back to prison again. But like I was still, I would’ve still been 

committing offences in that mind frame going I cannot face jail again.”  Reoffending 

can thus fulfil short-term goals, meet short-term needs, and produce quick results 

whether those results are financial, empowerment, or substance related. Sheehan 

and Trotter (2018) discuss women’s desistance and comment that desistance is 

more successful when women could develop purpose and meaning in their lives 

following release from prison. This research demonstrated that the transition period 

often results in a lack of purpose in life for both men and women leading to returns 

to offending to restore a sense of direction to life. 

 The following sections discuss returns to offending in two ways. Firstly, 

reoffending will be discussed as an avoidance behaviour enabling people to deny the 

consequences of their actions. Secondly it will be highlighted that reoffending 

enables people to escape the new reality of a crime free identity and lifestyle. 



225 

 

7.3.1 Reoffending to avoid dealing with the consequences of a criminal lifestyle 

The loss of meaning and direction associated with moving away from crime is 

difficult as it resulted in participants having a lot of free time on their hands to 

reflect on their criminal past and the associated harm that their behaviour caused. 

This reflection sometimes resulted in returns to offending and substance misuse to 

escape from reality. Thomas spoke about reflecting on his role in introducing his 

friends to heroin:  

Cause out of us all like, I was the first one like well me and me mate like but it 

was in me house where I gave two people a shot and they went from there 

like and then it just went on there. So sometimes I do wonder like did I ruin 

their lives do you know what I mean like? Like there’s three of them that’s 

dead now but like sometimes I do wonder did I ruin their lives like. [Thomas, 

line 46] 

Faced with having to stop spending time with criminal friends and spend more time 

alone alongside having no employment because of a criminal record, Thomas had a 

lot of time to think about the consequences of his criminal past and his role in 

introducing his friends to drugs. When this was combined with a break-up with his 

girlfriend Thomas spoke about reoffending and “slipping off the head a bit” which 

may have been an attempt to avoid dealing with his circumstances and the harm 

that his offending and drug use caused. This demonstrates the importance of the 

interaction of agency and structural constraints in supporting desistance that has 

been demonstrated with adult (Côté, 2002, Giordano et al., 2002) and youth 

offenders (Barry, 2010). Without any “hook” to support people’s attempts to desist, 

agency to change can falter and people can return to offending to escape the reality 

of change.  

Similarly, when sober Mamie had no distraction from the loss of her mother 

and therefore struggled with the loss and returned to crime and drug use which 

resulted in her son getting taken into care. As such the last resemblance of purpose 

and meaning in her life disappeared resulting in a return to reoffending that lasted 
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for a period of approximately 5 years. The length of time spent reoffending allowed 

Mamie to escape the reality of her situation and avoid dealing with the 

consequences of her reoffending behaviour, something which she still struggled with 

at the time of interview describing a recent court appearance: 

So the Judge is looking at me, the reason for all that reoffending, reoffending, 

reoffending, reoffending is because me son’s gone, me house is gone you 

know? [Mamie, line 129] 

Similarly, Nidge stopped offending and using cannabis but struggled to deal 

with the consequences of his reoffending behaviour, specifically the way he used to 

treat his partner which resulted in depression. 

And then when I started learning that [what verbal abuse was], it was 

another height of depression man to think back through 30, well we won’t 

say 30 years, 15-20 years that I put her through verbal abuse but I never 

knew what a verbal abuse was man, I never knew anything like that cause at 

least I wasn’t hitting the woman. I don’t hit women that’s fucking bollix man, 

the worst thing you can ever do is put a woman through verbal abuse. 

[Nidge, line 77] 

This reflection caused Nidge distress and could have resulted in a return to 

offending. However, Nidge had an additional “hook” to support his journey as he 

learnt of the expected arrival of his grandchildren which helped him to overcome the 

depression related to changing his lifestyle. 

And I said to myself one morning in my room this is one shitty life man then I 

got word that me son’s girlfriend was pregnant. So this is a year earlier 

before I even met her now when I was going through this depression in the 

room, I was saying to myself this is not life man I said God if there’s a God out 

there do something right for me for once. And that’s when I got word that 

there was a girl pregnant for me son. [Nidge, line 12] 
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It has been demonstrated that the process of desistance is obstacle-strewn 

which must be negotiated carefully by an individual (Farrall et al., 2010; Polaschek, 

2016; Shapland & Bottoms, 2011). This research reasons that facing up to the 

consequences of criminal behaviour alongside attempting to overcome wider 

structural and social barriers means that there are significant obstacles on the 

journey to desistance as the struggle to take responsibility for past behaviour can 

undermine an individual’s intent to desist from crime. As Nidge [line 97] commented 

“the consequences of the first chapter goes onto the second chapter of your life 

man.” Having social and structural support can strengthen agency and maintain 

desistance despite obstacles but for the majority of participants returning to 

offending provided a way to delay facing up to the consequences of their past 

behaviour. 

7.3.2 Difficulty in adjusting to reality. 

Maintaining change is “hard” and it can be very difficult to sustain the move away 

from old criminal lifestyles. Both Fiona and Steve spoke about the intent to change 

warring with their familiar offending lifestyle. 

I was so confident leaving [prison] and I fell so hard when I came out I 

couldn’t believe it because I was so positive leaving the prison and I hadn’t 

touched crack for the whole 12 months I was in there and it hadn’t even 

entered me head, I hadn’t craved for it or anything so I was so positive 

leaving prison. I thought this is it now do you know what I mean? And then 

within 6 weeks I was back in [prison] another sentence like. [Fiona, line 71] 

Similarly, Steve spoke about trying to stop taking methadone as a substitute for 

heroin multiple times but not yet succeeding. 

Now I’ve done this a number of times before, the detox thing. But em always 

the trouble I have when I get down to about 20 [millimetres of methadone], I 

panic and I end up using, using heroin. [Steve, line 96] 

As mentioned above, lifestyle change is an obstacle strewn process and in trying to 

transition from a reoffending to a desistance lifestyle, participants lost direction, 
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empowerment and meaning in their lives. On top of that they also had to deal with 

the reality of a different lifestyle and their past behaviour. For a lot of individuals 

involved in a cycle of reoffending, experiences such as imprisonment and substance 

misuse provide routine familiarity and it seems that an explanation for returning to 

offending may be linked to the difficulties related to the reality of release from 

prison, sobriety from drugs and the associated strain of trying to adapt to living in 

community without a routine or clear sense of direction. This demonstrates a 

connection between subjective, social, and structural factors that can help to 

identify why people continue with and/or return to offending. The magnitude of this 

new reality is emphasised by Anton [line 57]: “But when I came out of rehab, I was 

just so intimidated and overwhelmed with everything around me. It was just 

everything was so scary.” It is clear that when faced with the reality of change 

without any alternative to offending which can provide purpose and a new sense of 

identity in life, it can be easier to revert back to habitual offending behaviour 

(Shapland & Bottoms, 2011).  

7.4 Conclusion 

Gaining from reoffending in different ways such as gaining from the criminal 

behaviour itself, gaining a new personal and social identity, dealing with change, and 

subsequent loss of a criminal lifestyle can therefore explain why people continue 

with and/or return to offending. As discussed at the start of this chapter, there are 

subjective, social, and structural markers of well-being for people including meeting 

needs, having purpose, pursuing goals (agency), participation in society and living a 

life of value. Reoffending can provide a way for people to attain these markers given 

exclusion from conventional society.  

Firstly, it has been demonstrated that reoffending can provide a purpose in 

life so that when offending behaviour is reduced or stopped (primary desistance), it 

can lead to a temporary loss of purpose and thus reduced sense of well-being. Thus, 

reoffending can be partially explained as a way to fulfil goals, have purpose and 

meet short-term needs.  Secondly, reoffending and drug use results in a change of 
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social identity meaning that when entering the dimension of primary desistance, it is 

difficult for individuals to fully participate in society due to the interaction between 

their different identities and wider structural factors such as people’s perceptions of 

offenders and treatment by the criminal justice system. Lastly, the chapter examined 

how people who reoffend deal with change highlighting that individuals may 

reoffend to avoid dealing with the consequences of their past behaviour and the 

reality of their new life in the primary desistance dimension. Thus, the journey to 

primary desistance is not a linear journey, it is common for people to return to 

reoffending which may temporarily increase a person’s sense of well-being that 

corresponds with their social reality which for people who offend includes isolation 

and exclusion from conventional society.  

 The restoral of well-being from reoffending is argued to be temporary as 

most participants discussed attempting change multiple times before that change 

became a viable reality highlighting the intermittency that characterises the 

reoffending process. Commonly, research on change is examined from a desistance 

point of view, this chapter examined the “zigzag” by analysing people’s experiences 

of reoffending. It concludes that individuals continue with or return to crime as they 

gain in various different ways from reoffending because they are restricted from 

obtaining conventional success in society due to a criminal record, lack of education, 

poverty or social marginalisation. 
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Chapter 8 – Understanding reoffending: A reoffending process paradigm 

The previous chapters have demonstrated that people continue with and/or return 

to crime because of different interactions between developmental, social, 

subjective, and structural (DSSS) factors. Although individual theories and 

frameworks were critiqued in chapters 1 and 2, this research has combined 

knowledge from desistance and criminal careers to create a conceptual framework 

and used this to identify two global themes to explain reoffending, that people 

continue with and/or return to crime as reoffending acts as a coping mechanism, 

and because people gain from reoffending. Having identified why people reoffend, 

this chapter will consider how the interaction between DSSS factors can identify and 

distinguish between different features of reoffending. This further contributes to 

knowledge by developing a theoretically innovative in-depth understanding of 

different modes of reoffending that people experienced based on DSSS factors.  

Most desistance research prioritises subjective factors to understand 

desistance (Weaver, 2019) which arguably suggests that subjective change is 

essential in desistance with accompanying support from social factors. Structural 

factors while important have not been a primary focus in most desistance research. 

However as indicated in the previous two chapters structural factors are also 

important when it comes to understanding reoffending, the reoffending paradigm 

presented in this chapter does not seek to suggest which factor is most important 

but rather argue that the combination of DSSS factors can help to identify different 

features of reoffending.  

Reaching a consensus on definitions of behaviour is difficult and this is 

demonstrated in desistance literature whereby there is no shared consensus on 

what point an individual achieves primary desistance or secondary desistance 

(Maruna, 2001; Healy, 2010). McNeill (2014) outlines that a main difference 

between primary or secondary desistance is identity which is a subjective concept 

that may help to explain why there is no universal agreement in relation to 

distinguishing between primary and secondary desistance. King (2013b) highlights 
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the importance of acknowledging that individuals can return to offending behaviour 

and stresses that achieving secondary desistance may be temporary for some 

people. Based on people’s reoffending experiences this research has identified four 

different modes of reoffending; persistent reoffending, substance abuse related 

reoffending, intermittent reoffending and returns to offending. The interaction 

between developmental, subjective, social, and structural (DSSS) factors will be 

explored in this chapter to understand these modes. It is important to note that 

these modes are not necessarily experienced by all people who offend and nor do 

they occur in a linear fashion. 

Kazemian (2007) in reviewing desistance research presents a compelling 

argument that typologies or classifications of people who offend are not valid tools 

due to great variability within groups and offenders and non-offenders not 

representing two different sorts of people but being at different stages in the 

offending process. This chapter does not seek to argue that individuals who reoffend 

can be neatly categorised into types or that it is possible to account for the majority 

of variability between individuals but suggests that having a preliminary paradigm 

may be helpful to further understand different modes of reoffending behaviour. 

Consistent with desistance literature, the pilot paradigm provided is a first attempt 

at understanding different dimensions of reoffending highlighting continuity and 

change in reoffending behaviour as a process.  

Building on Zara and Farrington’s (2016) and Moffitt’s (1993) work and 

focusing on exploring the three terms commonly used to describe reoffending 

namely persistence, reoffending and recidivism (see chapter 2) this research 

proposes four distinct modes in reoffending linked to the themes outlined in chapter 

6 and chapter 7. Most reoffending occurs within the persistent reoffending and 

substance abuse related reoffending modes. The first mode to be discussed in this 

chapter is persistent reoffending which is characterised by DSSS factors that are 

aligned with criminality. The second mode is substance abuse related reoffending 

characterised by DSSS factors aligned with substance abuse which shares some 

similarities with Moffitt’s (1993) adolescent limited stage except that Moffitt mainly 
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focuses on developmental and social factors to explain adolescent limited offending 

and this research will examine DSSS factors.  

The third mode identified in this research is intermittent reoffending which 

shares a lot of similarities with primary desistance but the focus in this research is on 

explaining why people reoffend despite an intent or desire to change. The last mode 

is returns to offending whereby people described moving away from an offender 

identity which is linked to secondary desistance only to relapse and become involved 

again in either substance abuse related reoffending or intermittent reoffending. The 

third and fourth modes link to Carlsson’s (2012) research in which two types of 

intermittent reoffending were identified, however Carlsson’s types are different to 

the modes identified in this research. Carlsson’s (2012) first type of intermittent 

reoffending is explained as a pause in offending behaviour without a desire to stop 

offending in the future whereas this research found that individuals often expressed 

a desire to stop and reduced the frequency of their offending resulting in temporary 

abstinences from offending. These temporary abstinences however did not last 

because of a lack of support and structural barriers. The second type of intermittent 

reoffending identified by Carlsson (2012) is incomplete desistance whereby attempts 

to change exist are not realised. This research has identified a return to offending 

mode which occurs after attempts to change are realised. What is clear is that 

people can move forward and backwards through the different modes which 

highlights that individuals do not always progress through the process of reoffending 

in a linear fashion (Carlsson, 2012; Prochaska & DiClemente, 1983; Piquero, 2004; 

Oullet, 2019).  

8.1 Persistent Reoffending: The Interaction of DSSS factors 

One mode that explains why people continue with crime is the persistent 

reoffending mode. It is a conscious decision to combine the term “persistent” and 

“reoffending” to characterise this mode as although most individuals eventually 

move towards desistance, the term persistence suggests continuity and thus can 

explain a mode of reoffending in which criminal behaviour occurs consistently for a 
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long period of time. Other research has identified rare cases whereby persistent 

reoffending can continue throughout the life course suggesting that some people do 

consistently offend over a long period of time (see for example, Farrington, 2015; 

Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; Moffitt, 1993; Sampson & Laub, 1992). Out of 28 

participants, only 3 men in this research can be identified as having engaged with 

persistent reoffending. 

In terms of persistent offending, Zara and Farrington (2016) refer to different 

categories of offending and define persistence as heterogeneous criminal activity, 

whereby individuals are more likely to offend alone rather than as part of a group 

suggesting that they alone are committed to offending and do not desire change, 

this is evident in the case of the 3 men in this research. Moffitt (1993) also identified 

a group she termed “life course persistent” offenders who are rare but are resistant 

to change even in the face of changing circumstances around them meaning that 

their offending remains stable and consistent throughout the life course due to a 

damaging childhood development, for example cognitive deficits making 

reintegration into conventional society very difficult. However, as outlined in chapter 

2, Moffitt’s (1993) explanation relies primarily on developmental factors to 

distinguish between life course persistent offending and adolescent limited 

offending. The reoffending paradigm developed from this research is different as it 

outlines 4 modes of reoffending and uses a combination of developmental, social, 

subjective, and structural (DSSS) factors to understand the persistent reoffending 

mode. 

Criminal career research identifies a group of offenders called chronic 

offenders but variety in definitions of this term means that the concept is not very 

clear (Zara & Farrington, 2016). As mentioned above, this chapter does not seek to 

group offenders into typologies but existing typologies will be used to support the 

persistent reoffending mode. Usually, chronic offenders are defined through small 

groups of individuals who commit the majority of offences and whose probability of 

reoffending increases after each successive offence, an early age of onset, a longer 

criminal career and a certain number of convictions, for example 15 or more 
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(Farrington, 2015). This objective definition of chronic offenders links to the 

persistent reoffending mode in which a large proportion of crime occurs and in 

which individuals engage in offending consistently for a long period of time. 

There are numerous themes identified in chapter 6 and chapter 7 that when 

combined explain why individuals may become involved in persistent offending. 

These organising themes outlined in chapter 6 and 7 will now be analysed further to 

explain why people continue to offend which can be linked to the interaction of DSSS 

factors that explain the persistent reoffending mode (see table 10). These factors 

will then be used to distinguish between different modes of reoffending and form 

the subsequent paradigm of reoffending. 

The themes of a changing identity, gaining from criminal behaviour, 

substance misuse and emotions are interlinked and can explain why people 

persistently continue to reoffend. One of the crucial ways to identify the mode of 

persistent reoffending is through a changed identity that becomes criminally 

orientated linked to emotions and gaining from offending. Having no desire to 

change is linked to agency being orientated towards criminality. As highlighted, it is 

misleading to think that people who offend lack agency, their agency is instead 

directed towards criminality meaning that crime becomes their identity, goal and 

aim in life and crime therefore continues for people to main their identity and 

purpose in life. Persistent reoffending is also associated with substance abuse but 

what is unique about this mode is that substance abuse is the secondary motivation 

for offending. In other words, the primary motivation for persistent reoffending is 

offending itself, all three participants spoke about committing offences when sober 

and “non-stop offending” [Shane, line 29]. Thus, a criminally orientated agency helps 

to characterise persistent reoffending and explain why reoffending behaviour 

continues. 
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Table 10 

Persistent Reoffending Mode: Relevant Factors 

Persistent 
reoffending: Key 
organising themes 

Corresponding 
developmental, 
social, subjective, 
structural (DSSS) 
factor 

Relevant chapter Relevant 
participants 

Changing Identity Subjective 

Social 

Structural 

Developmental  

Chapter 7 

Chapter 6 & 7 

Chapter 6 

Chapter 7 

Pat 

Nidge 

Shane 

Gaining from criminal 
behaviour 

Subjective 

Structural  

Social 

Chapter 7 

Chapter 7 

Chapter 7 

Pat 

Nidge 

Shane 

Emotions Subjective 

Social 

Structural 

Developmental 

Chapter 7 

Chapter 6 

Chapter 6 

Chapter 6 

Pat 

Nidge 

Shane 

Substance misuse 
(secondary to 
reoffending) 

Subjective  

Social 

 

Chapter 6 

Chapter 6 

Chapter 6 

Pat  

Nidge 

Shane 

   

No women were identified as engaging with persistent reoffending 

suggesting that for women crime itself was not the primary motivating factor for 

engaging in criminal behaviour. The masculine identity therefore may be important 

to understanding persistent reoffending and Nidge, Pat and Shane all revealed 

aspects of hegemonic masculinity in their interviews whereby they desired to be 

perceived as the best criminal or the toughest. This was potentially legitimised by 

growing up in marginalised neighbourhoods and facing childhood adversity whereby 

perceptions of being tough were considered worthy. Thus, an interaction between 
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developmental factors, social roles in communities and identities can explain 

persistent reoffending and shed light on why people continue to reoffend. 

As individuals engage further in reoffending their identities change. The 

development of a gendered criminal identity can further help to explain persistent 

reoffending as men spoke about being perceived as a good or daring criminal which 

is linked to hegemonic masculinity. This links to a sense of empowerment whereby 

being a good or daring criminal was perceived as a good way to overcome structural 

barriers and this is evident in the case of Pat, Nidge, and Shane (discussed in chapter 

7). Empowerment is interesting in relation to developmental factors too as Pat, 

Nidge, and Shane all spoke about adversity due to loss or trauma at home from an 

early age. Feeling powerless as a child and experiencing loss or trauma as a child is 

linked to a loss in faith that there is order and continuity in life (Halsey, 2018) and 

therefore persistent reoffending may offer individuals a way to secure continuity 

through criminality. This was not the case for all individuals who experienced trauma 

but for Pat, Nidge, and Shane the interplay between adversity, identity and purpose 

meant that they engaged in persistent reoffending.  

Social factors can also explain continuing involvement in criminality. A 

changing subjective identity is linked with changes to an individual’s social identity 

whereby individuals who engage in persistent reoffending can offend alone or with 

peers. This is particularly important as a change in social group and external 

recognition of criminal behaviour can confirm and reinforce the offender identity 

resulting in isolation and removal from any pro-social relationships. In addition, 

research conducted by Lewis (2018) found that young offenders especially viewed 

risk taking as a pleasurable experience and this research found that pleasure or 

enjoyment of crime is also relevant in adulthood and is a feature of the persistent 

reoffending mode. This enjoyment can positively reinforce a criminal identity and 

thus developmental, social, and subjective factors influence the formation and 

maintenance of a criminal identity linked to persistent reoffending. 
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Linked to a criminal identity the organising theme of gaining from criminal 

behaviour is relevant to understanding why criminal behaviour can be persistent. 

Pat, Shane, and Nidge all perceived several gains from criminal activity that 

demonstrate an interaction between subjective, social, and structural factors. The 

gains associated with criminal behaviour can also orientate agency towards 

criminality. This was highlighted through a lack of desire for change and criminality 

providing purpose and routine in life (chapter 7). A criminally orientated agency and 

the idea of gaining from crime can also be explained by structural factors as 

individuals spoke about crime as a form of empowerment in the face of structural 

barriers such as marginalisation, homelessness, and poverty. In addition, as 

discussed in relation to a changing identity, social factors were also relevant as 

persistent reoffending is associated with a long-term change in social identity. A 

criminal identity was reinforced through structural barriers, societal stigma, and the 

criminal justice system. This was associated with isolation and the loss of pro-social 

relationships. This complex interaction of subjective, social, and structural factors 

demonstrates that persistent reoffending provided individuals with purpose and 

goals to aim for in life which explains why crime continued.   

 The organising theme of emotions also helps to explain why crime continues 

as emotions are complex and linked to gaining from crime. One theme that clearly 

distinguishes persistent reoffending from other reoffending behaviour is the positive 

emotions linked to crime, the belief that there are gains from offending. Persistent 

reoffending can be a form of empowerment in the face of adversity such as barriers 

to re-joining conventional society because of a criminal record and criminal label 

whereby social factors intersect to reinforce an individual’s marginalised identity as 

the individual is viewed as a criminal in their community. Adversity can also be 

explained through developmental factors such as childhood trauma or loss, parental 

substance misuse or instability in early life (Bishop & Almquist, 2020) and persistent 

reoffending continues as it is perceived as a viable way to overcome adversity which 

was true for Pat, Nidge, and Shane. Pat, Nidge, and Shane were different from the 

rest of this sample as their experiences of persistent reoffending meant that they 
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distinguished between their criminality and their substance misuse and spoke about 

committing offences when sober too. This suggests that the persistent reoffending 

mode is primarily criminally orientated which explains why reoffending continues.  

There is thus a complex interplay between subjective factors such as 

emotions and perceptions of crime and self; social factors such as society’s view of 

an individual as a criminal; structural barriers such as a criminal label and criminal 

record and developmental factors such as childhood trauma and loss. When these 

DSSS factors intersect men spoke about reoffending providing a sense of purpose in 

life and about developing an expertise in reoffending behaviour. Developing this 

expertise and achieving purpose from offending can be a way to empower oneself in 

the face of multiple barriers meaning that individuals have no desire to change and 

this is a defining feature of persistent reoffending. 

 Lastly, substance abuse is relevant in the cases of Pat, Nidge, and Shane who 

all spoke about addictions to different substances but this research argues that it is 

possible for people who do not engage in substance abuse to also engage with 

persistent reoffending as persistent reoffending. In this sample, Pat, Nidge and 

Shane all spoke about a love for drugs and offending demonstrating a link between 

criminality and substance misuse however as mentioned, all 3 participants also 

spoke about offending when sober. 

Do you think you would’ve offended for as long without the drug use? 

[Interviewer] 

Well that’s a good question. Em, yeah, yeah I would of yeah. Because I was 

offending and then after the heroin, I just changed my offending. [Pat, line 

103] 

 From an early age, Pat (12 years old), Shane (13 years old) and Nidge (11 years old) 

spoke about getting in trouble and enjoying making trouble. In this sense subjective 

emotions are important as enjoyment of crime continued both during and after 

addictions and in this sense, it is not just offending that is consistent but enjoyment 

of offending which explains why reoffending continues. When introduced to 
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substances, Pat, Nidge and Shane all also spoke about enjoying drugs so their 

substance misuse was linked to persistent reoffending but persistent reoffending can 

arguably happen independently of substance abuse too. 

 Given that substance misuse features in the persistent reoffending mode, it is 

possible that individuals can move from a persistent reoffending mode to a 

substance abuse related reoffending mode and this occurred for Nidge in this 

research. Until 26 years of age Nidge consistently engaged in criminality and 

demonstrated DSSS factors orientated towards criminality linked to persistent 

reoffending. However, as the consequences of Nidge’s criminality started to 

outweigh the gains, he was given a chance by a Judge to avoid prison, a chance that 

Nidge never expected due to his criminal identity and the social and structural 

barriers he faced. Following that chance, Nidge spoke about change whereby dealing 

and using cannabis became his main purpose in life and he therefore entered the 

substance abuse reoffending stage in which he remained for approximately 29 years. 

I never robbed a thing in me life since I walked out [of court]. That’s when I 

started getting into selling a 50 [grams] bags. But I gave him [Judge] my word 

that I’d change my convict ways which I did. I gave up robbing, I gave up 

everything. So I started getting into a bit of weed, I gave up the alcohol, I 

started smoking weed so I was buying me ounce of weed, sell half of it and 

keep the other half for myself so that’s what I was doing. [Nidge, line 66] 

This is an important change as previously Nidge offended for the sake of engaging in 

criminality but his move away from robbery into taking and dealing cannabis 

demonstrates a change whereby Nidge replaced the meaning in life he used to gain 

from criminality with meaning from dealing and consuming substances. In doing so 

Nidge’s offending changed to be primarily linked to substance misuse which is a 

defining characteristic of the substance abuse reoffending mode. Unlike Nidge, Pat 

and Shane transitioned from engaging with persistent reoffending to attempts to 

stop offending linked to the intermittent reoffending mode. 
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Therefore, to understand why crime continues the defining features of the 

persistent reoffending mode are a criminally orientated agency, continuous 

offending behaviour, criminality providing empowerment and purpose and 

criminality providing a way to deal with loss or trauma. The interaction of DSSS 

factors ultimately results in a lack of desire to change which characterises persistent 

reoffending. Substance misuse may also feature in this stage as an accompaniment 

to a criminal lifestyle and this may encourage individuals to move towards substance 

misuse reoffending before engaging in intermittent reoffending.  

 

8.2 Substance abuse related reoffending: Interaction of DSSS factors 

The second mode identified in this research is substance abuse related reoffending 

and this mode can also help to explain why people continue to reoffend with 

different emphases in relation to DSSS factors compared to the persistent 

reoffending mode. In this research, most people engaged in the substance abuse 

related reoffending mode which lasted different amounts of time for people linked 

to their substance misuse. In contrast to the persistent reoffending mode which is 

distinguished by a desire to offend, the substance abuse related reoffending mode is 

distinguished by a physical or psychological need to continue misusing substances 

which explains why reoffending continues. A chicken and egg discussion of which 

comes first substance misuse or reoffending goes beyond the scope of this thesis as 

to understand reoffending it is necessary to examine the link between reoffending 

and substance misuse. 21 (14 men and 7 women) individuals interviewed in this 

research engaged in the reoffending mode characterised by dependency on 

substances. Similar to the persistent reoffending mode, DSSS factors can help to 

understand the substance abuse related reoffending mode and how it explains why 

people continue with crime (see Table 11). 

Linked to the idea of bounded purpose is the use of substances to escape 

trauma and through this an interaction between subjective and social factors 

becomes apparent. This interaction was gendered, women spoke about using 
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substances to escape trauma due to violent relationships or trauma experienced at 

the hands of others in adulthood meaning that trauma manifested differently for 

men and women. In this sense women’s reoffending links to the battered pathway 

outlined by Daly (1994, chapter 3). Men were later traumatised due to violence and 

experiences linked to their criminality and substance abuse. In contrast, women 

were often traumatised due to physical violence perpetrated by their partner that 

they could not control and which they were particularly vulnerable to given their 

addiction and wider structural barriers such as poverty and homelessness.  

However, women and men were similar in their use of substances to escape 

loss in particular the loss of relationships in their lives usually the loss of a 

relationship either a friend, parent, or child. The interaction of subjective, social, and 

structural factors helps to understand substance misuse for men and women as 

using substances as a form of coping is key part of the substance abuse related 

reoffending mode. Therefore, although experiences of trauma were gendered, 

misusing substances was a form of coping for both men and women which explains 

why criminal behaviour continued to finance that coping mechanism. 

Lastly, it is important to recognise that most individuals who engaged in 

substance abuse related reoffending were misusing substances from a young age. A 

lot of the individuals in this research especially the men spoke about adversity in the 

form of maltreatment or violence at home from a young age and this can result in 

the formation of anti-social relationships, trouble adapting to school and issues with 

regulation (Cicchetti & Handley, 2019). Substance misuse therefore became a form 

of coping from a young age which continued into adulthood and explains why 

reoffending continued. Ultimately therefore, developmental, subjective, and social 

factors intersected to introduce individuals to substances and later served to 

maintain people’s addictions to substances. 
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Table 11 

Substance Abuse Related Reoffending: Relevant Factors 

Substance abuse 
related 
reoffending: Key 
themes 

Corresponding 
SSSD factor 

Relevant 
chapter 

Relevant participants 

Substance abuse  Developmental  

Subjective 

Structural* 

Social  

Chapter 6 

Chapter 6 

Chapter 6 

Chapter 7 

Anton, Arthur, Claire, 
Cristiano, Dave, DB 
Cooper, Steve, David, 
Laura, John, Mamie, 
Rosaleen, Marie, Mary, 
Thomas, Pauliea (alcohol), 
Peter (alcohol), Fiona, 
Tommo, Joseph. 

Identity change* Developmental 

Subjective 

Social 

 

Chapter 6  

Chapter 6 & 7 

Chapter 6 & 7 

Pauliea, Mary, Marie, 
Cristiano, Claire, Rosaleen, 
Laura, Joseph, Fiona, 
Steve. 

Emotions* Subjective 

Structural 

Chapter 6 

Chapter 7 

Thomas, Peter, Pauliea, 
Fiona, DB Cooper, David, 
Cristiano, Marie, Mamie, 
Claire, Laura, Joseph, 
Anton, Steve, Arthur, 
Annie. 

*Gendered 

 

The second organising theme of identity change is also relevant for 

understanding the substance abuse related reoffending mode. Developing a drug-

user identity does not appear to be gendered and is linked to a changing agency 

whereby procuring more of the desired substance becomes the primary goal in life. 

Other values and morals that individuals may once have had become secondary as 

maintaining the addiction becomes necessary for survival. However, the effect and 

perception of a drug user identity is gendered as women were likely to perceive 

themselves as being judged more harshly for addiction and engagement in 
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criminality than men. This is interesting as other research on stigma and opioid use 

revealed that there are higher stigmatising attitudes towards men compared to 

women (Goodyear et al., 2018). This research suggests that even if men are 

stigmatised more than women for opioid use, women’s self-perceptions of stigma 

against them as drug users were harsher. Women perceived themselves to be 

judged negatively by family and society due to their addiction and other research has 

identified that stigma is more likely to be a barrier for women when it comes to 

asking for help (Stringer & Baker, 2015). Stigma may be considered a social 

construction and a structural barrier at the same time and thus subjective, social, 

structural factors are relevant to understanding a drug user identity. This research 

argues that wider factors are particularly important in an Irish context where women 

were historically marginalised and criminalised for sexual transgressions rather than 

illegal activity. Therefore, the development of a drug user identity for both men and 

women alongside wider socio-political factors can explain why reoffending 

continues. 

The development of a drug user identity has consequences and a lot of the 

sample experienced periods of homelessness linked to their addiction. Experiences 

of homelessness were often gendered whereby women using drugs to escape 

trauma may also become homeless to escape further violence or trauma. This 

demonstrates that homelessness for women was sometimes a choice made given a 

lack of other options reflecting a bounded agency. For the women in this research, 

this often resulted in a vicious cycle as women are also more likely to be victimised if 

they become homeless (De Hart et al., 2014; Watson, 2016). For men, homelessness 

was linked to escalating substance misuse rather than to escape physical or sexual 

violence. The development of a drug user identity and becoming homeless can result 

in further disadvantage for both men and women whereby both genders spoke 

about difficulties in getting help and being stereotyped as a “junkie” [Fiona, line 9]. 

The substance abuse related reoffending mode thus explains why reoffending 

continues as it is characterised by reoffending behaviour which is inextricably linked 

to substance misuse and the development and maintenance of a drug user identity 
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which allows both men and women a temporary escape from the reality of social 

(stigma) and structural (homelessness; violence) barriers in society. 

Furthermore, the development of a drug user identity isolates an individual 

from pro-social relationships in life. The result of this is that it is more likely for 

individuals to socialise with other drug users which reinforces the cycle of addiction. 

Although considered anti-social, both men and women also spoke about gaining 

comfort from these relationships. This demonstrates a combination of social and 

subjective factors reinforcing a drug user identity and maintaining substance abuse 

related reoffending. 

 Emotions are also important to understand substance abuse related 

reoffending specifically negative emotions, or the desire to the use substances to 

escape trauma as discussed above. Ironically the use of substances to escape from 

negative emotions, trauma and wider structural barriers was portrayed as positive 

due to the escape providing comfort and purpose. This illustrates how important it is 

to consider how structural factors like being homeless intersect with the subjective 

need for escapism from that reality. Thus, a need to use substances to escape from 

life’s realities is a key aspect of the substance abuse related reoffending mode and 

because of this need it is impossible to determine how long this mode may last for 

an individual. Both men and women also spoke about positive emotions such as a 

love for drugs or drugs providing purpose in life meaning that procuring substances 

became the main goal in life which reinforced a drug user identity as substances 

rather than any other social ties became the all-encompassing goal for individuals. 

 Overall, the substance abuse related reoffending mode is orientated towards 

substance misuse. This mode explains why reoffending continues through a 

combination of developmental (childhood adversity), subjective (emotions, drug-

user identity), social (societal attitudes) and structural (poverty, homelessness) 

factors which are responsible for the onset and continuation of substance misuse 

and substance abuse related reoffending. 



245 

 

8.3 Intermittent reoffending: The interaction of DSSS factors 

The third mode that will be discussed is intermittent reoffending 

characterised by the intent or desire to commit to a non-offending lifestyle which 

sometimes falters due to structural or social barriers, some of which have been 

identified in other research (Halsey et al., 2016). Carlsson (2013, p. 914) describes 

intermittency as “a temporary abstinence from criminal activity during a particular 

period of time only to be followed by a resumption of criminal activity after a 

particular period of time.” Intermittent reoffending is therefore similar to primary 

desistance which is identified through any reduction in offending behaviour (see 

chapter 1) however, this research will explore the intermittent reoffending mode by 

exploring developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors to understand 

why people continue with and/or return to offending which is rare in desistance 

research. Previous research on intermittent reoffending has mainly focused on 

identity that individuals who intermittently offend have not progressed to a 

permanent non-offending identity or cannot yet fully commit to desistance (Baker et 

al., 2015; Paternoster & Pogarsky, 2009). This research explores intermittent 

reoffending as a mode involving DSSS factors rather than primarily linked to an 

individual’s identity.  

Most desistance research supports the idea that all offenders eventually 

desist (see chapter 2). Maruna (2001, p.74) characterised the people who 

reoffended in his sample as reading from a condemnation script but remarked that 

“all of the active sample members will almost surely desist in the near future.” 

Similarly, Sampson and Laub (2003, p. 588) identified a group of people who 

reoffend who always desist, “all offenders desist but at time-varying points across 

the life-course.” To move towards desistance, all the individuals who engaged in 

reoffending behaviour (whether persistent reoffending or substance abuse related 

reoffending) encountered intermittent reoffending. In other words, no individual 

managed an abrupt move towards desistance. Intermittent reoffending can be 

linked to the contemplation (thinking about change) and action stages (behavioural 

change) of Prochaska and DiClemente’s (1983) stages of change model as 
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intermittent reoffending is characterised by a desire or intent to change and/or 

attempts at change that do not last and thus intermittent offending can explain why 

people continue with crime and why people return to crime. 

The intermittent reoffending mode can be understood as a reduction in the 

frequency or severity of offending and/or preliminary intent to change that may not 

always be realised due to DSSS factors meaning that setbacks and/or relapses into 

reoffending or substance abuse are common (see Table 13). Developmental factors 

are not as significant in the intermittent reoffending or return to offending modes as 

these modes are experienced after engagement in persistent reoffending or 

substance abuse related reoffending and thus it is social, subjective, and structural 

(SSS) factors linked to previous reoffending behaviour that predominately 

characterise the intermittent reoffending and return to offending modes. 

The themes outlined in table 12 are all linked closely together to explain 

intermittent reoffending. Thus, the discussion in this chapter will centre around the 

organising theme of dealing with change and how change links to the other 

organising themes in the table. As highlighted in chapter 7, change is not a linear or 

easy journey and this can be explained through the interaction of DSSS factors to 

understand why people continue with and/or return to crime. 

Agency is important as a starting point to understand how individuals deal 

with change in the intermittent reoffending mode. Although individuals in this mode 

may not want to reoffend and desire a crime free life, intermittent reoffending can 

restore a temporary sense of control over their lives which is often missing when 

there is a conflict between an individual’s desire to change and their ability to 

cement that change. Engaging in intermittent reoffending can therefore temporarily 

alleviate frustration with the desistance process.  

Agency may thus serve to psychologically protect an individual from failure. 

For example, Maruna (2001, p.78) writes that, “intentionally failing may be less 

stressful on a person’s ego than trying to succeed and failing anyway.” In this sense, 

although individuals who intermittently reoffend may have emotions aligned with 
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desistance such as the desire for a normal life and feeling tired of crime, they may 

use their agentic ability to protect themselves from failure by temporarily altering 

their intent to change, this in turn justifies failure and protects the self. This also links 

with developmental factors as although individuals spoke about getting to a point 

where they felt tired of crime and desired change demonstrating changes to their 

maturity, the intermittent reoffending mode is characterised by an underdeveloped 

resilience and/or ability to cope with adversity delaying an individual’s progression 

towards secondary desistance. 

Gadd and Jefferson (2007) also refer to the self-defence mechanism as a way 

of protecting the self from society’s condemnation. This links to the theme of gaining 

from criminal behaviour as individuals can gain protection from external 

condemnation by engaging in intermittent reoffending or escaping condemnation 

through substance misuse. This research links condemnation to social and structural 

barriers that individuals encounter upon trying to become members of conventional 

society, escape their criminal label and establish a crime-free identity. Cornish and 

Clarke (2014, p. 33) developed the idea of “bounded rationality” that actions are not 

always appear to be objectively rational from the outside but may be rational to the 

person behind them. This applies to the intermittent reoffending mode whereby 

individuals may desire change but be unable to support that change due to wider 

social and structural factors. In addition, individuals may start to initiate change and 

then recognise that change leaves individuals vulnerable and isolated which explains 

why people may decide to continue or return to reoffending. 
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Table 12 

Intermittent Reoffending: Relevant Factors 

Intermittent reoffending: 
Key themes 

Corresponding DSSS 
factor 

Relevant chapter 

Substance abuse Subjective 

Social 

Structural 

Chapter 6 

Chapter 6 

Chapter 6 & 7 

Chapter 6 & 7 

Emotions Developmental 

Subjective 

Social 

Structural 

Chapter 6 

Chapter 6 & 7 

Chapter 6 & 7 

Chapter 6 

Structural barriers Subjective 

Social 

Structural 

Chapter 6 & 7 

Chapter 7 

Chapter 6 

Identity change Subjective 

Social 

Structural 

Chapter 7 

Chapter 7 

Chapter 6 

Gaining from criminal 
behaviour 

Subjective 

Social 

Structural 

Chapter 6 & 7 

Chapter 7 

Chapter 6 

Dealing with change Subjective 

Social 

Structural 

Chapter 6 

Chapter 6 & 7 

Chapter 6 & 7 

 

Substance abuse is also important to consider in the intermittent reoffending 

mode. This research argues that another reason why people may intermittently 

reoffend over time is because they have difficulty adapting to the idea of or the 

reality of a new lifestyle without crime or substance misuse (Zamble & Quinsey, 
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1997). For individuals who were previously involved in the substance abuse related 

reoffending mode, temporary abstinences from criminal behaviour are often linked 

to temporary abstinences from substance misuse. Given that substance misuse for 

individuals was often a response to trauma, temporary abstinences occurred 

regularly but difficulty in coping with sobriety and difficulty dealing with the 

consequences of substance misuse such as damaged social ties resulted in a return 

to substance misuse which restored a sense of purpose and comfort. This is summed 

up by Marie [line 71] “so I would’ve went in and out of treatment for bloody years 

like I mean that was 17, I’m 42 now next month so it was a long road of trying to get 

clean.” The physical issues linked to substance misuse can be treated (e.g., 

methadone) but the psychological issues linked to substance misuse (e.g., trauma) 

are not so easily to resolve – this explains why people may return to crime and gaps 

in offending may not last long in the intermittent reoffending mode.  

For people who reoffend persistently, addiction is also relevant and often 

provides comfort meaning that dealing with change is difficult. In addition, 

persistent reoffending requires a need to cope with the loss of criminal behaviour 

and deal with the consequences of that criminal behaviour which further makes 

dealing with change very difficult. In addition, people who engage in persistent 

offending are less likely to believe that change is possible or that there is support. 

Pat emphasises this: 

I think no matter who or what was sitting in front of me trying to help or 

whatever, I was not listening to you, I was not listening. F**k you and f**k 

you and I’m doing this. [Pat, line 86]. 

Thus, the persistent reoffending mode in which a lifestyle completely orientated 

around crime and substance misuse was established makes facing the reality of a 

new lifestyle in the intermittent reoffending stage extremely difficult. This can help 

to explain why people continue with reoffending instead of attempting change. 

Lastly, identity change is another theme relevant to understanding difficulties 

in dealing with change and recognising the features of the intermittent reoffending 
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mode. Having engaged in either substance abuse related reoffending or persistent 

reoffending, individuals develop a criminal identity which results in the “knifing off” 

of pro-social relationships and employment opportunities in their lives (Maruna & 

Roy, 2007, p. 104). Although criminal identities are gendered, both men and women 

spoke about gaps in criminal behaviour and substance misuse aligning with a 

perceived gap in identity. These gaps often resulted in an individual losing their 

purpose, goals, and anti-social relationships which were linked to reoffending. This 

leaves people with an insecure identity and very little support while attempting to 

rebuild pro-social support which is often a tenuous and fragile exercise and explains 

why people return to offending. Structural barriers and social environments can 

influence an individual’s understanding of their own identity which also explains 

intermittency. Therefore, it appears that when individuals attempt to move away 

from crime, they can suffer from an identity crisis which can often result in a return 

to offending. Failure at establishing pro-social relationships and having a crime free 

identity reinforced by society can result in individuals staying in the intermittent 

reoffending mode with aligns with an established criminal or drug user identity.  

 Therefore, the interaction of developmental, subjective, social, and structural 

factors are important in the intermittent reoffending mode and explain why people 

can continue with or return to criminal behaviour:  

1. Offending continued as a desire for change without the ability to change 

behaviour due to social and structural barriers meant that intentions do not 

match offending behaviour.  

2. People return to offending when faced with the reality of behavioural 

change, the desire to change fades and individuals may purposively reoffend 

to regain a sense of control or empowerment over their lives. In this case 

intentions match behaviour. 

It is worth noting that individuals who experience setbacks will more than likely 

eventually achieve their goal of desistance once there is some pro-social alignment 

between DSSS factors. 
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8.4 Return to reoffending: Interaction of SSS factors 

The last mode to be highlighted which explains why people return to crime is the 

return to offending mode after engaging with secondary desistance. This return to 

offending behaviour can be explained by the loss of practical or emotional support 

maintaining a new crime free identity supported by the findings in chapter 6 

(Carlsson, 2013; Hasley et al., 2016). Furthermore, Halsey et al. (2016) comment that 

desistance does not fail because individuals want to reoffend but because by failing, 

individuals may experience a temporary sense of control over their lives and 

alleviate their frustration with the desistance process. Therefore, this research has 

identified the return to offending mode characterised by achievement of secondary 

desistance which fails due to subjective, social, and structural factors (see table 13).  

 

Table 13 

Return to offending: Relevant Organising Themes and SSS Factors 

Failed desistance: Key 
themes 

Corresponding DSSS factor Relevant chapter 

Substance Misuse Subjective 

Social 

Structural 

Chapter 6 

Chapter 6 & 7 

Chapter 6 

Emotions Subjective 

Social 

Chapter 6 

Chapter 6 & 7 

Structural Barriers Subjective 

Social 

Structural 

Chapter 6 

Chapter 6 & 7 

Chapter 6 

 

While all individuals experienced the intermittent reoffending mode, returns 

to offending were not common and therefore, it is as obvious in the previous two 

chapters as the above three modes were. In other words, it was rarer for individuals 
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to resort to reoffending after engaging with secondary desistance compared to 

resorts to reoffending in the intermittent reoffending mode. Therefore, this chapter 

will firstly explain the return to offending mode before outlining the relevant factors 

that characterise this mode. Three individuals: David, Marie and Thomas 

experienced a return to offending after a significant period of crime free behaviour 

and the establishment of a crime free identity (which are the characteristics of 

secondary desistance).  

David [line 27] was sober and living on his own for 6 years “I got set up, I was 

living on my own for 6 years and I loved it.” He spoke about enjoying his crime free 

lifestyle and establishing a home and crime free identity which is a feature of 

secondary desistance (Maruna, 2001) demonstrating how subjective, social, and 

structural factors aligned in a pro-social way to support his desistance journey. 

Similarly, Marie [line 74] spoke about getting sober and staying sober for 5 years for 

her daughter who made her want a better life for herself and for her daughter “I 

would have had her [daughter] which opened up me heart…so I got clean again and I 

managed to stay clean for another 5 years.” Again, Marie spoke about getting 

rehabilitation support from the state to aid her desistance journey and maintain a 

crime free identity. Like David, pro-social subjective, social, and structural factors 

aligned to support Marie’s desistance journey. Lastly, Thomas [line 16] spoke about 

one day in court in which a Judge gave him a chance and how that resulted in 

approximately 16 years of crime free behaviour “And even the Judge said it that day 

like you know you’re getting a big chance here like and you won’t get it again so and 

I seen that so it was 15/16 years I’m out of trouble like.” Thomas was able to build 

upon that chance and establish a crime free life which again demonstrates the 

importance of subjective, social, and structural factors aligning in a pro-social way to 

support desistance. A return to offending therefore for all three individuals was the 

result of a sudden misalignment of these factors which is important to understand in 

a contextualised way. 

Suffering a loss in social support can be detrimental to desistance and this is 

emphasised by Giordano et al. (2002) who stress the role of the individual in 
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selecting tools in their environment for example, the positive influence of a spouse 

which can then encourage desistance. This is relevant to understanding why both 

David and Thomas relapsed into crime and substance abuse having entered the 

secondary desistance dimension. For David [line 5] the formation of a new 

relationship with a woman who was a heroin user resulted in his decision to start 

using drugs again “I met my girlfriend who was using and I relapsed then. I guess I 

had a choice between her and drugs and walking away, I chose wrong.” David was 

emotionally invested in the relationship and thus his surrounding social and 

subjective factors were no longer pro-social. Losing his home and becoming 

homeless for a while also resulted in structural issues and combined with subjective 

and social factors, David re-engaged with substance abuse related reoffending for a 

period. 

The change in social factors from pro-social to anti-social was also important 

for Thomas [line 19] who attributed his relapse to socialising with the wrong people 

again “back with the wrong people again. Back hanging around. Like I always, I 

always, like I know how to stay clean was to stay away.” Thomas reflected on the 

fact that he knew there was potential for a relapse if he socialised with the wrong 

people yet ended up having “one shot…in a friend’s house.” Subjective factors like 

experiences of boredom and social factors such as re-establishing relationships with 

anti-social friends resulted in a return to a year long period of substance misuse 

related offending demonstrating that Thomas like David relapsed and returned to 

substance abuse related reoffending meaning that reoffending behaviour then 

continued for a period of time. In other words, structural barriers and financial issues 

combined to explain why after a return to crime and drug use substance abuse 

related reoffending continued for both Thomas and David. 

Marie’s experience is slightly different and her return to offending is linked to 

established physical health issues. Fibromyalgia led to a prescription for pain 

medication and Valium which Marie [line 75] explained “triggered off…whatever 

addiction is.” Physical health issues (which are arguably structural factors as physical 

health issues are not something an individual can control) therefore created a 
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subjective desire for more substances which allowed Marie to cope with physical 

pain. In addition, despite Marie changing her identity to focus on being a mother and 

learn about self-care Marie still spoke about low self-esteem because of a lack 

opportunity to re-join conventional society despite making significant changes to her 

behaviour and identity. “So it was all that, it was there was not much opportunity to 

be honest” [Marie, line 100]. The physical and mental health issues Marie 

experienced were attributed to “the whole system, it’s not just one area of it, it’s the 

whole bloody system” [Marie, line 100]. Structural barriers therefore combined to 

make Marie feel powerless and helpless, the subsequent relapse from sobriety may 

have been an attempt to cope with that. Marie therefore returned to crime and re-

engaged with substance abuse related reoffending resulting in Marie’s partner 

removing her from their home to avoid her daughter witnessing her misuse of  

substances. The further structural issue of homelessness can then explain why Marie 

continued with substance abuse related reoffending for a time. Thus, this research 

finds that a return to offending following engagement with secondary engagement 

can be understood through the misalignment of pro-social subjective, social, and 

structural factors.  

What the experiences of David, Thomas and Marie demonstrate is that it is 

not possible to identify one subjective, social, or structural factor as the first domino 

in the return to offending mode. What is clear is that when pro-social subjective, 

social, and structural factors begin to unravel individuals may return to substance 

abuse related reoffending behaviour. The fact that David, Thomas, and Marie all 

engaged in substance misuse related offending before their desistance journey and 

then re-engaged with the substance abuse related reoffending mode post a return 

to offending is not a coincidence. This research therefore demonstrates that there is 

a link between substance abuse related reoffending and returns to offending as both 

modes may be characterised by a desire or need to use substances. Furthermore, 

individuals may go back and forward between modes depending on their subjective, 

social, and structural circumstances. 
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Although not identified in this research, it also appears possible for 

individuals to return to offending while maintaining a desire for a crime-free life. In 

this case, the individual can return to offending intermittently while trying to begin 

the journey towards change again. 

8.5 Conclusion 

The discussion and outline of four distinct modes in reoffending as outlined above 

can be characterised into a paradigm demonstrated in table 14 below which explains 

why people continue with or return to crime. This outlines the importance of an 

interaction of different developmental, social, subjective, and structural (DSSS) 

factors in understanding the four different modes of reoffending behaviour (see 

table 14). Although all individuals in this sample progressed from persistent 

reoffending and/or substance abuse reoffending to intermittent reoffending, the 

modes do not always occur in a linear fashion as individuals (like Nidge) may relapse 

or experience both persistent and substance abuse related reoffending (see figure 

15). In figure 15 the arrows in blue represent a straightforward progression from one 

mode of reoffending to the next, however offender behaviour is often complex and 

affected by various different factors and thus it is much more common for 

individuals to move back and forward through modes. The arrows in orange 

symbolise this complexity and dictate various possibilities for the offender journey 

and experience of different modes of reoffending.  

It is possible for individuals engaged in persistent reoffending to move 

towards substance abuse related offending before starting to move towards 

intermittent reoffending. Similarly, individuals who return to offending may instantly 

try and stop further offending by engaging in the intermittent reoffending mode or 

following a return to offending individuals may engage in substance abuse related 

reoffending for a period as returns to offending are often linked to relapse into drug 

use and loss. The purpose of Figure 15 is to demonstrate that experiences of the 

different modes of reoffending and change are not linear.  
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Figure 15 

Outline of the Non-Linear Modes of Reoffending 
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Table 14 

The Reoffending Paradigm   

Stage Subjective 
factors 

Social factors Structural factors Developmental 
factors 

Persistent 
Reoffending 

Agency 
orientated 
towards 
criminality** 

Anti-social 
peers 

Economic 
incentive 

Damaging childhood 
development – 
trauma/loss 

 Criminal 
identity* 

 

Absence of 
supportive/pro-
social 
relationships 

 

Marginalisation  

 Masculinity* Change in 
social identity 

Positive 
emotions: 
Empowerment in 
the face of 
adversity 

 

  Status*   

Substance 
abuse 
related 
reoffending 

Agency 
orientated 
towards 
substance 
misuse 

Anti-social 
peers 

Economic 
incentive 

Physical/psychological 
damage due to 
substance misuse 
from a young age.  

 Drug-user 
identity** 

Forgotten 
supportive/pro-
social 
relationships 

 

Marginalisation Immature attitudes – 
enjoyment of 
crime/drug use 

 Trauma** Change in 
social identity 

Negative 
emotions: 
Substance misuse 
to escape 
trauma** 

 

   Homelessness** 
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Intermittent 
Reoffending  

Desire to 
change not 
realised 

Struggle to 
develop pro-
social 
relationships 

Barriers to 
conventional 
society – 
employment with 
a criminal record 

Maturation: Tired of 
crime 

 Difficulty 
acknowledging 
previous 
trauma 

Difficulty re-
establishing a 
pro-social 
identity 

Homelessness**  

 Difficulty 
dealing with 
consequences 
of criminal 
behaviour 
and/or 
substance 
abuse** 

   

 Coping**  Re-establish 
custody of 
children 

 

 Reality of 
change** 

   

Return to 
Offending 

Coping Development 
of anti-social 
relationship 

Injury/physical 
health issues 
leading to relapse 

 

 New emotional 
loss/trauma 

Breakdown of a 
relationship 

Welfare system in 
Ireland 

 

 Relapse into 
substance 
abuse 

   

*Linked to masculinity 

** Experiences of this were gendered 
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Chapter 9: Conclusion 

This chapter will provide an overview of the research conducted for this thesis which 

has analysed individual experiences of reoffending and explored those experiences 

according to gender. This is justified by other research identifying the importance of 

understanding individual life stories and individual circumstances (Blokland & 

DeSchipper, 2016; Canton, 2012; Carlsson, 2012). In addition, research on desistance 

and criminal careers has regularly applied a life course framework and therefore this 

research underpinned by a desistance and criminal career theoretical framework 

designed an interview schedule to uncover life stories and develop an in-depth 

understanding of reoffending experiences. This theoretical framework resulted in 

the subsequent development of a novel integrated conceptual framework for this 

research that identified developmental, subjective, social, and structural factors 

(DSSS factors) as important for developing an in-depth understanding of reoffending 

(see figure 16). To conduct research underpinned by the DSSS conceptual framework 

an interpretivist approach was taken and a qualitative methodology allowed for two 

explanations for continued and/or returns to offending to emerge, that people use 

reoffending as a coping mechanism and that people can gain from reoffending 

behaviour. These explanations differ per person because of different developmental, 

subjective, social, and structural factors (DSSS factors). This research then used these 

DSSS factors to create a reoffending paradigm to explain continued and/or returns to 

offending in more detail (see table 14 and figure 15 from the previous chapter). 

Together, the theoretical approach and research findings contribute to knowledge 

by developing an in-depth holistic understanding of men and women’s experiences 

of reoffending. 
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Figure 16 

Theoretical and Conceptual Framework Guiding this Research (also in the 

introduction chapter) 

 

In-depth understandings of reoffending are rare and research on reoffending 

in Ireland is scarcer still. This research is the first qualitative exploration of 
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from onset, to reoffending to desistance. The thematic analysis was supported with 

quantitative analysis from the MAPS questionnaire and thematic analysis of vignette 

responses. This enabled an in-depth understanding of reoffending to emerge that 

could be contextualised by individual’s life experiences. This is important as there 

are a limited number of theories about reoffending and thus developing a 
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findings, implications of findings for theory and recommendations for further 

research. 

9.1 Summary of key findings 

To answer the research question “why do people continue with or return to crime?”, 

this research identified two global themes. The first global theme explains that 

people continue with and can return to crime because reoffending acts as a coping 

mechanism. The second global theme explains that people can continue with and/or 

return to crime as people perceive gains from reoffending. These global themes 

formed the foundation of the paradigm presented in chapter 8 that further explains 

why people continue with or return to crime and the relationship between the 

global themes and subsequent paradigm is illustrated in figure 17 below. This 

paradigm contributes an understanding of 4 different modes of reoffending to 

knowledge: persistent reoffending, substance abuse related reoffending, 

intermittent reoffending, and returns to offending (see figure 15). More specifically 

this paradigm highlights that continuity and change in reoffending behaviour can 

therefore be understood as reoffending behaviour acting as a coping mechanism and 

reoffending offering gains in constrained circumstances. It is firstly necessary to 

discuss these global themes in relation to the two aims of this research set out in the 

introduction. 
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Figure 17 

Visualisation of the global themes in this research that explain reoffending 

experiences and the subsequent reoffending paradigm. 

 

9.1.1 Aim 1: An in-depth understanding of individual reoffending experiences 

To comprehend reoffending the first aim of this research was to develop an in-depth 

understanding of individual reoffending experiences. This aim is central to the 

research question of: why people may continue with crime and why may people 

return to crime? Analysis of data identified two global themes: reoffending as a 

coping mechanism and gaining from reoffending that provide an answer to these 

questions. 

Both global themes of gaining from criminality and reoffending as a coping 

mechanism can help to understand why individuals may continue to offend and why 

they may return to crime. Firstly, reasons for why people continue with crime will be 

stressed by examining the persistent and substance abuse related reoffending 

modes (figure 15) which can be distinguished between according to developmental, 

subjective, social, and structural factors and therefore both modes highlight 

different reasons for continuity in reoffending behaviour.  

9.1.1.1 Continuing to reoffend 

Firstly, reasons for continuing to offend that are linked to the persistent reoffending 

mode explain men’s reasons for reoffending as no women were identified as 
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engaging with persistent reoffending (gender will be discussed in relation to the 

second aim of this research later in this chapter). Persistent reoffending emboldens 

crime to continue due to a combination of factors such as reoffending being 

associated with empowerment linked to masculinity, financial and social gains and 

overcoming structural disadvantage and childhood adversity (see table 14 in chapter 

8).  

Secondly, the substance abuse related reoffending mode relevant to men 

and women provides a separate explanation for why reoffending continues and this 

is primarily associated with coping. Continued substance misuse is linked to a need 

for escape and for a coping mechanism. Escape may not only be from trauma, this 

research found that individuals also desire escape from negative emotions, 

structural barriers, and the consequences of their own actions (see table 14 chapter 

8). This creates a cycle whereby using substances as a form of escape and coping was 

described as providing individuals with purpose and comfort. Therefore, due to the 

reasons outlined above reoffending will continue to secure more of the desired 

substance.  

The factors identified in this research to understand continuity in reoffending 

have been identified separately in other research studies (chapter 1 & 2) but this 

research contributes to knowledge by integrating DSSS factors together to provide a 

more holistic understanding of continuity in reoffending. 

9.1.1.2 Returning to crime 

The global themes of gaining from criminality and reoffending as a coping 

mechanism can also help to understand why individuals may return to crime. To 

understand why people return to crime it is necessary to examine the intermittent 

reoffending and return to offending modes (see figure 15). Both intermittent 

reoffending (Carlsson, 2012, 2014; Piquero, 2004) and returns to offending (Halsey 

et al., 2016) have been identified in other literature but this research contributes to 

knowledge by contextualising these modes within an overall understanding of the 

reoffending process. 
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Firstly, intermittent reoffending is characterised by short gaps in offending 

whereby an individual may desire change but struggles to cope with and realise that 

change. Therefore, factors such as negative emotions, structural barriers, 

psychological distress linked to attempts to change, and difficulty in changing 

identity can help to explain why individuals struggle with change and initially engage 

in short-term gaps in offending before returning to reoffending behaviour (see table 

14, chapter 8). Ultimately, intermittent reoffending is characterised by the idea of a 

constrained agency limiting an individual’s ability to fulfil their intent to change due 

to a combination of subjective, structural, and social (SSS) factors. This research 

found that intermittent reoffending explains reoffending in two ways. Firstly, gaps in 

offending can occur due to a desire to change which do not last due to structural 

barriers which lead to crime then continuing. Secondly, people can return to 

offending behaviour due to a false optimism about change which fades as individuals 

are confronted with the reality of changing their behaviour. 

Returns to offending were not common in this research but occurred when 

an individual returned to reoffending after achieving a new ex-offender identity and 

behavioural change linked to secondary desistance. This research identified that 

those who experienced a return to offending had previously been involved in the 

substance abuse related reoffending mode and thus returns to offending were 

linked to a relapse from sobriety. Similar, to the other modes discussed above the 

global themes of reoffending as a coping mechanism and gaining from reoffending 

are particularly useful in understanding returns to offending linked to factors such as 

substance abuse, re-establishment of anti-social bonds, a return to a substance 

misuse identity, and temporary empowerment (see table 14, chapter 8). In this 

sense a return or relapse may be a deliberate action taken in bounded circumstances 

involving a reintroduction to substances. This research identified that those who 

return to offending go back through the reoffending process in one of two ways: a 

return to substance abuse related reoffending and the re-emergence of a substance 

misuse identity to which an individual resigned to; or a return to intermittent 

reoffending in which the individual desires to re-engage with the desistance process 
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but struggles to realise this due to the constraints associated with relapse (see figure 

15). 

Like reasons for continuing with crime, explanations for returning to crime 

can also be underpinned by the conceptual framework of this research and the focus 

on subjective, social, and structural factors provided a more rounded understanding 

of reoffending behaviour. However, it is worth noting that developmental factors are 

not as important in the intermittent and failed desistance modes as these modes are 

often experienced later in life. 

9.1.2 Aim 2: Reoffending experiences of men and women 

To further understand why people continue with or return to crime, this research 

investigated the reoffending experiences of men and women. The two global themes 

of reoffending as a coping mechanism and gaining from reoffending explain men and 

women’s reoffending in similar and different ways. These similarities and differences 

are further explained in the paradigm of reoffending (see table 14, chapter 8). The 

persistent reoffending mode was only experienced by men and is thus linked to 

masculinity which forms part of the explanation for why crime continues for men. In 

contrast both men and women experienced substance abuse related reoffending, 

intermittent reoffending and returns to offending. This means that experiences of 

reoffending are gendered and this research is the first conducted in Ireland which 

explored the reoffending experiences of men and women in a holistic way 

identifying that a combination of developmental, subjective, social, and structural 

factors can explain different experiences of reoffending.  

Firstly, it is rare for people to engage with persistent reoffending and this 

research identified men only as engaging in persistent reoffending. This section will 

therefore examine the links between masculinity and persistent reoffending. 

Research that examines reoffending as a gendered process is rare and Carlsson 

(2013) identified a link between persistence in offending and the perception of being 

a man. In understanding specific male experiences of reoffending, this research links 

persistent reoffending to the performance of a hegemonic masculine identity and 
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the need to overcome working-class barriers and childhood trauma or loss by 

engaging in reoffending behaviour. Persistent reoffending therefore can be 

understood as a way for men to both financially and emotionally gain from 

reoffending behaviour alongside using reoffending behaviour to cope with previous 

adversity. Linked to the performance of hegemonic masculinity the men who 

engaged in persistent reoffending were more likely to prioritise their criminal 

identity and take worth and assurance from that. In other words, men both gained 

from and were protected by that criminal identity. Therefore, this research found 

that the persistent reoffending mode was only experienced by men and linked to 

gender identity, coping with disadvantage and childhood adversity alongside 

providing a sense of empowerment, self-reliance, and success from reoffending 

behaviour (see table 14, chapter 8). 

Secondly, this research found that men and women provided both similar 

and different reasons for engaging in substance abuse related reoffending which 

explains that reoffending continues due to a physical or psychological need to 

continue using substances. The offending behaviour to secure these substances was 

gendered as women described engaging in low-level offences such as shoplifting 

whereas men often described more serious offences such as armed robbery and 

assaults. This may be linked to men and women’s experiences of violence and 

adversity in the past as although both men and women suffered loss and trauma in 

childhood, men experienced trauma in adulthood directly linked to their own 

offending behaviour whereas women experienced trauma in adulthood due to 

violent men in their lives. In addition, women were more bounded by their 

circumstances as attempts to escape violence often resulted in the experience of 

more violence due to homelessness (chapter 3). Therefore, men and women’s 

continued engagement with substance abuse related offending can be understood 

through gendered experiences that led men and women to develop an avoidant 

coping style. One commonality in men and women’s experiences is that they both 

attained comfort and purpose from that substance misuse which resulted in 

substance misuse becoming a coping mechanism, this helps to further explain why 
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substance abuse related reoffending continued for both men and women (see table 

14, chapter 8). 

Thirdly, both men and women experienced the intermittent reoffending 

mode and expressed similar and different reasons for returning to and continuing 

with crime following small gaps in criminal behaviour. Linked to the global theme of 

gaining from reoffending and reoffending as a coping mechanism, gaps in 

reoffending behaviour did not last due the reality of change that is linked to 

perceived loss, the loss of the gains from reoffending, and loss of coping mechanisms 

that provided comfort. This loss was experienced in different ways for men and 

women and resulted in returns to crime after small crime free gaps (see table 14, 

chpater 8). Men were more likely to be concerned with a loss in status, finances and 

reputation compared to women who were more concerned about the financial 

losses. The link between pragmatism and women’s offending and status and men’s 

offending has been identified in other Irish and international studies (Benson & 

Harbinson, 2020; Byrne & Trew, 2008; Ilan, 2011). Both men and women spoke 

about a loss of purpose linked to gaps in offending behaviour and having no 

conventional activity to replace offending with and a loss of comfort that was 

associated with attempts at sobriety. The loss of reoffending and the loss of misusing 

substances forced men and women to deal with the reality and consequences of 

their offending behaviour which often led to the resumption reoffending behaviour 

and substance misuse as individuals struggled to cope with that reality. 

The second reason why there were gendered experiences of intermittent 

reoffending is linked to structural barriers. Both men and women often desired 

change but were constrained by their circumstances and the reality of change itself. 

Involvement with the criminal justice system enhances marginalisation amongst 

individuals already disadvantaged through poverty, disadvantaged neighbourhoods, 

lack of education, and addiction. Marginalisation can be enhanced in gendered ways 

as a result of interaction with the criminal justice system as individuals face 

constraints upon their release. For women imprisoned in Ireland, there are only two 

options, imprisonment in Dublin (with a capacity for 105 women) and imprisonment 



268 

 

in Limerick (capacity for 28 women) (Irish Prison Service, 2021) both of which are 

often overcrowded (Irish Penal Reform Trust, 2019). This is one way in which women 

are more constrained due to interaction with the criminal justice system as upon 

release women are more likely to have damaged relationships with family compared 

to men as women’s families must travel further distances for visitation meaning that 

women may have a lack of social support upon their release from prison explaining 

why women return to offending. In addition, this research identified that women 

perceived themselves more harshly than men due to their substance misuse and 

reoffending behaviour which further clarifies why women continued to offend and 

avoid dealing with the consequences of criminal behaviour (Unlock, 2021). The men 

in this research focused on stigma as a result of a criminal record rather than stigma 

as a result of a criminal record and gender identity. Overall, for both men and 

women stigma was the most likely to lead to a sense of resignation that change was 

not possible although it was desired. These structural barriers therefore constrain 

men and women differently and explain why attempts at desistance do not always 

last and people return to offending (see figure 15, chapter 8). 

Lastly, men and women both experienced a return to offending after 

engaging with secondary desistance. It is difficult to draw conclusions in this 

research as to specific gendered experiences of returns to offending following 

engagement with secondary desistance as only 2 men and 1 woman were identified 

as engaging in secondary desistance and subsequently returning to offending. Men 

prioritised social factors as the reason for this relapse either due to anti-social peers 

or an anti-social partner whereas the woman linked relapse to more subjective and 

structural factors such as the use of prescribed medication for health issues which 

eventually resulted in relapse and lack of opportunities to lead a conventional 

lifestyle suggesting that returns to offending may be gendered. One factor that does 

link the experiences of men and women in the return to offending mode is a sense of 

isolation due to the knifing off from anti-social people in life and experience of 

health issues. This suggests that some individuals who establish a new or past crime 

free identity may subsequently experience problems coping with the reality of that 
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change and thus a return to reoffending and substance misuse can be understood as 

a form of coping.  

9.2 Implications of this study in relation to underpinning theories 

This research has been underpinned by desistance theories and explored both the 

criminal career framework and Zamble and Quinsey’s (1997) theory of reoffending. 

Desistance theories were firstly identified to form part of the theoretical foundation 

for this study as qualitative desistance research often also examines persistence in 

crime. As highlighted in this research, desistance and reoffending are separate 

occurrences in one overall change process and thus while both stages are unique, 

one stage can be used as a starting point to learn about the other (Barry, 2007a). 

Desistance research places a significant emphasis on the role of the individual, the 

role of social factors or a combination of individual and social factors in facilitating 

change (Weaver, 2019). What is comparatively neglected in desistance research is an 

exploration of structural factors.  

Given the aim of this research to uncover an in-depth understanding of 

reoffending experiences, it was important to learn from desistance research and 

examine both subjective and social factors. However, the current research also 

placed equal significance on structural factors and deliberately explored transcripts 

and coded any extracts linked to structural factors. This broader focus has allowed 

for a more in-depth picture of reoffending to emerge. In addition, a lot of desistance 

research identifies persistence as the opposite to desistance (chapter 1) but this 

research has demonstrated reoffending is a complex process in its own right. In 

further analysing criminal career research, this research concludes that reoffending 

can understood through a combination of developmental, subjective, social, and 

structural factors. 

 The criminal career framework was combined with desistance theories to 

form the theoretical foundation of this research as criminal career research stresses 

the importance of developmental factors that are not a huge feature in desistance 

research (chapter 2). Furthermore, criminal career research has identified different 
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types of reoffending behaviour (Moffitt, 1993) suggesting that it would be possible 

to detect and distinguish between modes of reoffending in this research (see figure 

15). Ultimately, factors identified in both the desistance and criminal career 

framework were combined in this research to make a conceptual framework which 

underpinned the analysis of the data (figure 16). This encouraged the current 

research to understand the reoffending experiences of men and women in a 

contextualised holistic way. Therefore, the combined use of desistance theories and 

the criminal career framework as the foundation for this research enabled a full 

picture of the reoffending process to emerge meaning that people’s reasons for 

continuing and/or returning to crime can be understood through the global themes 

of reoffending as a coping mechanism and gaining from reoffending. This research 

then used the global themes to create a reoffending paradigm to allow for variability 

in individual experiences to emerge and this was particularly important given that 

participants in this study were men and women. The four modes identified: 

persistent reoffending, substance abuse related reoffending, intermittent 

reoffending, and returns to offending contribute specific explanations for why 

people continue with and/or return to crime (see table 14 and figure 15 in chapter 

8). 

9.3 Recommendation for future research 

The research has identified that reoffending occurs due to a combination of 

developmental, subjective, social, and structural (DSSS) factors that explain 

reoffending as a coping mechanism and as occurring due to perceived gains from 

reoffending. Having identified these DSSS factors it would be useful to further test 

them either through developing a quantitative questionnaire to test the findings of 

this research on a large sample of individuals or conducting more qualitative 

research with a bigger sample than the current research’s 28 participants to further 

explore reoffending experiences. In particular, qualitative research with a younger 

sample could be beneficial as a limitation of this research is that nearly all 

participants were attempting change towards desistance and thus reoffending 

experiences were discussed retrospectively. Conducting interviews with younger 
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individuals or individuals serving prison sentences may result in capturing more 

participants currently engaged in the reoffending process. 

 Secondly, structural factors specifically the role of culture is an area that 

would benefit from further exploration in Ireland. This thesis examined structural 

factors more broadly in relation to reoffending but Ireland has a unique historical 

and cultural context which is worthy of further specific examination in relation to 

offending behaviour. 

The current research has contributed to knowledge by identifying four 

different modes in the reoffending process that highlight that men and women’s 

reoffending experiences differ due to individual interactions with DSSS factors (see 

figure 15). This has implications for practice because it highlights the complexity of 

individual reoffending experiences suggesting that a multi-agency approach with 

different expertise relevant to developmental, structural, social, and subjective 

factors is necessary to tackle reoffending. Walker (2018) writes that multi-agency 

working involves different workers from different agencies working together to 

understand a problem and try to find a solution to that problem. Thus, a multi-

agency approach involving the criminal justice and voluntary sector is favourable in 

relation to finding a solution to the complex reoffending process.  

Lastly, as stated in this research, in-depth reoffending experiences in Ireland 

are not well understood and what has emerged from this research is knowledge that 

individual reoffending experiences in Ireland are marked by marginalisation 

experienced in child and adulthood stemming from gender, ethnicity, poverty, or 

trauma. This has been perhaps emphasised in the financial crash of 2009 and the 

subsequent housing crisis that has been a feature of Irish society since (Byrne & 

Norris, 2018). This is reminiscent of Maslow’s (1954, as cited by Healy & O‘Donnell, 

2008) hierarchy of needs which suggests that physiological needs are necessary to 

secure before there can be a focus on more social and subjective needs. In a 

correctional this demonstrates the importance of avoiding an emphasis on one type 

of factor and addressing structural factors alongside developmental, social, and 
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subjective factors. The benefit of multi-agency working is that it allows for the 

targeting of structural, social, and subjective barriers at one time so that basic and 

more complex needs are met together.  

Using the reoffending paradigm developed in this research to understand an 

individual’s reoffending experience alongside utilising a multi-agency approach to 

support individuals caught in a cycle of reoffending is beneficial in supporting and 

encouraging the journey towards a crime free life. This is clearly highlighted by 

Claire: 

Well see I’m a recovering addict now like so I have a lot of support between 

here [Probation], addiction services, em psychotherapy I do and I’m involved 

with the woman’s refuge, I’ve counselling there, well I live there but I’ve 

counselling there for domestic violence so. [Claire, line 28] 
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Appendices 

Appendix A – Research Methods 

Appendix A (i) Interview Schedule 

Hi, I’m Megan, nice to meet you. How are you keeping today? 

Thank you for agreeing to take part in my research. Overall, I’m hoping to talk to 

about 30 people who are on Probation to help me understand some of the reasons 

for their offending, especially if they have been in trouble more than once. My study 

is looking at the question: “what are the main factors and thought processes behind 

reoffending?” For the study, I would like to ask you some general questions about 

your background, family, school and work. I would also like to ask you some 

questions about offending, your intentions and plans for the future. There is one 

questionnaire to complete and an interview. I want to give you a heads up that for 

the study, I will be using words like offender and offending, I want to make sure that 

is this ok with you before we start?  

I would like to stress that taking part in this research is voluntary so you can still 

choose to withdraw if you like? You also have up to two weeks after today to choose 

to withdraw your interview and it will then be destroyed.I want to be clear that my 

questions are connected with both your past and possible future behaviour and 

whether you think it might involve offending.  The interview does not need you to 

discuss any particular offences either in the past or the future. But you know about 

the limits of confidentiality. If you give me details about a particular offence you 

have committed but weren’t caught for or if you tell me about plans you have to 

commit an offence in the future, then I would have to report this to your probation 

officer. For example, shoplifting when younger and never being caught, or putting 

plans together to steal a car over the next few weeks, these would be the type of 

things that I’d have to mention to your probation officer. However, this interview is 

about your general offending behaviour in the past and your plans and intentions for 

the future and does not need details about particular offences so this issue will 

probably not come up.  
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So there’s two parts to today, a questionnaire and an interview. With the exception 

we already talked about this is a confidential process so none of the information you 

give me will be associated with your real name or appear on your probation record. 

So the first thing I’m going to ask you to do is to choose a name that I will use to 

match your questionnaire and your interview. It can be any name once it can’t 

identify you. You might want to choose the name of an actor, sportsperson or a 

relative or friend. Only I will know that you are the person behind this name. The 

questionnaire should take about 20 minutes to complete and the interview should 

take about 60-70 minutes to complete. You should be out of here within 90 minutes! 

For the questionnaire, you can fill it out on your own or we can go through it 

together, whichever you like. This is not a test, so there are no right or wrong 

answers, its just looking at things like your background, self-esteem or goals for the 

future. It is designed to look at your personality as a whole. 

Again, I would like to reassure you that all information will be kept private, anything 

that can identify you will be kept in a lock filing cabinet and questionnaires will be 

stored separately in another locked filing cabinet. Results from the study will be used 

in presentations or in published journals and will form part of my research degree 

but your privacy will be protected. You will only ever be identified by the name you 

have chosen to go by. I would ask you to be as open as you can to ensure that I really 

understand your point of view. Before we begin, I just want to double check that you 

don’t mind me recording the interview?  

We’re going to start by going through the information and consent forms to make 

sure you’re comfortable to go ahead and take part. I’d like to thank you very much 

for your time and for participating in this study. 
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Male  ☐   Female  ☐ 

Pseudonym: ________________________________________________________ 

Background 

Now, I would like to get an idea of where you grew up and the experiences you had 

when you were younger. 

General 

1. What was the area you lived in like? 

2. What did you like/dislike about it? 

3. What was school like? 

Prompt: attendance/school level reached 

4. Can you tell me about who you lived with or who took care of you when you 

were growing up? 

5. What was your relationship with them like? 

Prompt: in what way? 

6. Have your parents/caregivers ever been in trouble with the Gardai?  

Yes ☐  No ☐ 

If yes, what was that like for you? 

How did you deal with that? 

Prompt: in what way? 

7. Are there any particular experiences/memories that stand out from your 

childhood? 

Early offending 

1. Do you remember roughly what age you were when you first started 

offending?  

2. Why do you think you started offending? 
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Victimisation 

1. When you were growing up, were you ever exposed to offending behaviour? 

Yes ☐  No ☐ 

2. What was that like for you? 

3. Have you ever been the target of an offence/antisocial behaviour? 

4. What helped you to deal with that? 

Current Social Supports 

In this section I’m going to ask you some questions about the social supports in your 

life. This includes talking about a partner, children, parents, friends, work and 

housing arrangements. 

Partner attachment 

1. Are you in a romantic relationship now or have you been in one in the past 

year?      

yes ☐   no ☐ 

2. How does/did this relationship make you feel? 

3. Has/had your partner ever committed any offences? 

What was/is that like? 

How does/did that affect you? 

Children 

1. Have you any children  

yes ☐  no ☐ 

Who do they live with? 

2. Can you tell me about your relationship with them? 

3. What do they know about your offending? 

4. How does this make you feel? 

5. How do you deal with that? 
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Parents 

1. What is your relationship with your parents like now? 

2. How do they feel about your offending? 

Does that affect you? 

Employment/Education 

1. Are you currently working/in education?  

Yes ☐  no ☐ 

If no: what difficulties have you faced in finding work? 

If yes: what do you like about your job/course? 

2. Do you go into college/work everyday? 

Why?/Why not? 

Why are you doing the course/want to get a job? 

Friends 

1. Who are the main people you spend time with everyday? 

2. Do you spend a lot of time with friends  

yes ☐  no ☐ 

Why/ why not? 

3. What do you do when with your friends? 

4. Have you ever committed offences together?   

Yes ☐ No ☐ 

5. Would you have done the same if you were by yourself? 

6. How do they influence/not influence your offending? 

Living arrangements 

1. What’s the area like where you live in now? 

Prompt: like/dislike, permanent/temporary accommodation? 

2. Who do you live with? 

3. What’s your relationship with them like? 
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4. What social support would you say is the most important to you: your 

partner, children, parents, grandparents, employment, friends or probation 

officer, counsellor, doctor? 

Why do you think that is? 

Structural factors: 

1. Have you ever felt pressure to commit an offence?  

Yes ☐  No ☐ 

Can you tell me what happened? 

How did you deal with that? 

2. What do you think are the gains/benefits of committing an offence? 

Does that encourage you? 

3. What do you think are the consequences/costs of committing an offence? 

Does that stop you? 

Substance Abuse: 

In this section I would like to talk about your past drug or alcohol addictions, how 

they started and how they affected your offending. 

1. Have you ever taken drugs?   

Yes ☐  No ☐ 

If yes, at what age did you start? 

2. What made you start taking drugs? 

3. How often would you take drugs? 

4. How did you pay for that? 

5. Do you feel that your drug/alcohol use is a problem?   

Yes ☐  No ☐ 

Why/why not? 

6. How much of your offending do you think is due to drug or alcohol use? 

Reoffending: 
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In this section, I’m going to ask you questions about past convictions and why it is 

that you think you offend? 

1. I’m going to present you with some cards with different type of offences and 

can you indicate with yes or no if you have committed the offence? Please 

remember that I am not looking for details here, just a yes or no. (Insert cards 

with types of offences here). If you think back to your most recent offence 

(no need to give me details), can you tell me what you were thinking before 

committing the offence?  

What made you commit it? 

2. If you think again about your most recent offence, has anything changed 

between then and now? 

3. What do you think are the things that could cause you to offend again? 

4. Do you think about stopping offending?   

Yes ☐  No ☐ 

Why?/Why not? 

5. Do you think about offending again? 

Why?/Why not? 

What stopped you from doing this? 

6. Have you ever had periods of not offending in the past?  

Yes ☐   No ☐ 

Why do you think they did/did not last? 

7. Have you ever been in prison?    

Yes ☐  No ☐ 

What was that like? 

8. Have you ever been given a community sentence   

Yes ☐  No ☐ 

What was that like? 

In what way? 

9. How do you feel about prison/probation? 
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10. Do you think about going to prison/serving a probation sentence before you 

offend?  

11. How do you adjust to normal life when released from prison/when your 

community sentence order ended? 

Intentions 

This section is about trying to understand your reasons for offending, your plans for 

the future and generally how you feel about your life. 

1. So we spoke at the beginning of the study about using words like offender 

and offending and they are words that are used a lot in places like the courts 

and by the Gardai. Do you see yourself as an offender or is that just a label 

that’s put on you?  

2. How does it make you feel to be regularly called an offender? 

3. How do you see yourself? (It might be easier to think of someone close to 

you like your mam and imagine how they would describe you?) 

4. Do you want to stop offending?   

Yes  ☐  No  ☐ 

Why/ why not? 

5. What do you think are the main things preventing you from stopping 

offending?  

6. What would help you to stop offending completely? 

7. If you could wave a magic wand, what would you wish for? 

8. What would say are your hopes for the future?  

9. What do you think you could do to make that happen? 

Demographics: 

Age 18-24 ☐ 25-35 ☐ 35-45 ☐ 45+ ☐ 

For the interviewer: 

Reliable interview?  Yes ☐   No ☐ 
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Notes 
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Appendix A(ii) Vignette 

Michael goes to a small local corner shop to buy a charge cable for his phone. He is 

on probation and he needs the charger to charge his phone so he can take a call 

from his probation officer. Michael is expecting a call from his probation officer that 

evening. The shop is about to close when Michael sees that he does not have 

enough money for the charger. The charger is small enough that he could hide in his 

pocket without anyone seeing.  

1. What do you think Michael will do? 

What makes you think that?  

2. What do you think will happen if Michael doesn’t call his probation officer? 

3. What do you think Michael should do? 

What makes you think that? 

4. If you were in the same situation, what would you do? 

Why would you do that? 
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Appendix A(iii) – MAPS Questionnaire 

1. Personal Agency  

a. (Self-esteem) Instructions: For each of the following statements, place a 

checkmark in the box that would be most nearly true for you.  Always check “like me” 

if you think the statement adequately describes your present 

feelings/actions/situation and “unlike me” if you think the statement does not 

adequately describe your present feelings/actions/situation. 

 

 Unlike 

me 

Like me 

 

i. I'm a lot of fun to be with. ❑ ❑ 

ii. I'm popular with persons my own 

age. 

❑ ❑ 

iii. People usually follow my ideas. ❑ ❑ 

iv. I'm not as nice looking as most 

people.* 

❑ ❑ 

v. Most people are better liked than I 

am.* 

❑ ❑ 

* reverse scored 

 

 

b.   (Purpose in Life)  Instructions: For each of the following statements, place a 

checkmark in the box that would be most nearly true for you.  Note that the boxes 

always extend from one extreme feeling to its opposite kind of feeling.  "Neutral" 

implies no judgment either way; try to use this rating as little as possible. 
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i.  I am usually: 

 

 
❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ 

 completely  

bored 
neutral 

exuberant  

and enthusiastic 

ii.  Life to me seems: 

 

 
❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ 

 always  

exciting                                                                                                              
neutral 

completely  

routine 

iii. Every day is: 

 

 
❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ 

 constantly new 

and different 
neutral exactly the same 

 

iv. My life is: 

 

 
❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ 

 empty, filled 

only with despair 
neutral 

running over with  

exciting good things 
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v. I am a: 

 

 
❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ 

 very irresponsible  

person  
neutral 

very responsible 

 person 

    

c. (Internal Locus of Control) Instructions:  Please place a checkmark in the box 

provided beside each statement according to how much you agree or disagree with 

it. 

 
Strongly 

agree   
Agree 

Slightly 

agree 

Slightly 

disagree 
Disagree 

Strongly 

disagree 

i. Becoming a success 

is a matter of hard 

work.  Lucky breaks 

have little or nothing 

to do with  it. 

❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ 

ii. When I make plans, 

I am almost certain 

that I can make them 

work. 

❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ 

iii. There is a direct 

connection between 

how hard I study and 

the grades I get 

❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ 

iv. It is impossible for 

me to believe that 
❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ 
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chance or luck plays 

an important role in 

my life. 

v. What happens to 

me is my own doing. 

 

❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ 

 

d. (Self-efficacy)  Instructions:  These statements are to help you describe 

yourself as you see yourself.  Please respond to them as if you were describing 

yourself to yourself.  Read each statement carefully; then select one of the five 

responses listed below.  After choosing, check the box indicating the response you 

choose.   

 

 
Completely 

false 

Mainly 

false 

Partly 

true and 

partly 

false 

Mainly 

true 

Completely 

true 

i. I enjoy difficult and 

challenging situations. 
❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ 

ii. I have a lot of will power. 

 
❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ 

iii. I am able to concentrate 

better than most people 

under distracting conditions. 

❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ 

iv. I can bear physical 

discomfort better than 
❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ 
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most. 

v. When I have a job to do, I 

am not easily distracted. 
❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ ❑ 
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Appendix B – Ethics Approval 
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Appendix C 

Raw data responses to the MAPS questionnaire 

 

* The figure 9999 in the above table is used to refer to missing data which was 

removed from analysis.  
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Appendix D – Mann-Whitney tests 

Appendix D (i)  

Mann Whitney tests for age differences in relation to 5 internal locus of control 

variables from MAPS. 
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Appendix D (ii)  

Mann Whitney test for non-significant gender differences in relation to five variables 

about internal locus of control from MAPS 

 

 

  



331 

 

Appendix D (iii)  

Mann Whitney test for gender differences in relation to the five purpose in life 

variables from the MAPS questionnaire 
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Appendix E: Understanding the difference between primary desistance and secondary 

desistance 

There are certain trademark features of primary desistance according to scholars 

who are influential in the field of desistance. Primary desistance is centred around 

changes in an individual’s behaviour.  According to McNeill (2016) evidence of 

behaviour change and the achievement of an offence free period symbolises primary 

desistance. Healy (2014) also includes any reduction in the amount and severity of 

offending as evidence of primary desistance. Lastly, Maruna et al. (2004) also refer 

to a gap in offending behaviour. 

 In contrast, secondary desisters are characterised by a change in their 

identity and view of themselves. According to McNeill (2016) this means that an 

individual begins to think of themselves as an ex-offender. This links to Maruna’s 

(2001) characterisation of the redemption script. Healy (2014) also refers to a 

significant change in identity from offender to non-offender. Lastly, Maruna et al. 

(2004) also refer to identity change but emphasise the importance of the individual’s 

behaviour reflection upon their new identity, i.e., both behavioural and identity 

change are important for secondary desistance. 

1.1 Primary Desistance 

1.1.1 Arthur 

• Demonstrates a gap in offending behaviour (Maruna, Immarigeon, LeBel, 

2004) 

• Reduction in the frequency and severity of offending (Healy, 2014) 

• No real evidence of identity change that is present when an individual 

reaches the secondary desistance phase (McNeill, 2016). 

• “Cause like me last time I was caught driving I think I was given, I was given 8 

months. The time before that I was given 12 no I was given 6 months so this 

time I was caught I was lucky I got off it, I got me community service and I 

done a restorative justice programme. And so yeah so me next time I’m 

thinking now I’m going to get 12 months if I’m caught again and if I’m caught 
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I’m banned from driving so if I’m caught driving now I’m going straight into 

custody like there’s no leeway or anything like so.” [Arthur, line 115]. 

 

1.1.2 Annie 

• Demonstrates a gap in offending behaviour (Maruna, Immarigeon, LeBel, 

2004) 

• Reflects no identity change (Healy, 2014) 

• Annie speaks about offending again 

• “Not really now. I’m still on Probation so everyone following so. Sometimes by 

having everyone watching you feel like you want to reoffend again.” [Annie, 

line 135]. 

 

1.1.3 Cristiano 

• Reduction in the frequency and severity of offending (Healy, 2014) 

• At probation in a voluntary capacity 

• But, flippant about his present use of weed – no identity change 

• “I still smoke weed, come on, it’s just weed, so what? But now it’s more of a 

reward after spending the day here at the Project but I can go without it, you 

can learn to control it.” [Cristiano]. 

 

1.1.4 David 

• Clean and sober for 6 years – secondary desistance 

• BUT relapsed with girlfriend who was using 

• Demonstrates a gap in offending behaviour (Maruna, Immarigeon, LeBel, 

2004) 

• At probation voluntarily but aware that change is precarious  

• “I was living on my own for 5 years. I was clean and then I met my girlfriend 

who was using and I relapsed then.” [David, line 5]. 
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1.1.5 DB Cooper 

• Demonstrates a gap in offending behaviour (Maruna, et al., 2004) 

• Reduction in the frequency and severity of offending (Healy, 2014) 

• Not consistently attending his probation programme. 

• “So ok fair enough I’ll do it. So I’m going back to court and they’ll probably 

give me 6 months if I don’t finish. Like if I just stop coming, they’ll arrest me. 

I’m gonna stop doing that so. I’d rather be outside than inside.” [DB Cooper]. 

 

1.1.6 Fiona 

• Desires change but not quite there yet, reduced her use of crack cocaine 

from everyday to once a week. 

• Reduction in the frequency and severity of offending (Healy, 2014) 

• “But my use [of crack cocaine] has come from this to this [high to low 

gesture], it’s come from every day to one day a week now. [Fiona, line 65]. 

 

1.1.7 John 

• Reduction in the frequency and severity of offending (Healy, 2014) 

• Has had gaps of non-offending in the past (1-2 years) but relapsed and while 

on probation picked up subsequent shoplifting charges 

• Like apart from this eh this incident [charge for theft] in June ya know, with 

the exception of June, I mean it still is good going and like I said there’s gonna 

be no more, cause like I said that to [his Probation Officer]. [John, line 93]. 

 

1.1.8 Joseph 

• Reduction in the frequency and severity of offending (Healy, 2014): previous 

offences included assault, most recent charge was for trespassing. 

• Currently sober – no methadone and speaks about desire to change but does 

not yet think of himself as crime-free. 
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• “I was in court for trespassing the other day and I turned around and they put 

it back until October the 10th I think it is or the 13th or something like that.” 

[Joseph, line 105]. 

 

1.1.9 Mamie 

• She had heard that there was a warrant out for her arrest at time of 

interview but she had reduced the frequency and severity of offending 

(Healy, 2014) 

• Starting to hope for a better future and finding solace in faith. 

• “So I’ve had some great great, like I’m not back in court for 6 weeks. They are 

saying there’s a warrant for my arrest but I’ll deal with that.” [Mamie, line 

225]. 

 

1.1.10 Marie 

• Has had significant crime free and sober gaps (5 years) in her past. 

• Struggles to envision future goals although is determined not to reoffend so 

there is a clear desire for change alongside a fear of failure. 

• “Cause she [Probation Officer] was like how’s the drug thing? I was like I’m 

grand because if I turn up here I’m not taking it because if not I don’t really as 

I said consequences don’t come into it, gone you know.” [Marie, line 108]. 

 

1.1.11 Mary 

• Back on methadone following a relapse after being released from prison 

• Reduction in the frequency and severity of offending (Healy, 2014) from 

assault to some incidents of shoplifting during relapse period. 

• “This is me last charge thank god except these few little shoplifting ones when 

I relapsed but they’re being dealt with now.” [Mary, line 19]. 

 

 



336 

 

1.1.12 Gerry 

• Evidence of imagining a new crime free self 

• Gap in offending behaviour but at time of interview dealing with a current 

charge. 

• “But em whilst em I was going home from the courts, I got rearrested in the 

court while it was finishing for an old charge from like last year so I’ve, I think 

I’ve one more charge on the go yeah.” [Gerry, line 94]. 

 

1.1.13 Pauliea 

• Evidence of change in behaviour – sober and free of offences for 3 months 

• He is imaging a crime free future self but no real evidence of identity change 

yet. 

• “And I haven’t drank a drink since I’ve been out, not once. I’ve been tempted 

once or twice the first time I got out but I knocked it on the head.” [Pauliea, 

line 53]. 

 

1.1.14 Steve  

• Evidence of change in behaviour – has reduced methadone use to 60mls 

• He is imagining a crime free future self but is also afraid of the reality of that 

self 

• “But em always the trouble I have when I get down to about 20, I panic and I 

end up using, using heroin.” [Steve]. 

 

1.1.15 Thomas 

• Evidence in change in behaviour, gap in offending since last charge. 

• No desire to go back to court 

• Intermittent cravings for crack which suggest he is still in the primary 

desistance phase 

• No real evidence of identity change 
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• “The only thing I’m afraid around is the, it is the craic like cause it’s just, it’s 

just like even now like there actually about 2 weeks ago, last week actually 

sorry I had a mad dream and in the dream I was actually doing it and it was 

actually strange cause I could even taste it and doing it in me dream like 

which was really strange like you know what I mean? And sometimes you’ll 

be sitting in the house and you’ll get the urge for it like do you know what I 

mean?” [Thomas] 

 

1.1.16 Tommo 

• Behaviour change – fear of imprisonment and acknowledgement of 

responsibility 

• Not enough detail to conclude if there has been identity change 

• “I’m under strict conditions [court] and I’ve fear of being put back into jail.” 

[Tommo, line 45]. 
 

1.1.17 Laura 

• Reduction in the frequency and severity of offending (Healy, 2014) 

• Still had two shoplifting charges while sober 

• Still sober (1.5 years) 

• “But I still found it very hard to not shoplift. I was still shoplifting but I was 

clean from drugs.” [Laura, line 91]. 

 

1.1.18 Dave 

• Nearly sober (hasn’t drank in 5 years and down to 10ml of methadone) 

• Identity change – determined to get clean and sober (travelled to Dublin for 

treatment), imagines a crime free future 

• Offence free for 1.5 years – on Probation as old charges from 1.5 years only 

brought against him months later. 
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• “Lately I got to take it with us but that was building up on trust and giving 

clean urines and stuff. I have it down, like I started on 105 and I have it down 

to 10 so hopefully in the next 6 weeks I’ll be off it.” [Dave, line 27]. 

 

1.1.19 Peter 

• Evidence of behavioural change – change from committing severe drug 

dealing offences to less severe motoring offences (Healy, 2014). 

• “Driving while banned yeah, I got caught again. And I have a 50-year ban. I 

can’t drive until I’m 87. Can’t get my license until I’m 87. But I can appeal it in 

25. I’ll have my zimmerframe going in to get me license. [Peter, line 137]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



339 

 

 

1.3 Secondary Desistance 

1.2.1 Anton 

• Demonstrates a gap in offending behaviour (Maruna, Immarigeon, LeBel, 

2004) 

• Sober for 1 year and 4 months 

• Identity change – imagines his future as crime free with a focus on caring for 

his girlfriend’s children and rebuilding relationships. 

• “Loving it. Absolutely gorgeous. Yeah cause like for the first time in me life 

like, I’m not surrounded by chaos.” [Anton, line 31]. 

 

1.2.2 Nidge 

• Clean and sober 

• Speaks of a past self and identifies as a crime-free individual 

• Emphasises social bonds (grandchildren) as key to maintaining desistance 

(Laub & Sampson, 2003) 

• “And I felt like fucking the King after that man cause I just went up and said it 

to my son. It was the hardest thing I ever had to do man to go up and say to 

my son that I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you and your girlfriend.” [Nidge, line 

95] 

 

1.2.3 Claire 

• Desire to change and evidence of a slight identity change as Laura identifies 

as being in recovery but starting to imagine a crime-free future self. 

• Demonstrates a gap in offending behaviour (Maruna et al., 2004) 

• Sober for 8 months  

• Identity change – recognised the respect she has gained by keeping sober, 

working to get her children back. 
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• “Like the respect I get from people that I’m in recovery is just unreal like.” 

[Claire, line 138]. 

 

1.2.4 Pat 

• Desire to change and evidence of the realisation of identity change as Pat 

pursues a college education 

• “Like I’m ok with it [being labelled an offender] cause I’m ok with that part of 

meself. I’m not trying to head down to Trinity next week and pretend that I’m 

anything other than what I am. I’m completely ok with that and if other 

people are, that’s ok as well.” [Pat, line 94]. 

 

1.2.5 Rosaleen 

• Evidence of identity change from offender to non-offender. 

• Evidence of generativity (Maruna, 2001) 

• “That’s who I was when I was in addiction, that’s who I was. That’s not who I 

actually am.” [Rosaleen, line 78]. 

 

1.2.6 Shane 

• Desires change and imagines a crime free future life. 

• Can see his change reflected back to him in that the police are recognising 

that he has changed. 

• “And I see a change in the way the Guards treat me like they notice I’m trying, 

that makes me feel good.” [Shane, line 31]. 

  



341 

 

Appendix F – University of Portsmouth Ethics Review Checklist 

 

 


