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Abstract 

Since the effects caused by drugs and criminality puts a strain on society's resources it is 

important to find ways of preventing individuals from starting these behaviours and to find out 

how people who already developed them, are able to desist from them. The processes that cause 

life to take positive or negative turns are very complex and hard to understand. The best way of 

exploring these processes were by asking the people who have experienced them to explain their 

perception of them. If recurring factors between these processes could be found, it could be of 

great meaning for the development of new treatment methods. Therefore, the aim of this study 

was to examine if there were recurring factors in the individual negative and positive turning 

point processes of people recovering from criminality and substance abuse, by analysing the 

participants own life stories. A narrative approach was chosen and the sample consisted of 

members from the local KRIS organization, who all had a history of criminal behaviour and 

drug addiction. The data collection was conducted through narrative interview method and a 

holistic-content method was used in the analysis together with an application of the Age-graded 

theory of informal social control on the results. The study found that there were different sorts 

of connections between the processes, but that these were individually formed after each 

person's own life-course. The negative turning point processes showed more similarities 

between the participants than the positive turning point processes. The conclusion was that 

attachments to family and the social context one chooses to be a part of, were recurring factors 

which had important effects on both the negative and the positive turning point process. 

Informal social control through attachments to society and family seemed to affect criminality 

and the use of drugs in general.  
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Foreword 

This study was a part of the project A problem-oriented policing strategy for a drug 

market in Sundsvall, a cooperation developed between the Mid Sweden University, 

Sundsvall Police authorities and Sundsvall Kommun [Sundsvall township]. The 

original framework for this study constituted of a legal context with a life story 

perspective, the pathways through the Swedish legal system for people with criminal 

and drug abusing behaviours. From this framework and with guidance from the project 

manager, the topic life histories of former criminal and drug abusing individuals was 

chosen. The authors developed the present study within this topic.  
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Introduction 

One of society's biggest challenges has always been criminality and the various effects and 

problems that follow it. According to the Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention 

[Brottsförebyggande rådet - BRÅ] (2017a) during 2016, over 1.51 million offences were 

reported to the Swedish police. One of the most increasing categories of crimes was offenses 

against person, with an increase of 7% from 2015 (BRÅ, 2017b). In this particular category, a 

number of offenses have a connection to drugs, however there also seems to be a general 

connection between criminality and drugs (Webster, Haque & Hucker, 2014). For many, the 

criminal path starts with the occasional use of drugs, which eventually turns into an addiction, 

which they then have to support by committing criminal acts (Deitch, Koutsenok & Ruiz, 2000). 

During 2016, the number of reported drug offences in Sweden was 90 502, a slight decrease 

from previous years (BRÅ, 2017a). At the same time, there were 40 369 people suspected of 

drug related offenses during 2016, of which 48% were suspected for more than 1 crime (BRÅ, 

2017c). These statistics indicated that a small amount of people were responsible for a large 

number of offences. This seems plausible since a large amount of the committed drug related 

offences are minor, and the suspects are often not prosecuted for each single offence. Rather, 

they are arrested and soon let back out only to reoffend shortly. Not only does this put a strain 

on the police resources, but this particular part of the general population often have considerable 

health- and social issues, which consumes a lot of society's resources (Deitch et al., 2000). In a 

Swedish national survey, 55 000 people were estimated to abuse or be addicted to drugs 

(Ramstedt, Sundin, Landberg & Raninen, 2014).  

 

To reduce the strain on society it is important to prevent people from starting to use drugs, and 

thereby also prevent a certain amount of criminality. Why people start using drugs, or start 

committing criminal acts has been a widely researched area, and the different risk and protective 

factors are well known (e.g. Hawkins, Catalano and Miller, 1992). It has also established that 

the two behaviours often occur together in one individual, which in Sweden, is partially 

explained by the fact that all acts involving drugs are criminalised (Bykvist, & Olsson, 1998). 

The use of drugs is also more common in the parts of the population which are displaying 

criminal behaviours than in the general population, another support for the intertwined 

relationship between criminality and drugs (Deitch et al., 2000). It is not unusual that 

criminality and drug use has an early onset, and that it has long lasting consequences 

(Schroeder, Giordano & Cernkovich, 2007). Since the processes behind these behaviours are 
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complex and changeable, it is helpful to take the whole life into account when studying them 

(Laub & Sampson, 2003; Sampson & Laub, 1993). How these types of behaviours occur, 

develop and disappear through life has been one of the main concerns for the research field 

within criminology which is usually referred to as life-course criminology. 

 

Life-course criminology as a theoretical approach 

Life-course criminology is a branch of the criminological field where the main focus has been 

change in offending over time caused by within-individual development, as opposed to between 

group differences (Laub & Sampson, 2003; Sampson & Laub, 1993). This has been useful since 

it provides beneficial approaches to understanding both persistence and desistance within the 

same theoretical framework (Laub & Sampson, 2001). Within this field, there are some key 

concepts that need to be defined. Trajectory is a line of development, or a pathway, through 

life, such as work life (Sampson & Laub, 1993). Transitions are the life events present in 

between the different developments that form the trajectory, such as first job or first marriage. 

Trajectories and transitions together may form turning points. A turning point can be defined 

as a change of the life-course, which turns into a change within the individual. Turning points 

should not be seen as single events but rather a process that consist of past experiences and 

events, which in turn makes future processes of change possible (Carlsson, 2012). It is 

appropriate to use turning points as a concept when talking about desistance, since it focuses 

on the specific events, stages and processes which initiate change. Desistance is not directly 

connected to turning points, since it is not a specific event that makes the difference. It is rather 

about how changes in the life course, under certain circumstances can bring with them other 

changes, which Carlsson (2012) claimed were “theoretically understood as central for the 

desistance processes to emerge” (p.3).  

 

With these claims in mind, from this point forward this thesis will use the term turning point 

processes when referring to the concept of turning points, in accordance with Sampson and 

Laub (2005b). The turning point processes were also considered as processes of both negative 

and positive change, ergo processes towards onset of criminal behaviour were considered 

negative and processes towards desistance from criminal behaviours were considered positive. 

Sampson and Laub (1993) and their theory; age graded theory of informal social control (also 

in: Laub & Sampson, 2003) constitute the basis in the field of life course criminology. 

Therefore, their theory was chosen as the theoretical framework of this study. 
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 Age-graded theory of informal social control 

Robert Sampson and John Laub accessed the entire collected data from the classic study 

Unravelling Juvenile Delinquency by Sheldon and Eleanor Glueck from 1950 and 1968, and 

used it to develop and assess their own theoretical framework, concerning the whole life-course 

(Sampson & Laub, 1993). The age graded theory of informal social control argues that 

persistent offending and desistance can be explained using the same theoretical framework. In 

brief, the claim is that crime is more likely to occur when an individual's bond´s to society are 

weakened (Sampson & Laub, 1993). Their basic thesis is organized by three major themes: (1) 

structural context is mediated by informal social control through family and school, which 

explains delinquency in childhood and adolescence; (2) there is a strong connection between 

antisocial behaviour in childhood and antisocial behaviour through adolescence and adulthood; 

(3) informal social control through adult bonds to family and occupation explain changes in 

criminality through adult life, regardless of early childhood propensities.  

 

Sampson and Laub (1993) do not focus on why people commit crime, but rather on what makes 

people refrain from criminal activities. They mean that childhood antisocial behaviour is caused 

by weak attachments to family and school. If these attachments were stronger, they would 

provide protection through informal social control, and therefore prohibit antisocial behaviour. 

However, Sampson and Laub (1993) also explain that other childhood attachments such as 

bonds to peers with antisocial attitudes have a strong influence and these are likely to exceed 

the influence from prosocial attachments. Antisocial behaviour, whenever they are developed, 

are strongly connected to antisocial behaviours in the next life stage, meaning that if developed 

in childhood, there is a strong connection to antisocial behaviour also in adolescence and if 

developed or still present in adolescence, there is a strong connection to antisocial behaviour in 

adulthood. This is because of what Sampson and Laub (1993) calls “cumulative disadvantage”. 

This means that delinquency undermine the forming of bonds to family and society which in 

turn enhances the risk of continued offending due to the lack of informal social control. 

Sampson and Laub (1993) also provide an explanation regarding changes in criminality in adult 

life. Whether childhood and/or adolescent behaviours are prosocial or antisocial, an onset or 

offset of criminal behaviour in adulthood can be explained by changes in the adult social bonds. 

 

After publishing their original theoretical framework, Laub and Sampson (2003) kept 

developing their theory. Among other things, they conclude that desistance is a result of 

individual choices, resulting in actions, together with situational contexts and structural 
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influences. By this they mean that a choice is made, consciously or unconsciously, and the 

actions that this choice results in, together with the context of the individual’s attachments, is 

what explains onset or offset of criminal behaviours in adult life. They argue that desistance is 

a process rather than an event, in need of constant renewal (Laub and Sampson, 2003). They 

also explain how desistance can occur by “default”, as the individual invests in new or present 

social attachments and suddenly realises that the stakes are too high, there is too much to lose. 

Also of importance in the revised theory is the explanation of how “knifing off” the past from 

the present is important to the process of desistance. This includes both cutting of antisocial 

connections and making a fresh start by resettling at a new location (Laub & Sampson, 2003).  

 

This “knifing off” process can also explain sudden onset of criminal behaviour in adult life, if 

prosocial contexts are lost and replaced with antisocial contexts. Within these different contexts 

lies different forms of routine activities, which also has a part in changes in criminal activities. 

When the everyday life is well structured and filled with meaningful activities, these routines 

promotes desistance, and when everyday life is chaotic and unstructured, opportunities for 

crime and association with others in similar positions promotes criminality (Laub & Sampson, 

2003). To summarize, the theory states that desistance from crime occurs in the interaction of 

social control, structured routine activities, and purposeful human agency, and persistence in 

crime occurs when there is a lack of social controls, few structured routine activities, and 

purposeful human agency (Sampson & Laub, 2005a). 

 

Previous research 

Risk factors for delinquency have been studied in great detail over a long period of time. Murray 

and Farrington (2010) reviewed research of the most important risk factors for delinquency and 

conduct disorder. They found that important individual risk factors were impulsiveness; low IQ 

and low school achievement, and that important family risk factors were poor parental 

supervision; punitive or erratic parental discipline; cold parental attitude; parental conflict and 

disrupted families. They also found important socioeconomic risk factors to be antisocial peers; 

high delinquency rate schools and high crime neighbourhoods (Murray & Farrington, 2010). 

When reviewing research of adolescents and risk factors for drug use, Hawkins et al. (1992) 

roughly divided the risk factors into two different groups, contextual factors and individual 

factors. They found important contextual factors to be laws and norms favourable toward drug 

use, availability of drugs, extreme economic deprivation and neighbourhood disorganization.  

 



Turning points for criminality and drug addiction: Real life stories. 

 

6 
 

In the individual factors, they included factors connected to individual characteristics and 

personal environment (Hawkins et al., 1992). They also found that a family history of 

alcoholism and parental use of illegal drugs; poor family management practices; family conflict; 

low bonding to family; lack of commitment to school; early peer rejection; and social influences 

to use drugs were some of the important factors in this group. Hoeve et al. (2012) found in their 

meta-analysis of attachments to parents and delinquency, that poor attachment was associated 

with delinquent behaviour, with a small to moderate effect size. Their findings were in line with 

other studies examining attachment and delinquency from the perspective of attachment theory 

and control theory. Hoeve et al. (2012) also found that the influence of attachment to parents 

on delinquency weakens with age, and that reasons for delinquency may change during the life-

course, which was in accordance with Sampson and Laub (2005a).  

 

Regarding desistance, the previous research has been quite extensive but often specialised in 

certain types of crime. The field of life-course criminology seemed split, mostly between the 

claims of the age graded theory of informal social control (Laub & Sampson, 2003; Sampson 

and Laub, 1993) suggesting that informal social control affected behaviour, or the claim that 

people first needed to make the decision to change conception of their identity to a non-offender 

identity before they could change their behaviour (e.g. Bachman, Kerrison, Paternoster, 

O’Connell & Smith, 2016). The similarities were striking between the two propositions, and 

the main difference, apart from the identity change, was that Bachman et al. (2016) found that 

although partnership and employment were not considered significant turning points, renewed 

relationships with family and finding employment helped strengthening the prosocial identity 

after the identity shift. Sampson and Laub (1993) and Laub and Sampson (2003) instead 

propose that the reconnection to family and other social institutions such as work were the very 

cause of the desistance process. Further, in a recent work, Sampson and Laub (2016) came to 

the conclusion, inspired by recent findings in behavioural science that behaviour changed 

identity, rather than the opposite. 

 

Since the processes under study in this particular field are very complex in nature, it seems 

important to keep using the qualitative approach to find more clues as to what might be the 

underlying causes of all these processes. When performing this type of research, the narrative 

method can be useful since it is built around data in the form of for example life stories told 

by participants (Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach and Zilber, 1998). Even if the criminological field 

has turned more towards narrative approaches in recent years, few studies regarding the full 
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trajectories of the addictive and criminal life and how they are perceived by the individuals 

experiencing them have been found. This would seem important issues, since it could possibly 

affect the result of the treatment, and maybe also show how treatment and interventions can 

be more cost-effective for society. Therefore, the aim of this study was to examine if there 

were recurring factors in the individual negative and positive turning point processes of 

people recovering from criminality and substance abuse, by analysing the participants own 

life stories. 

Method 

Research design 

To fit the purpose of this study, a qualitative design was chosen. Qualitative design is 

appropriate when the issue of the study is connected to individual perceptions of specific events 

(Ahrne & Svensson, 2011, Flick, 2014). Further, a narrative method was chosen. Narratives can 

be defined as stories, told by sequences of words, actions or images (Flick, 2014). The 

organisation within these sequences, the information of the story, is generally what is of interest. 

Since the issue of this study addressed how the life course is perceived and understood by the 

individual, a narrative design was deemed appropriate (Flick, 2014). Lieblich et al. (1998) 

defined narrative research as “any study that uses or analyses narrative materials” (p.2). Data 

can be collected through interviews or any other form of data collection that allows for a 

narrative to form (Lieblich et al., 1998). 

 

More specifically, the narrative method with a holistic-content approach was chosen, a method 

developed by Lieblich et al (1998). The holistic approach aims to explore the person's 

development through life to their present position, and the content approach focuses on the 

explicit content as in what happened and why. Therefore, this method is appropriate when 

different episodes of one's life put in the context of one another, is of interest (Lieblich et al., 

1998). The chosen method for the data collection was narrative interviews, where the main 

focus is the story as it is remembered and told by the interviewee (Flick, 2014). This was 

appropriate because the participants own narrative about their life in the context of their 

destructive behaviours was the main focus of the study (Lieblich et al., 1998). Since the aim of 

this study was concerning turning point processes, the authors chose to consider these processes 

as the episodes of interest, the content of the stories. The remaining parts of the stories were 

used to give the reader a greater perspective of each participant's life. This was important since 
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by constructing stories, human beings organise perceptions, thoughts and actions to make the 

events in life understandable and meaningful (Robinson & Hawpe, 1986). 

 

Sample 

The goal for the sampling was to obtain 10-12 participants of both genders, with a previous 

criminal lifestyle and substance abuse. All participants had to be over the age of 18 and must 

have had a history of drug addiction as well as a criminal lifestyle to ensure that these 

behaviours have had a significant effect on their lives. The age limit was set at 18 for practical 

reasons, such as not having to ask for the permission of adolescent’s parents or guardians. The 

authors also believed that there was a risk of negative influence on participants who would need 

this sort of permission, and therefore decided to draw the line at 18.  It was also essential that 

the participants considered themselves to have put their destructive lifestyle behind them, and 

that they were actively making choices to change to a prosocial lifestyle. 

 

The participants were contacted through the organisation kriminellas revansch i samhället 

(KRIS; Criminals return into society). KRIS is a Swedish non-profit-organisation, where men 

and women with a history of criminality and drug addiction aim to aid one another in the process 

of desistance by being there for each other (KRIS, 2017). The organisation can provide help 

with, among other things, living arrangements, job seeking and sponsorship as well as pick-ups 

and support for people released from detention or prison. The sampling procedure was 

conducted through purposive sampling, since the authors turned to the local KRIS organisation, 

as it was the only organisation in Sundsvall working with people who have had a criminal 

lifestyle and also, often, a history of drug addiction. Many of their active members met the 

inclusion criteria.  

 

The members were contacted through the president in the local organisation and asked if they 

were interested in participating in the study. It should be noted that the president chose the first 

participants in regard of how interesting he deemed their stories to be for this study, but 

eventually, out of necessity he had to choose those willing to participate. Unfortunately, the 

general interest to participate among the members of KRIS was rather low, and in the end, six 

men in the ages of mid-twenties to mid-sixties, who also met the remaining inclusion criteria 

were willing to participate in the study. To clarify, the authors decided to use all 6 of those who 

were willing to take part in the study, since it was deemed an appropriate amount for this study. 

Therefore, it was not an active choice to only include men in the study. 
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Data collection 

The interviews were performed at KRIS´s facilities where the interviewees were expected to 

feel a sense of security and safety. The interviews were performed in Swedish and sound 

recorded. All participants were interviewed once, except participant 1 who was interviewed 

twice, since his first interview had to be interrupted due to a limited amount of time. In 

accordance to narrative methodology, the interviews started with the participants being asked 

to tell their own story from childhood to present day, with main focus on criminality and drugs 

(Flick, 2014). The participants were informed that the interviewers would not interrupt them, 

until the participants felt like they had no more to say, meaning that their initial narrative would 

be finished and therefore would not be disturbed by the interviewer’s interruptions (Flick, 

2014). The initial narratives lasted between 10 minutes and an hour among the participants, 

since they experienced different levels of difficulties in talking about their life in this manner. 

This also affected the length of the interviews. Though the initial approach were to interrupt as 

little as possible, support through more direct questions were provided when some participants 

required guidance to be able to tell their story.  

 

When the initial narrative was finished, complementary open ended questions were asked to 

make sure important aspects were covered and to clarify certain events, in accordance with the 

narrative interview method (Flick, 2014). For example, these questions could concern the 

relationships within the family during the upbringing or how the participant experienced certain 

crucial events. In the end, the full interviews, including both the initial narratives and the 

complementary questions, lasted between 40 minutes and 2 hours and 30 minutes. For some of 

the participants, follow up interviews could have been favourable, but unfortunately, for reasons 

which were outside of the author’s control, the follow up interviews could not be performed. 

 

Data analysis 

The analysis was performed with a holistic-content perspective, where it is important to 

preserve the narrative in its entirety and where it is possible to interpret the chosen episodes, 

the turning point processes, in the context of one another (Lieblich et al., 1998). The chosen 

episodes for this particular study were “what happened” and “why” regarding the turning point 

processes, all from the standpoint of the teller and interpreted in the context of each other. Since 

the focus of the study was established beforehand, the material was analysed through this focus, 

the chosen episodes, which was not strictly in accordance with the method. Usually the 
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researchers try to find the natural focus of the narrative rather than deciding the focus to start 

with (Lieblich et al., 1998). 

 

As a first step of the analysis, the data was transcribed (Johansson, 2005). All transcription and 

the initial analysis were conducted in Swedish. After the transcription, the second step was to 

read and listen to the material several times to find the meaningful events in the narrative which 

corresponded to the chosen episodes of interest (Lieblich et al., 1998). Thirdly, the authors 

thoroughly went through these events in the narrative to select those parts, which according to 

the participant were important in the processes involved in the chosen episodes. In the fourth 

step, the chosen material was divided in quotes and summarised narrative as interpreted by the 

authors. The quotes described the experience in greater detail and were chosen for their special 

significance for the episodes, while the summarised narrative provided more details of the 

context surrounding the events. As a fifth step, the complete material regarding the episodes 

were put together as a summary of the full narrative, and this became the final stories, as they 

were presented in the results section. All quotes used in the final material were translated to 

English, and the translation was made in a way to ensure that the colour of the language was 

not lost, and also that the perceived meaning of the participants own words were clear, as it was 

interpreted by the authors. In the final step of the analysis, the two episodes were examined for 

similarities and differences to see if there were any recurring factors between the two (Lieblich 

et al., 1998). 

 

Definitions  

It is not unusual that criminality and drug use has an early onset, but when talking about children 

and adolescents, criminality and other stigmatizing words are generally avoided. In this study, 

norm breaking behaviours, such as defiance, rule breaking, truancy and physical aggression, 

together with pro criminal attitudes were called antisocial behaviours or antisocial attitudes 

(Tremblay, 2013). They are not to be confused with the antisocial personality disorder, which 

is a psychological diagnosis (The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders - 5th 

ed. [DSM–5], American Psychiatric Association, 2013). If these antisocial behaviours lead to 

law breaking behaviours, such as criminal acts or the use of drugs, in childhood or adolescence 

they were referred to in this study as delinquency and when they occurred in, or transitioned to 

adulthood, they were referred to as criminal behaviours. This distinction was made to clearly 

separate between juvenile and adult criminal behaviours. 
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Research assessment 

According to Flick (2014), reliability and validity are those of the classical criterion for research 

evaluation that has been deemed most important for qualitative research. Reliability in 

qualitative research is generally dependent on firstly, how well the genesis of the data is 

explained, meaning if it is possible for the reader to understand what is stated by the subject 

and what is interpreted by the researcher. In the present study, the results were presented as 

stories with the chosen episodes of interest highlighted by quotes from the interviews, and the 

analysis of each participant's narrative was presented separately. Secondly, reliability is also 

dependent on whether the researcher's have similar knowledge and training in data collection, 

to ensure that the result of each data collection is comparable to each other (Flick, 2014). During 

the data collection of this study, all interviews were performed in the same manner, with both 

authors present, and the authors were involved in the creating of the narratives as little as 

possible.  

 

According to Flick (2014), validity comes down to whether the researchers actually see what 

they think they see, and if the study is controlled in such a way that the researcher's influence 

can be excluded as far as possible. Polkinghorne (1988) argued that in narrative research, the 

word valid keeps its ordinary meaning of well-grounded and supportable, as he explained that 

a valid finding was based on the more general understanding of validity as a well-grounded 

conclusion. In the present study, the authors offered explanations to the findings based on logic 

reasoning, supported with a generally accepted and well-established theory. Polkinghorne 

(1988) also stated that the researcher should present evidence to support their conclusions and 

show why alternative conclusion were not as likely, ergo the argument did not produce 

certainty, it produced likelihood. Lieblich et al. (1998) also argued, in accordance with 

Polkinghorne (1988), that validity was rather a test of the trustworthiness of the analysis, than 

a search for an absolute truth. Since the classical criteria for evaluation of research were 

complicated to apply on narrative research, Lieblich et al. (1998) have developed a set of criteria 

for the evaluation of narrative analysis. 

 

Width 

The quality of the interview and the analysis is of importance, and can be supported through 

numerous quotations and alternative explanations from the findings (Lieblich et al., 1998). The 

present study strived to properly use the narrative interview methodology, the developed 
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specific structure in the result section and the steps through which the analysis was conducted 

as thoroughly as possible to achieve high quality.  

 

Coherence 

In this criterion, the coherence of the study should be tested both internally, through how 

different parts of the results fit together, and externally against previous research and existing 

theories (Lieblich et al., 1998). This study strived to present the full story of the participants, as 

they told it to the authors and to support the result of the analysis with theoretical and empirical 

evidence. 

 

Insightfulness 

The goal of this criterion is to achieve insight and greater comprehension for the reader, 

regarding both themselves and their own lives as well as for the participants and their life’s  

(Lieblich et al., 1998). The authors strived to achieve this by presenting the stories through the 

perspective of the participants and to make it clear to the reader that these are lived stories from 

reality. 

 

Parsimony 

According to this criterion, the analysis should be assessed by the number of concepts, and 

elegance or aesthetic appeal (Lieblich et al., 1998). A smaller number of concepts are preferred, 

but still the analysis needs to be thorough. In this study, the analysis has been conducted as 

thoroughly as deemed possible to achieve a good quality result without producing excessive 

amounts of material. 

 

Pre-understanding 

During the education of which this thesis was a part, the authors have acquired a general 

knowledge of the nature of crime and the people affected by it. This together with all 

information the authors have encountered through life would undoubtedly have affected how 

the results were interpreted and how the analysis was conducted (Johansson, 2011). With this 

in mind, it was the author's objective to minimise the effects of their pre-understanding as much 

as it was reasonable and possible. To achieve this, the authors tried to adapt the participant’s 

perspective on their narratives as thoroughly as possible, and tried as far as possible not to 

assume, ascribe or in other ways go beyond what was said. 
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Ethical concerns 

The authors have taken into consideration all ethical guidelines provided by the Swedish 

science council [Vetenskapsrådet] that were relevant for this study. The four general 

requirements for research, information-, consent-, confidentiality- and usage requirements were 

all met in the following manner: 

 

                  Information requirements 

At the time of data collection all participants were presented with an information and consent 

sheet, were the authors informed the participants of their part in the project and the terms 

concerning their participation (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). They were also provided with 

information about how the participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw from the 

study at any moment. The information provided also contained all aspects of the study that 

might have affected the participant in his decision to participate (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). All 

the information was also thoroughly explained verbally for the participant. 

 

                  Consent requirements 

Before the first interview, the authors obtained the participant's written consent to participate 

in the study (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). The participants were informed that they had the right to 

decide: if they should participate; for how long they should participate and; on what terms, they 

participated in the study. If they decided to withdraw, there would be no negative consequence 

(Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). The participants were not subjected to pressure or influence in any 

way while making the decision to participate or withdraw and there was no dependency between 

the authors and the participants (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). 

 

                  Confidentiality requirements 

To ensure participant anonymity, all participants were given a nickname before the first 

interview, which were used throughout the study. Unfortunately, most participants chose their 

real nicknames, so to ensure their anonymity the authors chose to assign them numbers, in the 

order they were interviewed. All personnel involved in the study signed a confidentiality 

commitment regarding the handling of ethically sensitive data (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). All 

information regarding identifiable persons was recorded, stored and reported in such way that 

participants could not be identified by people outside of the study. This was especially 

important regarding information that could be considered as ethically sensitive, and it has not 
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been possible for people outside of the study to get access to this information (Vetenskapsrådet, 

2002). 

 

Usage requirements 

Information about individuals that have been collected for the study have not been used or lent 

for commercial- or other non-scientific purposes, and no personal information collected for this 

study have been used for decisions or actions which could have directly affected the participants 

(Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). 

Results and analysis 

According to Polkinghorne (1988), seeing two events as connected increased the understanding 

for both of them. With this thought in mind, the results were presented as stories, which aimed 

to provide all the information necessary to understand each participant's trajectory and the 

processes that lead to both the destructive behaviours and to the motivation for change. The 

chosen episodes of the participant’s life, the negative and positive turning point processes, were 

explained in greater detail and the chosen citations highlighted both these episodes. Quotes 

from the data were used to enable the participants own voice to be heard and to make it clear 

that it was the participant's own perspective of the events that were presented. 

 

Participant 1 (P1) 

P1 was born in the 50´s, and he grew up in a family living in industrial housing. His relationship 

to his parents was problematic, partially because his parents were working different shifts. 

 

Yeah, so, I had ... parents who worked shifts ... so uhm... a week could pass, without me seeing 

them, or something, but I had an older sister who made sure I got to school... Uhm... Because dad 

worked nights, and when he got home and went to sleep, mom was of for work, kind of. 

 

During his first years of school he started having trouble since the teachers did neither accept 

nor handle the fact that he was left handed and dyslexic very well. This started what he himself 

refers to as teacher bullying. 

 

 Well… I can uhm... I can, can even remember my first day of school because I had learnt how to 

write my name and stuff but... that only lasted to 2nd grade, then uhm... it started fucking up 

because... I was left handed... and that was not accepted by the teacher, so, well uhm... It kind of 
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became a teacher bullying thing, sort of, and everything that happened from school, in school... 

uhm, during 1st grade, 2nd grade, 3rd grade and the beginning of 4th grade was blamed on me, 

whether I had done it or not. Because... I was that... little scared person which... everybody picked 

on and beat if you know what I mean... and I dared not answer back. If they said, the boys in class 

for example, you, you have to say that you broke the window, then I had to do it.   

 

His parents were informed of his “misbehaviours” in school which often resulted in 

chastisement, and this were the only times they actively engaged in his life. During the 

weekends when they could be expected to have more time for the children, his parents often 

arranged parties instead. 

 

I even learned that, when there was a party at our house and I came back from school on a Friday 

night for example, mostly they were sitting in the kitchen, you know, in those industrial shacks, 

and kitchen window was always open... and when it was I never went in because I knew that... 

there was a party, and you know, I had no place there whatsoever, so... it was the grownups... how 

do you say, playfield... They just came with stupid suggestions like, go and... buy some candy 

and... eventually you learn that, why should I go and by candy, they don't want any kids there so 

uhm... you learnt that pretty quickly. 

 

The parties, his parents disinterest in him and his life as well as the adult’s attempts to keep him 

out of the way caused him to find refuge in an old woodshed nearby the house. 

 

We did have an outhouse that we remade... well it was a woodshed, which we remade so during 

summers we had it... we slept there and I mean, whole summer breaks could pass before they 

even came to check, of course they´d seen me, they knew I was alive you know but... (...) you 

made it on your own in some way, you had to learn that quickly, you had to grow up fast so to 

speak... 

 

P1 expresses that he and his siblings were more of a burden than a blessing to their parents, 

who made sure they managed but not much more. 

 

Uhu... yeah... no but it was nothing like... like nowadays, for example, parent-teacher meetings 

you're supposed, parents are supposed to attend, I can't remember them attending, not that I can 

remember anyway... it was... if one, if one were at work than the other one could not leave the 

children, or so they said. What children? They didn't care for no children you know, so... but you 
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know it was a reason for them to, you know, avoid... knowing what was going on with me in 

school. 

 

The lack of stability and inconsistent parenting during his upbringing caused him to develop 

active theft behaviour at the age of 11. At 12 he was diagnosed with ADHD, and at 13 he was 

forced placed in a treatment centre for juveniles. At 15 he was supporting himself through 

criminality and had developed an addiction of alcohol and benzodiazepines. When asked about 

the onset of his drug use, he again mentions his family situation, and how his upbringing played 

a part in it. 

 

The options were to live that way, or, I almost said, not to live you know... the drugs came early 

and it and they... a false sense of security, like...  uhm... as soon as you’d feel any anxiety or 

something, then it was... easier to medicate it to get rid of it… and then it'd be even worse later, 

the next time... uh and you’d increase the dru... you know, the strength and dosage… 

 

He also mentioned how the smell of alcohol affected him as a child and how he had thought 

about his future regarding alcohol. 

 

Well I thought you know, that I will become immune towards that, I thought, but that was not the 

case, I became one of them... in some way... And that's why I think that this with, with alcoholism 

and stuff, it has to be hereditary in some way... it must be. Well I mean my brother, he drank a 

lot, aah, both sisters, and I drank even more, you know it was... it, it was, what do you say, well... 

I drank most of all... all of us I mean and then there was, then, you know titt-tatt and so on. They, 

they abu... can you abuse a little bit, nah maybe you can't but they abused but I abused more. 

 

Later, P1 was again forced placed to a different city for a year, and then moved back home and 

got his own apartment at the age of 16. He became a father for the first time at 18 and again at 

20. During his first years of fatherhood, he tried to stop his destructive behaviours. He had a 

job and a girlfriend with whom he started building a house and for a short while he thought that 

his problems were solved, but he soon relapsed into drugs and criminality. Despite of his 

problems, he tried to keep in contact with his children during their first years, but had difficulties 

doing so due to several prison sentences. He eventually decides to cut all contact with them, 

and after doing so his antisocial behaviour spiralled out of control, and he was sentenced several 

times for assault among other things. He explains how he believes his early experiences affected 

his adult behaviours. 
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...uhm... I guess I have served time at... at some pretty rough prisons, since I was acting, well, I 

don’t quite know how to say it, I was very angry, acted out... as they said... at, at Kumla for 

example that all that I have carried with me has come out when I´ve taken drugs, so everything 

with the bullying you know, the tied back thumb [shows how his left hand was tied behind his 

back] so I couldn't write and stuff, it stuck you know like a... like a thorn sort of, so I acted out a 

lot. 

 

During what became his last prison sentence, several things happened that came to play a crucial 

part in his recovery. One of these was that he received letters from his family. 

 

In some way, my family had... uhm... parents and everything… had you know... decided to... write 

about how they, how they experienced me... and you know... it was some damn tuff letters I 

received (...) and... that's when I decided... I think it was 2004 or 2005... that now I’ll try to quit. 

And then I... did...  

 

He also got a new doctor who decided to stop his prescription of morphine, since he did not 

believe that P1 really needed them. Instead he was recommended physiotherapy for his claimed 

ache.   

 

Well but that was too much...nah, no physiotherapy, no... And then I received those letter from... 

the kids... where they described how they felt and such... That's when it turned around. 

 

The withdrawal of his prescribed drugs in combination with the letters from his family was 

according to him the reason he decided to change his behaviour. During this last prison 

sentence, he was recommended by another inmate to contact KRIS when he, after 38 years of 

drug addiction and criminality, decided to try to change his life. P1 is now in his mid-sixties 

and has been free from drugs and criminality for 12 years. 

  

 Analysis 

P1’s negative turning point process seems to mainly have been driven by his loose attachment 

to society in general and to his parents in particular. This could be explained by Sampson and 

Laub (1993), who claimed that problems in the attachments to family was connected to 

delinquency and later criminal behaviour. It is possible that his feeling of not belonging in his 

own home, to his own parents caused him to withdraw from situations in the house whenever 

he could and instead he lived on his own in the woodshed when it was possible. The experience 
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in school, a context which according to Sampson and Laub (1993) could have helped him by 

making him feel connected to society, instead became another place of disconnection. It is 

possible that the teachers had a dual effect on his process since they represented another betrayal 

from the adult world, as they were a part of the bullying and as they did nothing to help him 

with the bullying from his peers. 

 

These experiences combined might have been what caused him to feel a great amount of anxiety 

at a very young age, and he explains how his solution to this was to self-medicate with drugs, 

a behaviour which he seems to use throughout his criminal life. His early development of theft 

behaviour could be explained as a part of early conduct problems, but through the way he spoke 

about his early experiences, it seems more likely that this was an effect of his disrupted family, 

and the way he was treated in school (Sampson & Laub, 1993). His persistence in criminal 

behaviour through his 38 active years could be explained by the fact that delinquent behaviour 

cause problems in the formation of adult social bonds and this might have prohibited his 

desistance (Sampson & Laub, 1993). 

 

Through P1’s life, the fleeing behaviour seems to have been something he used in situations 

where he was uncomfortable. Not only did he flee the house in his childhood, but also when his 

first kids were born and he had a more stable lifestyle, he fled from a good job and his family, 

fearing that they would eventually find him to be the problem he felt like he was. It is evident 

in this example how P1’s delinquent behaviour was preventing him from forming adult bonds 

to society in general and to his family in particular (Sampson & Laub, 1993). There seemed to 

be another interesting connection between P1’s negative and positive processes as well. It is 

possible that when his feelings of not belonging throughout his life was confronted with the 

letters he received, he discovered a connection between him and his children, that they had felt 

but that he was not aware of.  

 

This discovery was probably the main motivator behind P1’s positive process, as he made the 

decision to try to change his life and stop disappointing his children. It could be explained as a 

gradual strengthening of his attachments to his family, the children in particular, and as he 

progressed in his desistance, their reinforcement, in the form of more contact with him, 

strengthened his ability to desist from drugs and criminality. This whole process could be seen 

as a forming of adult social bonds, which was likely the key to his desistance (Sampson & Laub, 

1993). The combination of this process and the fact that he suddenly was deprived of his 
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prescribed drugs surely made the decision to change his life easier, but the sudden realisation 

of having bonds to his family seemed to have had a more significant effect on his decision. 

Sampson and Laub (1993) mainly speak of family bonds as through marital attachment, but 

they also emphasise the importance of family relations for desistance which could be seen in 

the case of P1. 

 

Participant 2 (P2) 

P2 was born in the 80´s and grew up in one of Sweden’s larger cities. The relationships to the 

members of his family were good and he refers to his upbringing as normal. His parents 

divorced when he was 8 years old, and some time after that, when he was in 3rd grade, he 

started shoplifting. 

 

... the criminality part, like shoplifting for example uhm, like just candy for example and stuff like 

that which are still criminal you know, so uhm, I started doing that in as early as 3rd grade or 

around that time... but it... well I wouldn't say that it was... uhm... the starting point in my... 

criminal career or what whatever you’d call it... uhm for me that was... was when I started 6th 

grade. 

 

The noteworthy thing about his shoplifting was how he describes that he and his friend used to 

practice for it. 

 

In 3rd grade when I used to be at the after-school centre [fritids] there was a boy there who were 

a year younger than me, and he had already started doing it, you know and he had his tricks, how 

to put away one of those, a Twix, [makes whooshing sound and demonstrates how something can 

be slid up the sleeve of a jacket] into the jacket, you know, it wouldn't show. And he taught me 

that and we practiced at the after-school centre and then went to the small store nearby aaand just 

did it... uhm... it was exciting you know... yeah like a small adrenaline rush. 

 

Another noteworthy behaviour was the fact that he tried alcohol in 5th grade. 

 

I think I drank alcohol for the first time in 5th grade or around that time, uhm I don't really 

remember but... I know I had been drinking many times before 6th grade... 

 

In school, up to 6th grade he had a group of friends, who had the habit of bullying each other 

in turns. 
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... someone always had to be excluded... and uhm... it wasn't like something we chose it just 

happened... now it was my turn sort of... uhm they excluded me, like you know, bullying or 

something uhm, broke my bike and did, aah childish stuff like that you know. (...) They were my 

world, except from my family you know. 

 

During this time period, he was approached by and eventually started to hang out with an older 

student who were, according to P2, “the black sheep” of the school. 

 

... uhm he took interest in me and uhm... you know... it all went rather quickly and I soon started 

to hang out with him on a daily basis... He introduced me to a world that I... yeah well... mostly 

had seen on TV sort of you know and it was it was to steal cars and he gave me ecstasy for the 

first time when i was 13, he gave me smoke for the first time, well cannabis... and all this during 

the first year, in 6th grade. 

 

The new friendship and the antisocial behaviours gave him something which he experienced as 

respect. 

 

... I remember how I got a... I got the feeling that I would never have to take crap again sort of... 

I received a different type of response from the others in school and... I uhm... I did no longer 

depend on that... little group that uhm... that I depended on so heavily before so to speak. 

 

Even though this new friendship was something of a coincidence, he expressed that it was 

something that he might have sought up anyway. 

 

Why I don't know... uhm... what should I say... I was fascinated by uhm... like gangster movies 

and all that stuff. (...) well I thrived in it so much... uhm... I fell in love with it so quickly... 

 

He explained how the drugs and criminality were more of a phase for some of his friends, but 

that he felt like for him, it was more an identification. He also speculated about the many 

different factors that might have played a role in his behaviour. 

 

... well you know with the bullying and I never wanted to feel that way again you know... uhm... 

I think it... there were a lot of factors in play and... Unfortunately with many factors at the same 

time it can, you know, so it can, can become you know attached to deeply...  
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From 7th to 9th grade the drug use escalated to the point of daily use of cannabis during his 

first year of Swedish gymnasium. He was convicted of assault when he was 15 and after that, 

these sorts of behaviours escalated. Despite this and the drug use he managed to graduate 

school, although he received his first prison sentence for a serious drug offence, at the time of 

his graduation. During this sentence, he made a lot of new connections and shifted his criminal 

career towards drug distribution and fraud among other things. In his early twenties, he became 

a father, and he and his girlfriend had several kids together. During his criminal career, he was 

well known by the police and was sentenced for different types of crime several times. His 

lifestyle and criminal path ended up in conflict with criminal gangs, which escalated to the point 

of P2 always wearing a bulletproof vest and guns to protect himself. By this time, the 

relationships to his family were damaged, and the threats towards him and his family, his 

extensive addiction and the fact that he was heavily in debt caused him to consider suicide. 

 

... but it came to the point where I actually had a gun in my hand and... well... sort of thought 

about blowing my head of you know because I couldn't take it anymore. (...) it was around that 

time when I, I just felt that... lifetime in prison would have been a relief... If someone shoots me 

that would be a relief, you know. 

 

Around the time of his suicidal thoughts he was arrested again and put in custody. This was a 

big relief for him and he felt like he could relax and breathe again. The authorities offered him 

contract treatment, something he had never considered before. When the treatment started, he 

felt that he could relate to the other patients who had similar problems. 

 

I remember that day you know, that’s where I felt hope, in me that that you know like, shit, fuck 

this might work, you know leaving this behind me and...ehhm… 

 

He believes himself that his motivation came through the right intervention and the right 

treatment at the right time. 

 

I saw no solution, honestly, I saw no solution and it wasn't until I was convicted, placed 

at a very good treatment facility and somehow, like, I didn't have to wear any masks anymore I 

didn't have to be that tough guy I didn’t... because others sat there and cried, you know, other men 

who cried and... we all have our own history but the pain that they felt, I could relate to and that 

had such a powerful effect you know... 
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Even though P2’s treatment got a good start, a conflict with one of the staff members caused 

him to be transferred from the initial facilities to a treatment facility outside of Sundsvall. After 

a while he realised that his opportunities for an apartment were faster in Sundsvall and he soon 

convinced his girlfriend to make the move to Sundsvall and bring the kids. Even though the 

treatment for the addiction went rather smoothly, he talks about how the criminality was harder 

to abstain from, and how he convinced his brothers to deal drugs for him while he was in 

treatment. This was mainly so that he could earn money to pay off some of his debts, and even 

if he eventually told them to stop, he kept thinking of criminal solutions to his problems for a 

long time. 

 

After all it was the criminality which... which gave me the most problems so to speak... like real 

problems... sure I used drugs excessively but... uhm like... I remember, it was a few months into 

the transition back to society here in Sundsvall, and... I was offered a fraud-thing, which is... 

which was easy... I could’ve gotten away with it and it would´ve helped me to sort of pay off one, 

maybe even two debts depending on how much energy I would've put into it... uhm... and I started 

thinking about it... uhm... but... something held me back and it never had before... it... well I 

couldn't put it in words but you know... and it caused me to eventually end it. 

 

After this incident, he made the decision to never endanger his new life with his family in any 

sort of way again. During the last treatment, one of his fellow patients recommended him to 

contact KRIS. P2 is now in his late twenties and has been free from drugs and criminality for 2 

years. 

 

 Analysis 

P2 seems to have been very influenced by his delinquent peers in his negative process, more so 

than by his good relationship to his parents and his dedication to graduate school. According to 

Sampson and Laub (1993), delinquent peers have a significant effect on delinquency, regardless 

of the attachments to school and family. The peers also seemed to have played a role in his 

continued criminal behaviour in adult life, since he first and foremost has committed crimes as 

part of a group. This was probably because of his strategic and organised personality which has 

earned him a lot of respect among his peers, both as an adolescent and as an adult. It is possible 

that the respect also had a prominent role in his onset of delinquency, since he explains how he 

felt empowered by it when he first experienced it in school. This was most likely caused by the 

fact that he was bullied by his previous friends, something which caused him a great deal of 
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pain. Maybe this pain made the new attachment to his delinquent peers grow even stronger, as 

they picked him up from the bottom and, in his view, brought him up to the top.  

 

His antisocial attitudes probably played a role in his development of delinquent behaviour, even 

if his delinquency might not have been as severe without his delinquent peers. He himself talks 

about his antisocial attitudes as something that would have affected him eventually, delinquent 

peers or not, since he believes that he would have sought out the delinquent company sooner or 

later. Sampson and Laub (1993) explained antisocial attitudes as something which had an 

indirect effect on delinquency, through the disturbance it caused in the forming of attachments 

to family and society. 

 

P2’s positive turning point process seems to have been mostly affected by the fact that he was 

receptive to change and that he received the appropriate treatment. This receptiveness could 

possibly be explained as an effect caused by the serious situation which he found himself in, 

with heavy addiction, debts and death threats towards him and his family. It is also possible that 

in this serious situation, he discovered that he had lost the respect from his friends and criminal 

circles, which had been the driving force of his delinquency and adult criminal behaviour. This 

could be seen as if his attachment to the criminal peers, and to the criminal lifestyle, were being 

dissolved, leaving him open to form new attachments (Laub & Sampson, 2003).  

 

It is likely that he, through the treatment had started to reform his attachment to his family as 

well as his parents and siblings, and when he eventually got back out in society, these 

attachments were strong enough to make him desist from criminality and drugs (Sampson & 

Laub, 1993). This is evident in his statement that “something” held him back from his last 

criminal opportunity, and in the claims that he was not prepared to lose his family again over a 

criminal act. Assuming the correctness in the reasoning above, this could be strengthened by 

Laub and Sampson's (2003) theory, since P2 has formed strong adult attachments after “knifing 

off” his attachments to criminality, and this could have been the key to his desistance. He also 

seems to have made an unconscious decision, what Laub and Sampson (2003) refers to as 

“desistance by default”, meaning that he had gradually invested in his prosocial life and was no 

longer prepared to risk these investments. The claimed detachment to criminality could also 

explain how it was easy for him to make the decision to move. In accordance with Sampson 

and Laub’s (1993) theory, the relocation most likely made the transition to desistance easier, 

since he was able to get away from the criminal environment in which he was living. 
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Participant 3 (P3) 

P3 was born in the 90´s and he grew up in a dysfunctional family, with a lot of arguments 

between the parents, since his father had problems with both drugs and gambling. The parents 

divorced when he was 12, and soon after he realised that his father had a drug addiction and 

eventually his father's use of drugs became normalised to him. After the divorce, his father 

started turning him against his mother. 

 

At the beginning, I lived with my mom. But he always played on my emotions that... it was she 

who left him and, I felt sorry for him, uhm I was only 12, I didn't know better. I felt sorry for him 

and so... uhm... he kind off bough my love because, I was 12, I always hung out with people who 

were 2-3 years older than me, so these people that I hung out with they had mopeds. So, I was 12 

when i got my first moped, without my mother's knowledge. Yeah, a very nice, a very very nice 

Drac, well a motocross moped... and uhm... the thing was I didn’t start my moped with a key but 

with... a screwdriver... and yeah... sure absolutely, I did understand it was stolen, of course but... 

somewhere in me, I didn't think about it so much... that... I don't know, I guess I was happy to get 

a moped or something. 

 

After a while his mother met a new man, whom he did not get along well with and he decided 

to live full time with his father instead. His father was not the only one on his side of the family 

with addiction problems. 

 

All of my... uncles, cousins... on dad's side of the family, either have used, or uses drugs. And it 

was sort of... became something normal... I knew why... dad sort of sat in the living room heating 

up a spoon over a flame when I was 14-15 but you know I didn't do much about it because what 

could I do? 

 

These cousins later introduced him to drugs around the time he was 17, at a party where he got 

very drunk. 

 

... and there is a bunch of people standing out in the backyard and... passing around a joint so... I 

ask if I can join them and my cousin says -No, you can't, so I guess I nagged about it... so 

eventually I got to join them... and... I became... uhm... very... very very high...and, I don't know, 

I guess it was the combination of alcohol and the smoke that sort of, uhm, planted a seed in me... 

and then... I had started this hell ride. 

 



Turning points for criminality and drug addiction: Real life stories. 

 

25 
 

Shortly after this incident, he joined his cousins at another party, where he found them injecting 

amphetamine. Even though he was extremely afraid of syringes, he joined them. 

 

...well either it was because I was curious or because it was so fucking ordinary, for me, that it 

was you know, it was nothing dangerous... because I had told myself that... when it comes to my 

dad, he still could manage a job and do this... that turned out to not be the case but anyhow... 

 

He decided to try the amphetamine, and the others helped him with the injection. 

 

...I hated it. It was the worst thing I had ever experienced. Absolutely the worst thing I had ever 

experienced... I was so paranoid that night... sat and held onto my shoes and thought that the cop 

would burst through the door at any second. 

 

This experience deterred him from trying amphetamine and similar drugs, and it took around 6 

months before he tried something new again. Yet again, it was his cousins who provided him 

with the drugs and this time, it was morphine. 

 

... I said no I don't want any I don't want to be so upwards again, I never want to be like that again 

because I... I felt so mentally crappy about it. uhm... but he said -No but this works the other way, 

you will only be downwards... you only get low, and thinks it is nice to just sit still with your eyes 

closed and listen to music and... I thought that sounded awesome. So, I tried it. And... yeah but it 

sort of got out of hand... it became... it became my poison, to be numbed day after day... and the 

years went by... 

 

After he started using morphine he began his criminal behaviours strictly to finance his 

addiction. It was mainly theft, burglary, robbery and distribution of drugs. During the next 5 

years, his addiction and criminal behaviour spiralled and he lived on social welfare. The 

criminality felt wrong to him, and this caused him to withdraw from his peers. He also kept his 

mother at a distance and he thought that she was not aware of how severe his problems were 

even though he overdosed 2 times during these 5 years. He spent one summer with his brother 

in another city and during that period he only smoked cannabis since his brother did not accept 

him using any other drugs. When he got back home he tried using the same dosage as he did 

before the summer, and overdosed once again. He explained how his mother visited him at the 

hospital. 
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It was just that... this time... third and last overdose... she came, because she didn’t know for sure 

if I would be able to talk again or if I would be able to walk again or... yeah they didn't know if I 

would be… so she was contacted this time... but evidently I woke up... and so... then she gave me 

an ultimatum... that... either... either I would quit this or she would cut me off... and she was the 

one who... has been my biggest support my whole life. And I made the decision there to... to... 

yeah to do as she said... It can't possibly get any worse than now. 

 

He moved in with his mother at her house on the countryside and went through his 

detoxification from the drugs with her help. 

 

...but I didn't go through any treatment, she helped me and... I´m still grateful for that... It was 

hard, and I told myself that... I will never... if I start using again I will never have the strength to 

do this again... never have the strength to have a detox like this again... 

 

During the tough process he thought about suicide, mostly because he was forced to face his 

anxiety over everything that he had done and everyone he had hurt. After his recovery, he came 

in contact with KRIS through his brother's involvement in the organization. P3 is now mid-

twenties and has been free from drugs and criminality for 2.5 year. 

 

Analysis 

The negative turning point process seems to have been initiated by the parents’ divorce, where 

P3 was torn between his parents, and where his father started manipulating him by implying 

that the divorce was his mother's fault, and that she had left them. It is plausible that he felt like 

she had chosen a life where he was not included. These events might have been a part in his 

development of delinquent behaviour, which possibly was caused by his mother's absence and 

therefore lack of supervision, his own rejection of his mother and his perceived feeling of 

rejection from her (Sampson & Laub 1993). If she actually rejected him or not was not as 

relevant, since he felt that she did. This feeling and the events of the divorce might have caused 

him to feel anxiety, leaving him sensitive for the effect of the drugs. His father's criminal and 

addictive behaviours have probably also influenced P3 (Sampson & Laub, 1993). He mentions 

how his father's lifestyle normalised his view on drugs and criminality, and also that he had a 

troubled relationship to his mother. Nevertheless, these factors seemed to have had only a 

moderate effect on his development of delinquent behaviours. 
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A greater influence seemed to have come from the relationship with his cousins. They could be 

seen as older peers and therefore their influence on him must be considered significant 

(Sampson & Laub, 1993). His relatively late introduction to drugs indicates that it was mainly 

the influence from the cousins that triggered the onset of drugs, and it is plausible that without 

this influence, he might not have developed his addiction, which also caused his criminality. 

His cousins did not only introduce him to drugs, but through their influence, he tried different 

drugs and eventually found those whose effect he enjoyed. Had it not been for their 

encouragement to keep trying new drugs, he might have been discouraged after his experience 

with the amphetamine. However, in the end, this influence seems to only have had an effect on 

his onset of the addiction, since his prosocial values made his delinquent lifestyle difficult for 

him. He also states that he never formed strong attachments to his cousins and delinquent peers, 

so when he made the decision to quit his destructive behaviour, the addiction was the major 

problem he faced. 

 

Instead, the more obvious connection found between the negative and positive processes were 

regarding his mother. Even though they had some contact during his adult life, he explains that 

he always kept her at a distance, until the last overdose. The overdose and her ultimatum seems 

to have forced the realisation on him, that she had not rejected him like he thought, and that she 

had in fact been there throughout his life, without him acknowledging it. This realisation can 

be seen as a part of the reattachment to his mother, which counteracted the effect her absence 

had on him to begin with (Sampson & Laub, 1993). The purpose with the choice to quit seems 

to have been to spare his mother from the pain which his addiction caused her. This is supported 

through Laub & Sampson’s (2003) theory, where the importance of agency and choice was 

explained. It is also important to mention how the support P3’s mother offered in his 

detoxification from the drugs and in his life in general, further contributed to the gradual 

strengthening of their attachments, and this is why he has been able to continue his desistance 

(Sampson & Laub, 1993). He himself stated that he would never have made it without her. 

Participant 4 (P4) 

P4 was born in the 80´s and he grew up with parents who divorced when he was 4 years old. 

Despite the fact that his father was an alcoholic, he lived mostly with him from around the age 

of 10 and onwards. In 4th grade he suddenly started misbehaving in school. 

 

Mh, it was when I... started 4th grade, because we changed schools, you know, from 1st to 3rd 

grade you went to one school, from 4th to 6th grade another, and between 4th and 6th grade, that's 
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where the problems started. I stopped listening and started fighting, you know, hitting and well, 

bullying people… yeah it was just chaos... so... 

 

When asked how he himself remembered his own reaction and experience of these 

misbehaviours he replied: 

 

I did not care. Yeah... I sort of shut down completely, or I started shutting down as early as that... 

you know... I had meetings with the headmaster together with my mother almost every day you 

know... well... now this has happened, now this, but I didn’t care. So... 

 

He himself was hesitant about what the cause of these misbehaviours could have been. 

 

I actually don't know why. Maybe the wrong peers because... I hung out with older people... you 

know, older students. When I was in 4th grade, I hung out with those who were in 6th grade. And 

then... same thing... when I started using drugs I hung out with older people. So... you know, who 

taught me this is how you do it, this is how you do it you know, ok.... so... and down that road it 

continued. 

 

Shortly after the first problems in school, he started trying new things, looking for kicks. 

 

But uhm, the first time I came in contact with alcohol I were 11 years old and I felt like I had 

found my thing, you know. So, then I started drinking, uh every other week or so, then when I 

was 13 I started drinking every weekend. 14 years old, that's when I first came in contact with 

amphetamine, I took my first, injection, in dad’s shower, I remember, I remember it so well, I 

have chased that kick my entire life... uuhm... yeah, so... 15 years old, that's when I did my first 

criminal act, stole a boat engine, got caught, were driven home by the police, home to dad but he 

didn't care, since, he was an active alcoholic then... so he gave me no consequences. (...) Uuhm. 

so yeah at 15 I was fully active with, both drinking and using drugs. Almost... yeah, every day 

you know. 

 

During the escalation of his problematic behaviours, the only consequence he received was 

when he was suspended from school for two weeks, because of a positive urine drug test. His 

father took no responsibility for his behaviour and did not care what was happening in his life. 
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Mom I don't think knew anything since I, uhm had no contact with her during several years 

because I lived with my father... uhm... I don't know about dad or maybe he didn't care, and well... 

pushed it away with the alcohol... so... 

 

After his first arrest, the criminality escalated to more serious crimes. What started as a kick 

seeking behaviour eventually turned into a necessity for financing his drug addiction. From age 

16 the Swedish social services started paying attention to his behaviour and he was prosecuted 

several times as a minor but was only sentenced to treatments. From the age of 21 he received 

3 jail sentences, and during his adolescence and adult life he came in contact with the psychiatric 

care system several times. He was diagnosed with antisocial personality disorder, borderline 

disorder, anxiety and depression disorder as well as paranoia, for which he is now medicating. 

Throughout his criminal and drug abusing life, he went through many treatments most of which 

he completed. During these treatments, he did not want to quit and he believed that was the 

reason why nothing changed. He described how he, when he eventually did make the decision 

to quit, was at the very bottom. 

 

Nah you know I was so far down, I was so far down at the bottom I mean, I had free drugs, free 

heroin every day and you know... and I you know, I looked at myself you know and thought fuck, 

I'm gonna die if I don't quit now you know, it was that bad. People said the same as well you 

know, you need to do something about this... so then I did... 

 

When asked if the influence from people around him was the major motivator in taking the 

decision to quit he replied: 

 

No, it was a decision I made myself first and foremost, but there may have been people who... 

since they said, pointed out... then the thoughts started spinning, you know, maybe I should quit. 

Then eventually it came to that... that now I will quit. 

 

He reached out to Swedish authorities to get treatment, and while he waited for them to find 

him a suitable treatment centre, he went through a couple of turns with detoxifications from 

drugs and relapses before he eventually received a spot at a substitute treatment centre. 

 

Uhm... most people there had subutex... but uhm... I didn't want subutex since I uhm, I considered 

it to be a drug. So... I got stesolid instead. (...) So I was there for five months. Mm it was tough 



Turning points for criminality and drug addiction: Real life stories. 

 

30 
 

because people were drinking and sold their subutex to each other and... but I told them all that... 

I won't have any, because, that's how it is, I´m quitting now.  

 

He came in contact with KRIS through social services when he had almost finished his 

treatment. 

 

So, I said, what should I just move back to [mentions hometown], it won't work you know, 

because I have tried several times to move back to [mentions hometown] and it didn't work (....) 

Still today I can go back to [mentions hometown] and as soon as I get there, even though I have 

three years of sobriety, I start to think i those same old ways. (....) So, I usually don't stay for 

long... 

 

He decided to move to Sundsvall to improve his chances of staying drug free. When asked if 

this decision contributed to his desistance from drugs he replies: 

 

Oh yeah! Yes absolutely, absolutely. 

 

P4 is now in his late twenties and has been free from drugs and criminality for 3 years.    

 

 Analysis 

In his adult life P4 has been diagnosed with antisocial personality disorder. It can be argued that 

the disorder has played a major part in his development of criminal behaviour and drug 

addiction, since antisocial personality disorder is considered strongly connected to these sorts 

of behaviours (Strand, Holmberg & Söderberg, 2009). However, the antisocial personality 

disorder can be seen as first and foremost an interference in the process of forming attachments 

to family and society (Sampson & Laub, 1993). This would mean that the disorder only had an 

indirect effect on P4’s delinquent behaviour, and even if it was the main cause, the effects of 

his antisocial personality disorder could possibly have been counteracted if he would have had 

more favourable conditions in his childhood. Nevertheless, it was also relevant to consider how 

the other factors in his negative process affected his behaviours. 

 

In living with his alcoholic father, he explained that he had a life without boundaries and 

consequences, which has been proven to be strongly connected to delinquency (Sampson & 

Laub, 1993). It is also likely that his father's addiction had an effect on his views on drugs all 
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together. P4 also stated that he did not have any contact with his mother for several years during 

his adolescent, which according to Sampson and Laub, (1993) also was strongly connected to 

delinquency . However, he seemed less affected by this than other factors since he did not talk 

much about her, in any context. It is also likely, that his older peers and their behaviours had a 

significant effect on his delinquent behaviours, as well as his kick seeking behaviour (Sampson 

& Laub, 1993). 

 

The effect of his peers seems to have been present through his life, since he stated that he had 

to cut off his friends and move to be able to desist. Again, this could be supported by Laub and 

Sampson (2003) who emphasised the connection between “knifing off” attachments to criminal 

friends as well as moving to a new location, and desistance. P4’s decision to quit his destructive 

and criminal behaviours shows how important the choice and the ability to make purposeful 

choices are for the desistance process, in line with Sampson and Laub (1993). Even so, this 

decision seemed to not have been enough for P4’s desistance. It seemed evident, that the major 

contributing factor in his process was his decision to move to another city to get away from his 

hometown, the friends and the drugs. He himself acknowledged the significance of the 

relocation and as previously stated, this was in accordance with Sampson and Laub (1993).    

 

Participant 5 (P5) 

P5 chose not to talk about his early childhood in detail and started his story at the age of 8. He 

was born in the 80´s and his parents separated when he was 8 years old. He lived with his 

mother and grew up in one of Sweden’s larger cities. After the divorce his father was absent 

during his upbringing due to a drug addiction. At the age of  9 or 10, he was subjected to abuse 

by his uncle. 

 

Me and my sister spent a lot of time at my grandmothers... uhm... when we were younger... 

where... where we were subjected to abuse by... by my uncle... Uhm... it's a difficult subject to 

talk about. 

Shortly after he attempted his first suicide. 

 

My my world started to fall apart you know I... yeah I developed a massive self-contempt you 

know... yeah... I... I, I, I, I tried to take my own life... pretty, pretty soon after that... I don't know 

if I was 9 or 10... 
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The self-contempt caused him to turn to food. 

 

...That’s, that’s where I started abusing food... yeah... I... yeah, I was a food addict, I ate a lot, 

gained an awful lot of weight you know and... and... yeah... felt a massive self-contempt... 

 

During his school years, he concealed his feelings about himself and instead portrays himself 

as the clown of the class and as outgoing and rebellious. Despite this, he felt excluded from his 

peers all the way up to 9th grade. When the gymnasium started, he changed school and soon 

felt more included, he befriended new people and he started drinking a lot on the weekends 

with his new friends. During the same time, he was prescribed diet pills by his doctor and he 

started working out 5 days a week. 

 

...I became obsessed with it so, so... I worked out 5 days a week, lost 50 kg of weight you know 

and... started feeling better about myself sort of, gained, gained some self-esteem and self-

confidence... 

 

With this newfound self-esteem he started partying even more, as he was often out during 

weekends, playing in a band. 

 

... I’m a musician so, so I... uhm... I play in bands a lot and so that has meant that we did some 

pretty heavy drinking, uhm... and partying you know... but uhm... yeah well I couldn't drink in 

moderation, I just poured it down, I poured it down until I passed out you know... yeah, yeah I 

couldn't handle anything, if someone were to come up and hit on me, you know,  I would get so 

drunk that I would pass out or something, or say something rude because, I didn't know how to 

handle the situation so... so, so it was easier just being a prick instead... you'd be safe... 

 

When he was 17 or 18 his brother, whom he described that he had a very troubled relationship 

to, introduced him to cannabis. 

 

...  I got high on smokes once or twice, I mean weed, the first time I was perhaps 17 or 18 or 

something... i smoked with my brother… and... yeah shit you know... uhm it uh yeah I don't know 

I didn't like it, I was... uncomfortable... got... like anxious and stuff, my brother was hounding me 

sort of and then, you know, he was like that... he got me high and then he scared me. 
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Despite the fact that he did not enjoy his first drug induced highs, he kept smoking cannabis 

occasionally. He started working directly after his graduation, and soon the stress and 

responsibility increase started affecting him. 

 

... I kind of felt that the older I got and the more responsibility was put on me, the more smothered 

I felt. Uhm... and... uh... yeah I just needed to unwind so, so I started smoking weed on a daily 

basis... 

 

Some time after, he started using amphetamine occasionally on weekends. After a while, most 

of his friends grew tired of his drug use and started keeping their distance. Since the age of 20 

he has had lyrica and imovane as prescribed medications, and around the same time he was 

diagnosed with ADHD. 

 

... I have also had my damn imovane and lyrica prescribed all these years since I was 20. And... 

uhm... yeah, I, I can't use anything with moderation you know... so I... I uhm... I have to exaggerate 

in everything. 

 

P5 tried to commit suicide again at the age of 22, by taking an overdose of his various 

medications and alcohol. He ended up in hospital and was transferred to psychiatric care. He 

was however discharged when they found out that he had a drug addiction. After this he started 

living and abusing drugs together with his father and there P5’s addiction escalated further. 

Throughout his addictive life, he always had a job and never really needed criminality to finance 

his addiction. Despite that his main criminal activity was selling drugs so that he could use “for 

free”. He was also involved in planning robberies and such, as well as being involved in the act 

by for example driving the escape car. He also financed some of his father's drugs while they 

lived together, and his father even taught him how to inject. 

 

At the age of 26 he again decided to take his own life, but again, he was found and taken to 

hospital. When he woke up, he realised that this behaviour could not go on, and that he had to 

try and change his life. He received 11 weeks of treatment through his work, but a couple of 

weeks after the treatment were finished, he relapsed. During this relapse, his use of drugs got a 

lot worse than before, and he even added several new drugs to his use. He then lost his job 

which he had had since his graduation, and therefore he started having financial trouble. He 
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reached out to the social services that started their process with him, but before they reached a 

conclusion regarding his situation, he had started to visit his sister who had moved to Sundsvall. 

 

...well uhm uh I wanted to get away from all the shit you know, I felt I needed to get away and 

get some rest... and up here you know... I always had a rule of thumb not to, to to use drugs sort 

of... I don't have any connections like that up here and, so... 

 

During the summer, he went to Sundsvall for a couple of weeks at the time to relax and get 

some distance. During one of these visits he felt how his anxiety became more intrusive. 

 

I hadn't been there for several months... but, but I decided to go to an NA meeting ah at a 

Monday... and so... I shared my situation sort of, ah that I need, I need help to get away from 

[mentions home town] sort of... because the drugs are gonna kill me. It... I uh yeah, I was planning 

again to take my own life because I was so fed up... and... Then, then, well, I met a guy there who 

told me about this KRIS... thing... yeah sort of... so, so I, yeah, I went there on the Tuesday and 

got a place to live there the very same day. Uh... yeah and since then I've been drug free. 

 

P5 is now in his late twenties and has been free from drugs and criminality for 6 months. 

 

Analysis 

P5 had a later onset of his drug addiction than what is common, and this might have been caused 

by the attachment to his prosocial peers, which possibly made him limit his intake of drugs to 

some extent (Laub & Sampson, 2003). After they cut the contact with him, things spiralled out 

of control and it is possible that when they left, he started associating with more antisocial 

individuals, which could have enhanced his drug addiction. Since P5 was reluctant to talk about 

his family, it was hard to guess what sort of influence they could have had on him or what sort 

of attachments he could have had to them. It could be argued that his reluctance suggests poor 

family relationships and therefore poor attachments, which could have played a part in his 

delinquency (Sampson & Laub, 1993). He mentioned that the relationship to his father and 

brother was troubled, and also that they both played a part in his drug addiction. He also stated 

that his brother was part of his onset by pushing him to try cannabis, and that his father had an 

active part of his drug addiction for years. If these behaviours have had an effect as a form of 

peer influence or simply as poor attachment to family was difficult to say, but it seems probable 
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that his brother and father have had some sort of effect on P5’s criminal behaviour (Sampson 

& Laub, 1993).     

 

The experience with the abuse also suggests a disrupted family, since it was performed by his 

uncle. It was obviously something that affected him throughout his life, which was especially 

evident in his strong sense of self-contempt which possibly was caused by the abuse. This self-

contempt seems to have been the driving force of his destructive behaviours and can be seen 

throughout his life. His addictive behaviour has also played a major part in his life, but it was 

hard to speculate in how this would have affected him, if it had not been for his self-contempt. 

It was also interesting how he, despite this strong self-contempt, managed to make the decision 

to start a change in his life, instead of continuing his suicide attempts. The decision was 

probably based on his realization that the situation was untenable.  

 

A plausible cause for this motivation could be the presumed attachment to his sister, who also 

was part of his reason for starting to visit Sundsvall. Even though no assumptions can be made 

regarding his attachment to her during his childhood, it seemed as the forming of attachment or 

reattachment to his sister was of importance in his positive process as he started visiting her. 

The visits to Sundsvall possibly became essential in his positive process since they made him 

realize that he needed to move away from his home town. As previously mentioned, a new start 

at a new location promotes desistance, and also, in this particular case it seems to have 

strengthened P5’s prosocial attachment to his sister, and it created the opportunity of forming 

new attachments to his new friends at KRIS (Sampson & Laub, 1993). As evident, there were 

no obvious recurring factors between his negative and positive processes, but rather 

consistencies throughout his life that play different roles in his different processes. 

 

Participant 6 (P6) 

P6 was born in the 90´s and he grew up in an ordinary family with good and stable relationships 

and no connections to drugs or criminality. He describes himself as a lone wolf during 

childhood and adolescence, and he felt different from his peers. 

 

I think I felt very different from all my peers’ sort of, uhm... in some way you know... uhm... 

when I look back, I wasn't really, but I felt very different. 
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He started his criminal career with shoplifting and breaking and entry when he was about 10 

years old. 

 

...It was the kick of it, I had a need to assert myself, be tough, cool, you know, I don't know, or if 

I'm just a kleptomaniac. 

 

At 7th grade he started getting new friends both in school and outside of school. Above all he 

started hanging out with “the old guys” of the village, who were middle aged men with 

antisocial lifestyles. He believed that the feeling of being different was the reason he started to 

associate with the older men. Soon these men, who themselves were drug users, became part of 

his initiation to drugs. He remembers how he started with spice and later also tried cannabis 

and amphetamine with them. 

 

They hung out... and... smoked their weed you know... yeah... I was invited into that sort of. They 

kept their amphetamine abuse hidden from me at the beginning... uhm... well... I was young and 

so... but uhm... eventually I started using that too with them you know. 

 

He looked up to these older men, and wanted to be a part of their lifestyle. He quickly developed 

a daily use and a heavy addiction which soon controlled his life. 

 

I had to, you know, take something all the time sort of... uhm... I know... uhm when I started the 

gymnasium... uhm... I got busted... at school... uhm... and had to leave urine samples for three 

months... it was the time since I started that I couldn't use anything. uhm... and I couldn't be 

without it you know, as soon as that, I was already so hooked that I had to have something that 

was mind altering so I went home and sniffed gasoline instead you know, because I knew it 

wouldn't show in any tests and I had to... yeah well escape. 

 

Not only did he feel like he had to have drugs due to dependence, but he also wanted the drugs. 

He explains it as curiosity, how he wanted to try every drug there was. 

 

I thought it was super exciting sort of, to be able to decide precisely how to feel. 

 

At 18 he was in a very serious accident, and ended up in hospital for 2 years. During this time, 

he was put on extreme doses of morphine due to his already high tolerance. When he was 

discharged, and transferred to rehabilitation for 6 months, these high doses were prescribed to 
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him without alterations, and he also had prescribed blood thinning medicine which was 

distributed in glass syringes. He saved these syringes and later used them to inject his medicine. 

When he finished rehabilitation, he was still on the same dosage of medication as previously, 

and then realized that the poor control of the prescription routines in Sweden made it possible 

for him to have prescription from three different doctors at the same time. He also received 

insurance money for the accident and he used these to host a never-ending party at his 

apartment, for some time. 

 

Since he continued his morphine abuse together with his previous heavy drug addiction, some 

of the insurance money also financed this. This lifestyle escalated, and after a while he felt so 

bad and run down that he told his parents he could take it no longer. They arranged for him to 

receive treatment, which he soon managed to get himself thrown out from due to bad behaviour. 

Far from home, without his drugs, he made the desperate decision to rob a pharmacy. He ended 

up in custody for three months, and during this time he unwillingly went through a 

detoxification from drugs. He was then sentenced to contract treatment and this was where he 

first started to feel better. 

 

And I remember remember that, sort of, ah, damn, it's coming around you know, it's getting better 

sort of and that... that maybe it will work out anyway, you know. 

 

For three months things were getting better for him, except for one occasion where he drank 

alcohol. He realised his mistake, and that he had to quit using drugs all together, including 

alcohol. 

 

That's when I started to fully commit you know because I had tried to be sober and tried to drink 

again but I noticed that it didn't work for me anymore. 

 

He was moved to another treatment centre and after just over a year of sobriety there, he was 

discharged and sent back to his home town. He was not happy to be going home. 

 

I had sworn to never set foot in that city again. 

When he last lived in his hometown he had managed to create a bad reputation and he felt 

anxious going back there. He lived with his father and managed to stay sober for three months 

before he relapsed. During his relapse, he got in contact with a friend, who he had met and kept 
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contact with since the contract treatment. His friend recommended that he would come and join 

him in Sundsvall, at the facilities of KRIS. He decided to take his friends offer and got on a 

train to Sundsvall. On the train, he used the pills he had left and started stealing from the other 

passengers. 

 

So, I was arrested in Stockholm... uhm... and was held in custody for 2 months... uhm... yeah... 

and when I was let out, they came to pick me up... and drove me here. 

 

P6´s is now in his late twenties and has been free from drugs and criminality for 3 months. 

 

 Analysis 

P6 stated that he had good and stable relationships to his family throughout his childhood, but 

evidently this was not enough to protect him from the influence of his peers. As previously 

mentioned, this can be explained through the age-graded theory of informal social control, as 

attachment to delinquent peers have a significant effect on delinquency regardless of 

attachments to family (Sampson & Laub, 1993). It could also be argued that P6’s antisocial 

attitudes have played a prominent part in his negative process. These attitudes could be seen 

through how he started exploring criminality in early ages as well as in his choice of friends, 

both the delinquent peers and the older men with criminal behaviours. Both these groups of 

friends were according to him, a part of his introduction to drugs and continued criminality. 

The antisocial attitudes were also evident through his view on drugs and his claimed wishes to 

try them all. The kick seeking behaviour together with these antisocial attitudes should probably 

be considered as the fundamental cause of his onset of drug addiction and criminal behaviour, 

since this seems to have been essentially what drove him towards his peers and friends. Had it 

not been for the particular ones that he ended up with, it is likely that he would have sought up 

others with the same attitudes. 

 

It is likely that the positive process for P6 started at the contract treatment centre, where he first 

realised that he could change, and also that he actually wanted to. He explained that this was 

the first time he thought about a life without drugs, and this event indicated that he might have 

outgrown his antisocial behaviour. Another possibility could have been that he no longer had 

contact with his peers, and that this enabled him to experience all the consequences caused by 

the addiction and criminal behaviour, making it appear less tempting to him. This could imply 

that even if his antisocial attitudes and his peers were the reason for his onset of delinquency, 
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his adult criminal behaviour might have been maintained by his addiction to drugs. Another 

argument to strengthen this was how he seems to have been open to forming prosocial 

attachment at the treatment centre. It seemed as if he had suddenly left his antisocial values 

behind. 

 

Yet again it became evident how a change of location can be essential for desistance (Sampson 

and Laub, 1993). P6 had his first successful sober period at the treatment centre, but when he 

was sent back home, he fell back into his old habits after three months. It is plausible that this 

relapse was caused by the combination of his old negative attachments and the anxiety he felt 

regarding his previous behaviours, and the prosocial attachments he had created during his 

sobriety were not enough to help him desist. The three months he managed to stay sober in his 

hometown could be explained through Sampson and Laub’s (1993) theory, since they claim 

that good routine activities were connected to desistance. During these three months, he lived 

with his father and they had a clear structure to their life and this probably helped him desist. 

When he left his father, these routines were disrupted and he soon fell back into his old habits. 

He did not manage to stay sober in his hometown and needed to move to be able to get back to 

the start of the prosocial lifestyle that he had created while away. The relocation seems to have 

been crucial to his desistance. 

Discussion 

Summary of results 

P1´s troubled childhood caused him to form more or less no positive attachments to society, 

something that caused him to feel anxiety, which he self-medicated with drugs. His problems 

were not solved until he found a way to reconnect to his family and through their acceptance 

and reinforcement, he has been able to desist. P2 were mainly influenced by his peers and after 

developing delinquent behaviours, he was empowered by the respect he perceived it earned 

him. After losing control over the events and realising he had lost the respect of both his friends 

and family, he was receptive to change and started his way back. P3 were deeply affected by 

the events occurring around his parents’ divorce, and therefore also easily affected by the drugs. 

He was not able to quit until he could reconnect to his mother and with her help leave his 

addiction behind. P4 was, apart from his diagnosis, influenced mainly by his choice of peers, 

which was also consistent with his positive process since he had to cut them off completely and 

move before he was able to desist. P5 was deeply affected by the traumatic events in his 
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childhood, and in combination with his addictive personality, his destructive behaviours 

spiralled out of control. He needed the change of location to start his life over. P6 were also 

influenced a lot by his peers and friends in both his negative and positive processes. The lifestyle 

in his hometown made it impossible for him to live a life free from drugs and criminality there 

and he had to completely cut off and move to be able to desist. 

 

Through the analysis, it became clear that there were some similarities in between the 

participants. Four out of the six participants had some sort of problem within the family 

relationships, which caused problems in their attachment to their family. For those two who did 

not have outspoken family issues it was probable that their antisocial attitudes and choice of 

peers, affected their family attachments in some negative ways. This would imply that all 

participants had different levels of disturbed family attachments. As earlier mentioned, this was 

consistent with previous research where disturbed attachments to family were connected to 

delinquency (Hoeve et al., 2012; Laub & Sampson 2003; Sampson & Laub, 1993). Another 

similarity was that four out of the six participants were in some way influenced by peers. It was 

evident that peers had a significant effect on adolescent behaviour as it was displayed in this 

study, also in accordance with Sampson and Laub (1993). P5 stands out in both these regards, 

even if he did have similar problems to the other participant regarding his family, the abuse 

caused a significant trauma. Also, he was the only participant who had relatively prosocial peers 

during his adolescence. 

 

Positive processes 

Regarding the positive processes, the results were more individual than in the negative 

processes. For three of the participants, reattachment to a specific member of the family or to 

the family in general played a part in their process towards desistance. This can be seen as 

informal social control, which was important for desistance (Sampson & Laub, 1993). In 

contrast Bachman et al. (2016) would have considered these reattachments as strengthening 

factors towards a prosocial identity, which would only be affective after a change of identity.    

Three of the participants received treatment which proved to be an important part of their 

process towards desistance. It seems like all three had different levels of receptiveness and 

motivation at the beginning of the treatment, but they also had in common that the treatment 

motivated them further, and that the treatment, in the end, was successful. It is possible that the 



Turning points for criminality and drug addiction: Real life stories. 

 

41 
 

treatment partially was successful because of the routine activities that it helped create for the 

participants (Laub & Sampson, 2003).  

 

Regarding desistance from adult criminal behaviour, Laub and Sampson (2003) emphasised the 

meaning of human agency, the importance of free will and purposeful choice in their theory. In 

the present sample, P4 was the only one that clearly stated that he had chosen to change and 

actively worked in that direction until he succeeded. Even though he relapsed several times, he 

also kept going through detoxification from drugs, which indicates that he was actively 

choosing to work towards desistance. Even when he was offered substitute treatment with 

Subutex, he actively refused this life plan of legal substitute for drugs, since he wanted to live 

his life completely free from addiction. The processes of P2 were more in line with what Laub 

and Sampson (2003) called “desistance by default”. For him it was more of a sudden realization 

that he had invested too much in his social context, his family, and he was no longer prepared 

to risk losing them. For the remaining participants, choices have been made at some point, but 

not as clearly as for P4, as but more consciously than for P2. 

 

Within the life-course criminology field, the discussion of active choice was also relevant for 

the major debate regarding whether behaviour changes identity or vice-versa. As stated above, 

P4 seems to have made a decision, perhaps even a transformation of his identity, and changed 

his behaviour accordingly, in line with Bachman et al. (2016). However, Laub and Sampson 

(2003) argued that the concept of “desistance by default” contradicts the identity transformation 

thesis, since an active change of identity cannot be claimed for the individuals within the 

desistance by default category. The results of this study seem more in line with Laub and 

Sampson (2003) since all of the participants speak of themselves in the terms of sober drug 

addict or abstinent criminal, rather than ex-drug addict or ex-criminal. They seemed aware of, 

and expressed that they were not, and probably never will be fully recovered from their previous 

behaviours. A concrete example of this was how P4 clearly stated, that he could not stay for a 

longer period of time in his hometown, since he was afraid he would not be able to abstain from 

relapsing. This speaks against him having changed his identity to an ex-drug addict.   

 

Some of the participants expressed that the criminal behaviour was harder to change than the 

addiction, since it became a way of thinking and living and, since this behaviour was often 

easily rewarded (Sampson & Laub, 2005a). Due to our inclusion criteria, all participants had a 

past involving both criminality and drugs. As previously stated, these behaviours often occur 
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together since drugs are criminalised and mostly used within the population displaying criminal 

behaviours (Byqvist & Olsson, 1998; Deitch et al., 2000).  

 

Negative processes 

All participants except P3 and P5 had an onset of delinquent behaviour which started as early 

as 10 to 11 years of age, and simultaneously showed early signs of antisocial attitudes. P3 and 

P5 had a substantially later onset and they never displayed such antisocial attitudes as the other 

four. Their criminal behaviours were mainly driven by the need to support their drug addiction. 

It could be argued that this late onset was caused by other factors than poor family attachments, 

as the influence of family attachment seemed to weaken with age in line with Hoeve et al. 

(2012). Without their other crucial factors, P3 and P5 might not have developed their destructive 

behaviours. 

 

Within the sample of this study, it seemed as apart from attachment to family, the strongest 

influence was antisocial peers. This was in line with the findings of both Hawkins et al. (1992) 

and Murray and Farrington (2010). The participants displayed somewhat different risk factors 

among them, but two risk factor several of them had in common was a family history of 

alcoholism and parental use of illegal drugs (Hawkins et al., 1992) and disrupted families 

(Murray & Farrington, 2010). However, it seemed as the risk factors themselves were simply 

risks, and not predictors. Even though the risk factors played a crucial part in the events as they 

occurred for the participants, the question is how the participant’s trajectories of crime and 

dependence would have turned out if not for the different processes that they all went through. 

The problem with risk factors seems to be that it is rather easy to find general similarities among 

the criminal part of the population, but almost impossible to predict future criminal behaviour 

among children and adolescents that display these risk factors (Sampson & Laub, 2005a). What 

happens in the future seems dependent on the trajectories and transitions, and thus the thousands 

of possible turning points, which one has no way to foresee. 

 

Methodological considerations 

Several methodological choices might have affected the results in this study. The sampling 

procedure might have affected the results, since a purposive sampling from a single organisation 

can be expected to result in a homogeneous sample. In this particular case, the sampling could 

have been further affected since the president of the organisation actively chose some of the 
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participants. However, in the end the present sample consisted of all individuals from the 

organisation who were willing to participate, so the president's involvement probably hasn’t 

affected the sample in a significant way. It should also be mentioned that since all participants 

were involved in KRIS, they might display similarities which would not have been found if the 

sample was randomised or chosen from different organisations. As with all organisations, the 

opinions are split regarding KRIS, it is not suited for everyone, and not viewed in positive 

regard by everyone, so it can be expected that the people involved in the organisation shares 

certain traits among themselves, and this might have caused the results to appear more 

homogeneous. The impact of KRIS on the participant’s positive turnings point process has not 

been included in the results of this study, mainly due to the fact that the authors considered the 

contributions of KRIS to the participants to be tools aiding their ongoing processes rather than 

solutions to certain problems. The results should therefore be relatively unaffected by the 

involvement of KRIS. 

 

The age range was sufficient, but all participants except one were under the age of 30, which 

limited the findings to a certain age group and this might have had an effect on the results 

diversity. Yet another issue regarding the sample was that it consisted of men only. Women and 

more scattered ages among the participants could have contributed to the results and might have 

displayed differences between the genders and ages. Several other perspectives and experiences 

from the studied phenomenon could also have been highlighted. Regarding the data collection, 

while the narrative method was the appropriate choice, it was sometimes difficult for the 

participants to present a full narrative, probably because they felt uncomfortable in the situation 

of talking about their lives to two strangers. The authors experienced that a lack of education 

regarding narrative interview techniques, prevented them from effectively helping the 

participants to construct a coherent narrative. This might have affected the results since the 

reconstructed narratives might have been interpreted differently than they would have if given 

in full by the participant. However, for the majority of the participants, telling their life stories 

was nothing new, as several of them mentioned that they were used to this, and they had no 

problem giving coherent narratives. Also, it was in line with the narrative interview method to 

aid the interviewees when needed, as long as open ended questions that helped the narrative to 

evolve were used. 
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Research assessment 

Regarding the reliability of the study, the results were presented in two parts for each participant 

to enable the reader to separate between what was the participant's own words and meaning and 

what was the author’s interpretation. The authors had similar education and knowledge about 

the narrative interview method, and all interviews were performed with both authors present, 

which indicate that the collected data was comparable to one another. Regarding validity, it has 

been the author's intention to minimise their influence on the presented narratives by building 

the stories on what was actually said and not on how it was perceived by the authors. However, 

it was practically impossible to completely erase all assumptions and interpretations, since each 

story was created in the interaction between the narrator and the interviewer (Lieblich et al, 

1998).  

 

Further, during the interviews the authors strived to be as little involved in the creation of the 

narratives as possible, and only asked questions to make the participant evaluate or explain 

certain parts. In the analysis, the authors have strived to demonstrate their conclusions through 

logical reasoning and to strengthen the conclusions by applying the age-graded theory of 

informal social control. It can always be argued that if another theory was chosen, it is plausible 

that the findings would not have been supported in the same way, but the chosen theory were 

the most suitable for this particular study, since it takes the whole life-course and turning point 

processes into consideration. The results in this study were unfortunately not as generalizable 

as desired. Even if there were similarities within this sample, it was difficult to draw general 

assumptions from the result for the population under study. However, this does not mean that 

the results are useless. Instead of trying to generalise the results, new findings can influence 

new research, and in that way, contribute to finding solutions to the present problem. 

 

 Additional assessment criteria 

Other criteria have been used to further evaluate the quality of this study, and these were 

presented in the methods section. The width of the study refers to the comprehensiveness of the 

evidence, which for this particular study was pursued through the many quotations used in the 

presented results, and through alternative explanations and supportive arguments to the findings 

in the analysis. Internally the results could be seen as coherent, since many similarities were 

found, which gave the results a meaning and created a bigger picture. It could be argued that 

the external coherence was more difficult to achieve since the generalisability of the study could 
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be discussed, however the results of the study were supported through the chosen theoretical 

framework, which strengthens the external coherence.  

 

To increase the possibility of insight in the participants’ lives, the participant’s narratives were 

presented as complete as possible and the authors strived to make the different trajectories of 

the participants more understandable and meaningful for the reader. It could always be 

discussed if the analysis was thorough enough, and if all different aspects and possibilities were 

explored, but at the same time it was important to not analyse excessively so that the material 

would become too extensive and hard to grasp. In this study, each of the participant’s stories 

were analysed using only the two on beforehand chosen episodes of interest and by applying 

the chosen theory. This was deemed appropriate for the scope of this study and allowed the 

analysis to explore different possibilities without creating excessive amounts of material.  In 

summary, the limitations of this study were the authors somewhat insufficient knowledge and 

experience of narrative interviews, the small sample size, the fact that the sample consisted of 

men only and that all participants were involved in the same organisation. 

 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, the results of this study has showed that informal social control through 

attachments to family in particular, as well as the social context one chooses to be a part of, 

were recurring factors and had a considerable effect on both the negative and the positive 

turning point process for the participant’s. Attachments to society and family also seemed to be 

of importance for criminality and the use of drugs in general. Disruption in family bonds and 

association with delinquent peers were the major initiators of delinquency, and reattachment to 

family and “knifing off” of criminal associates, friends and contexts were essential for 

desistance. The implied connection between attachments to society and criminal behaviour 

could inspire future research to focus on the effects of attachments on more diverse and larger 

samples, by replicating the methodology of this study. It should also be further investigated 

why people decides to reattach to society and what brings them to make that decision. Findings 

in these areas could be important for the development of treatment methods, and for prevention 

of criminality and addiction. 
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