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Abstract 
Studying why people desist from criminality is a topic that needs research, 
as it is beneficial to society, the victims and the offenders. Crimes and 
recidivism is a cost to society that could be reduced if more research was 
done regarding why an offender desists from crime and what keeps them 
maintaining desistance. This would also lead to a more successful 
treatment with reduced recidivism. The aim of this study was thusly to 
gain a deeper understanding of the decision-making process from 
involvement to maintained desistance by investigate the reason for 
desistance, if any differing reasons for maintaining desistance exist and if 
it is possible to ensure maintained desistance. We did this by interviewing 
ten male ex-offenders. The respondents in this study had a mean age of 
38.5 (SD = 14.17) and their criminal career ranged from 10 to about 40 
years. We analyzed the transcribed interviews with a thematic analysis 
with four previously created themes from Cornish and Clarke’s (1985) 
Rational Choice Theory. Findings showed that the decision to desist from 
crime is a process which is influenced by things such as experiencing a 
shocking event or re-evaluating values. The decision to maintain 
desistance was partly due to changed self-perception, goals to fulfill and 
prosocial bonds that had been established. The will to maintain desistance 
and being honest to your self was emphasised as something lacking when 
previous attempts to maintain desistance had failed, suggesting perhaps not 
an assurance of maintaining desistance but some indication to more 
successfully maintaining desistance.  

  

                                                
1 Both authors share equal responsibility for the paper as all parts were done together.  
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1.	  Background	  
 

1.1	  Introduction	  
Crime and crime prevention is a huge subject with an enormous common interest to 
society. Why do some desist and others seem unable to? Research within this area might 
help develop more successful anti-recidivism programs as well as more efficient out 
patient treatment. This in turn may have a positive effect on the reduction of recidivism 
and criminality. Research within the area of desistance is problematic as it is impossible 
to ensure that a person will maintain their desistance throughout their life. There are 
also different definitions of the term desistance, static ones that imply an abrupt 
cessation of criminality and dynamic ones that imply more of a decrease in criminality 
until finally reaching a cessation (McCarthy, 2002). Kriminellas Revansch i Samhällets2 
(KRIS; 2005) definition of desistance is a desistance and will to maintain a crime and 
drug free life. We will adopt this view of desistance. KRIS has a set of demands on their 
members that include being drug free and not criminally active as well as being honest 
to yourself and to others (KRIS, 2005). 
 

1.2	  Research	  of	  Desistance	  
Long-term studies of desistance are rare (Kurlychek, Bushway, & Brame, 2012; Laub & 
Sampson, 2001) According to one long-term study of desistance and recidivism there 
were different ways offenders desist (Kurlychek et al., 2012). One way was to 
completely give up crime almost overnight, often associated with a sense of being done 
with crime. The other way to desist from crime was to gradually stop committing crime 
until there was no more criminality. The later more associated with maturation and 
aging (Kurlychek et al., 2012).  
 

1.3	  Turning	  Points,	  Returning	  Points	  and	  Enablers	  
In a study from Cid and Martí (2012), the reader was presented to something called 
“returning points” which was compared to the concept of turning points by Laub and 
Sampson (2003). Returning points could be, for example, a pre existing relationship 
which a person feels obligations towards since this pre existing relationship has been 
very supportive even though the person have been imprisoned (Cid & Marti, 2012). This 
obligation helped the person stay on the straight and narrow path of desistance. Laub 
and Sampsons (2003) concept of turning points revolved around new social bonds, in 
contrast to pre-existing, which prevented or made a person more resilient to criminal 
opportunities. This turning point could be a new relationship or employment. Regarding 
marriages as prevention for convictions Schellen, Apel and Nieuwbeerta (2012) found 
that marriages to a non-convicted women reduced frequency of convictions among male 
offenders. The authors also found that being single or married to a convicted spouse did 
not increase nor decrease convictions among male offenders. 
 
Others claim that desistance from criminality does not come from a single source but 
from a complex pattern of events and changes within a person, which in turn changed 
the criminal behaviour (Carlsson, 2012). Relationships and moving abroad has been 
                                                
2 Criminals Return into Society (KRIS, n.d. In English) 
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found to increase the will to desist but was not a direct reason for desistance. Laub and 
Sampson (2001) supported this as they claimed desistance was a result of personal 
actions, situational context and structural influences linked to important institutions. The 
importance of examining individual motivation in conjunction to the social context was 
emphasized (Carlsson, 2012; Laub & Sampson, 2001). Individual factors, situational 
context and structural influences and their respective effects on criminality needed to be 
considered (Laub & Sampson, 2001; Walters, 2012). Individual factors like 
psychopathology, aggression and other relatively static factors might be hard to alter. 
However, situational factors that might help the desistance, like prosocial bonds, have 
repeatedly shown to be insufficient by themselves for several criminals (Serin, & Lloyd, 
2009; Walters, 2012). Employment and prosocial relationships seemed to have some 
positive impact on desistance but many criminals had failed jobs and broken marriages 
in their history that would suggest that those were not the absolute reasons to desist 
(Cusson & Pinsonneault, 2014; Laub & Sampson, 2003). 
 
Maruna (2004) found that narratives of ex-offenders containing testimonies of self 
worth and positive attributions to personal qualities were more likely to be found in 
those who had desisted from crime. For example the narratives would include personal 
qualities that would be fitting for legitimate work. Negative testimonies like feelings of 
not being able to change or get a job because crime was the only thing they knew where 
more likely to be found in persistent offenders then desisting offenders. Haggård et al. 
(2001) reported that respondents recalled a specific events or factors that made them 
have an insight, which led them to desist. Desistance was a process for the respondents, 
which could include several relapses before the criminality came to a full stop. The 
respondents referred to insight as an important step in the desistance process. There are 
studies that emphasize the importance of human agency in desistance (Lloyd & Serin, 
2012). Human agency directed towards desistance was more related to positive 
expectancies of desistance and negative expectancies of crime. 
 

1.4	  Intermittent	  Criminality	  
According to Cusson and Pinsonneault (2014) it is common for criminals to give up 
their criminal career frequently, but also initiate it frequently. The decision to desist can 
be made on numerous occasions and be upheld for different amounts of time, for 
example desisting for six years and then relapse. It does not matter how many times one 
give up their criminal career, the process is always the same (Cusson & Pinsonneault, 
2014).                                

1.5	  Recidivism	  and	  Treatment	  
Recidivism was found common in many types of crime but was even more common in 
the sub-group of those with records of violent offences (Piquero, Jennings, & Barnes, 
2012). There seemed to be a relatively small group that commits a large portion of the 
violent offences. In a study of recidivism by Ring and Westfelt (2012) 41 % of the 
offenders relapsed within three years of being released from the criminal justice system. 
Sixty-three percent of those who relapsed commited a crime within the first year of 
being released. The treatment programs used within the correctional system, for 
example “One-To-One” which is a treatment program for those with high risk of 
recidivism (Kriminalvården n.d) in Sweden, used to target and treat risk factors had a 
little effect on recidivism (Danielsson, Fors, & Freij, 2009). A study of Danielsson et al. 
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(2009) of the program “One-To-One” showed that 32 % of participants committed a 
crime, after being released from prison or started custodial treatment, regardless 
whether they had attended the recidivism prevention program or not. In a study by 
Haggård, Gumpert and Grann (2001) several participants reported being disappointed of 
the post release, after-care program. A lot of support was needed not only during the 
sentence but also after the sentence and for a long time after in order to support the 
person and hinder recidivism. 
 
In research recidivism is often defined by committing a crime after serving a prison 
sentence or custodial treatment (Danielsson, Fors & Freij, 2009; Ring & Westerfelt, 
2012). This definition of recidivism is often bound to the statistics of the criminal 
justice system and is not concerned with whether a person actually desists or just 
manages to avoid further entries to the person’s criminal records. The definition of 
recidivism according to the rational choice theory is somewhat different. The 
perpetrator's motivation and values determines whether the crime committed counts as a 
persistence in the criminal career or backslide from the desistance of crime (Cusson & 
Pinsonneault, 2014). It is possible to go through a prison sentence and go through the 
re-evaluation and still find crime beneficial.   

1.5.1	  Consequences	  of	  Crime	  and	  Prison	  
By interviewing ex-convicts, insight about the subjective world of someone who lived a 
criminal lifestyle, the decision making process and the individuals who adopt this 
lifestyle is gained, something which is central to understanding the criminal lifestyle 
(Cusson & Pinsonneault, 2014; Walters, 2012). There are few studies that investigate 
the effects of a prison sentence from the ex-offenders perspective, and even less studies 
from a Scandinavian environment (Sarnecki & Sivertsson, 2013). These studies are of 
importance for the understanding of the effects and consequences of a prison sentence. 
Ex-convicts found it harder to get a job and many companies had demands of criminal 
records as part of the job interviews (Petersilia, 2001; Sarnecki & Sivertsson, 2013). 
The labeling of the conviction seems to diminish the chances of employment. This 
turned into a negative spiral of increased risk for recidivism and in turn even less chance 
of getting a job (Petersilia, 2001; Sarnecki & Sivertsson, 2013). Experiences of 
diminished social relations, domicile difficulties, issues with employment that in turn 
had a negative effect on the personal economy, as well as experiences of control from 
society and stigmatising effects (Petersilia, 2001; Sarnecki & Sivertsson, 2013). These 
were all important experiences to have in mind when dealing with the task of 
rehabilitating the person into society. 

1.5.2	  Criminal	  Justice	  System	  Foundations	  
The justice system, however, relies on if the person committing the crime had 
premeditation, made a conscious decision, to commit the crime (Wennberg, 2014). 
Premeditation, according to Swedish law, states that the offender committing the crime 
was conscious or indifferent to the possible consequences following their action. If this 
is true the offender is sentenced to prison rather than forensic mental health care. 
McCarthy (2002) also argued that all sane people are capable of making rational 
decisions and that criminality, therefor, can be a rational decision. Since Swedish law 
relies on free will in order to sentence a person to prison this study assume the 
perspective of criminality, and to desist from criminality, as a choice. 
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1.6	  The	  Rational	  Choice	  Theory	  
A rational choice can be the result of a split second judgement that the action will 
benefit the offender (Clarke, 2014; McCarthy, 2002). It does not have to be instrumental 
or well calculated. At every point along the path to a criminal lifestyle, a person made 
choices, and it is these choices that led the person to where they are today (Walters, 
2012). It is also evident that regardless of what a person is exposed to, they have to 
make a decision. They will make a decision based on what is most reasonable to them, 
in example, a subjective decision. It is not based on the reality itself but on their 
perception of the reality and what seems to be the most reasonable decision might not be 
equally reasonable to others. Clarke and Cornish (1985) argue that the rational choice 
theory is more suitable from an academic purposes rather than practical purposes. 
However, Pilivan, Gartner, Thornton and Matsueda (1986) found that the rational choice 
theory seemed to be applicable in reality. 

1.6.1	  Involvement	  
The theory of rational choice has been around for a long time and was originally not 
constructed to explain crime. The criminological perspective of the rational choice 
theory was founded by Clarke and Cornish (1985) and was intended to explain a 
criminal act or involvement and assumes that the individual considers the advantages 
and disadvantages in order to make, for the individual, favouring decision (Clarke & 
Cornish, 1985; Cornish & Clarke, 2014). The decision to first get involved in crime is 
based on different categories which all contain factors that have impact on the decision-
making (Clarke & Cornish, 1985; Cornish & Clarke, 2014). The first category is 
background factors where factors such as upbringing, socioeconomic status (SES), 
temperament, level of education and so on are included. The second category is based 
on the individual's previous experience and learning and embodied 
experience/knowledge of crime/law enforcement, self-perception, moral values and the 
ability to plan ahead. The third category is the individuals generalized needs such as 
money or sex. Considering the first three categories individual needs to have their 
solutions evaluated considering effort and moral costs. This leads to a perceived 
solution that would be either legit work or illegitimate work. The sixth category is 
reaction to chance event that embodies group pressure or an easy opportunity. The 
seventh category in the decision-making process leads to readiness, which encompasses 
the readiness of the individual to commit the crime. The categories mentioned above 
lead to a decision, which is step eight (Cornish & Clarke, 2014). 

1.6.2	  Persistence	  
The continuation of crime has its additional categories (Clarke & Cornish, 1985; 
Cornish & Clarke, 2014). The first category is increased professionalism due to 
experience that results in more knowledge and skills both regarding the crime and how 
to handle the police. The second and third category is changes in lifestyle and values and 
changes in peer group which incorporates participating in activities that favours the 
criminal values, such as having criminal friends and enables a re-evaluation of the 
continuation of crime (Clarke & Cornish, 1985; Cornish & Clarke, 2014). 

1.6.3	  Desistance	  	  	  	  
As criminals get older and have engaged in criminal activities for a longer period of 
time, the more known they are to the police and the more prison sentences they have 
served (Cusson & Pinsonneault, 2014). This may cause an increased fear to get caught 
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and sentenced. Eventually most criminals give up their criminal career, this of often due 
to a shocking event (shock) that takes place during the last criminal act, such as being 
shot or sentenced to a long prison sentence (Cusson & Pinsonneault, 2014). Regarding 
family and jobs several studies have discovered that these things themselves did not 
prohibit relapse (Carlsson, 2012; 2013a; 2013b; Cusson & Pinsonneault, 2014). 
However it was found that ex-offenders often looked for authoritarian women who 
could “keep them in place” and those who had “interesting” jobs were careful not to 
mess that up (Cusson & Pinsonneault, 2014). Ultimately, the decision to quit the 
criminal career derived from experiencing too much stress from the lifestyle. Hence, 
Cusson and Pinsonneault (2014) argue that the decision to stop committing crimes 
comes from within the criminal, not from external factors. This could lead to a re-
evaluation and the decision to desist. The re-evaluation can be influenced by events as 
getting arrested. The arrest might influence the re-evaluation when faced with a decision 
and this time lead to desistance from crime  (Cornish & Clarke, 2014). 

1.7	  Maintaining	  Desistance	  
Rational choice does not make a distinction between desisting and maintaining 
desistance. However research does (Carlsson, 2013a; Kurlychek et al., 2012). Being a 
role model for youths with similar backgrounds and problems helped maintaining 
desistance from crime in order to keep the status of a role model (Carlsson, 2013a). 
Also being seen as a form of father figure and accepting the responsibilities that comes 
with being a father figure, as many of them had similar backgrounds of absent fathers, 
enabled maintained desistance. Carlsson (2013a) finds prosocial bonds and social 
control due to family, children and work situation enabling maintained desistance. 
Crime was no longer an option as it was seen as irresponsible and considered to have 
too many risks and a re-evaluation of what was really important was made. Taking care 
of the family and loved ones was a responsibility that was not present before and could 
be seen as a reason for desisting and would also aid in the process of maintaining 
desistance. There was also participating in Non-Governmental Organisations (NGO) 
and other ex-offender organisations that contribute to a legal employment as well as the 
opportunity to be a role model. It was evident that the decision to desist and maintain 
desistance was a process with dimensions and intersecting themes of, for example, 
maturation with age and prosocial bonds of employment and/or family (Carlsson, 
2013a). Kurlychek et al. (2012) found that the longer an ex-offender did not commit a 
crime the more likely it was that they could maintain desistance through out their life. 

1.8	  Aim	  and	  Research	  Questions	  
The existing criminal career research is focused around three parts: involvement, 
persistence, and desistance. These themes are also found in rational choice theory. In 
this study we will incorporate all of these parts, as it is a process, but focus will be on 
the last parts desistance and maintained desistance. Our aim of this study is to obtain a 
deeper understanding of the decision-making process from involvement to maintained 
desistance. Through questions with a base in rational choice theory we will answer the 
following questions: 

• What do the respondents experience being the reason for desistance? 
• Are there any differing reasons for maintaining desistance? 
• Is it possible to ensure maintained desistance? 

 



10 
 

2.	  Methodology	  	  
 

2.1	  Design	  of	  the	  Study	  
We carried out this study by using a qualitative method since the aim of the study was 
to obtain a deeper understanding of a phenomenon (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Davies & 
Hughes, 2014). Since Cornish and Clarke’s (1985) rational choice theory and previous 
research (Carlsson, 2012, 2013a; 2013b; Cid & Martí, 2012) was the foundation for this 
study it was done with a deductive approach (Davies & Hughes, 2014). Themes we 
created based on the rational choice theory (Clarke & Cornish, 1985; Cusson & 
Pinsonneault, 2014) were used when analyzing the results, which is in line with the 
deductive approach (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Davies & Hughes, 2014). 

2.2	  Context	  of	  Interviews	  and	  Respondents	  
In order to secure respondents with knowledge in the chosen subject we chose to 
contact an organisation, in Sweden, directed towards ex-offenders called KRIS. In order 
to get access to our sample a gatekeeper within KRIS was contacted which then referred 
us to visit KRIS facilities and also informed us that their members had participated in 
similar studies previously (anonymous KRIS-member, personal communication, 
February 10th, 2015). Since the members of KRIS do not have organized meetings and 
members come and go as they see fit, to spend time at the KRIS facility was the best 
way of scouting participants to the study. 
 
Ten respondents were interviewed in order to obtain the material. The interviews were 
guided (see Appendix A) in order to keep the conversation within the subject  (Braun & 
Clarke, 2013). The interviews took place at KRIS’s facilities and at the halfway house 
some of the respondents currently lived at. These locations for interviews were chosen 
because they were familiar to the respondents (Davies & Hughes, 2014). Rooms where 
overhearing was minimal were chosen since the participants must feel comfortable 
talking about sensitive subjects (Davies & Hughes, 2014). KRIS has a support system 
for their members in form of mentoring available 24 hours a day (KRIS, n.d. Info). This 
asset was used as support for the participant when upsetting subjects were touched upon 
during the interviews. All the respondents were male between the ages of 22 to 61 years 
old. The mean age was 38,5. We did not use any exclusion criteria regarding gender or 
age. All of the participants had committed some kind of crime but was not currently 
active in criminality and the length of desistance ranged from a couple of months to 
about nine years. The respondent’s length of criminal career ranged from about 10 years 
to about 40 years, with respect to some intermittent offending. Even though this was not 
an inclusion criteria all the respondents were currently or had previously been members 
of KRIS. 
 

2.3	  Ethical	  Considerations	  
To ask questions regarding social suffering can be difficult due to the sensitive nature of 
it, although it is considered necessary in order to prohibit and reduce risk factors that 
can contribute to a poor life quality (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). Due to the sensitive nature 
of this study we decided a thorough declaration of our ethical considerations were 
necessary. 
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The study followed the guidelines of Vetenskapsrådet (2002). Vetenskapsrådet (2002) 
has made four requirements that must be regarded in research; the requirement for 
information3, the requirement for consent4, the requirement for confidentiality5, and the 
requirement for utilisation6. The requirement for information was fulfilled when the 
participants were informed of the aim of the study and on what grounds they had 
accepted to participate. The voluntary nature of participating and the option to 
discontinue at any time was also made clear. This information was given in advance; 
but also during and after the interviews take place and were also given in writing 
through the form of consent (see Appendix B). The requirement for consent constitutes 
that the participant decides on what terms they participate and that they can discontinue 
their participation whenever they want to (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). This information 
was given both oral and in writing as the participant signed the form of consent. The 
requirement of confidentiality constitutes that information that may identify participants 
is kept from outsiders (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). Storing the data in a place where only 
those authorized have access to the material fulfilled this requirement. Any information 
that participants disclose that could identify them was censored when the data was 
transcribed. In order to increase the confidentiality the authors gave all participants 
pseudonymous, changed or removed names of locations and categorized the respondent 
in terms of age by separating 18 and 26 year olds into “young adult” and 27 and on 
years old as “adult”. Any contact information to the participants was only accessible to 
the authors. The requirement of utilisation was met by information in the form of 
consent that states that the disclosed information only was to be used for research 
purpose and not spread for non-research purposes (Vetenskapsrådet, 2002). 
 
The authors analyzed all of the data together in order to minimize any preconceptions 
that might influence the results. If the authors disagreed on a theme or code it was 
discussed until we reached an agreement. The preconceptions obtained from attending 
the bachelor program of Criminology at Mid Sweden University we both shared and 
was kept in mind and discussed throughout the analyses. One of the authors had 
previous professional experience with similar organisations to KRIS but since this study 
was not done within the frames of that profession a neutral approach to the organisation 
was adapted in order to minimize the preconceptions. 

2.4	  Data	  Collection	  
Due to the aim of the study, method and analytical method individual interviews were 
used as the method of data collection (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Using self-narratives of 
offenders to collect data will never be a full rapport on someone’s full life but rather 
selective parts of certain situations (Presser, 2009). Using self-narratives can however 
still bring a lot of value since it captures aspects such as motivation and culture, 
something theoretical data collection methods sometimes lack. The interviews took 
place between March 2015 and April 2015. An interview guide was constructed (see 
Appendix A) both of us with the research questions and aim in mind. Questions like 
“Can you make a brief summary of your criminal career?”, “When did you make the 
decision to quit your criminal career?” and “What do you do in order to maintain 

                                                
3 Informationskravet; our own translation. 
4 Samtyckeskravet; our own translation. 
5 Konfidentialitetskravet; our own translation. 
6 Nyttjandekravet; our own translation. 
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desistance?” were asked, if needed follow-up questions were asked to get an as full and 
rich story as possible. The interviews, with duration of between 45 to 103 minutes with 
a mean of 63 minutes, were conducted and recorded using “voice memo” on the iPhone. 
The numbers of interviews and their duration was chosen since it is a recommendation 
for a project with characteristics like the current study (Braun & Clarke, 2013; Davies & 
Hughes, 2014). An additional 30 minutes for each interview were added for rapport 
building and closure, as suggested by Braun and Clarke (2013). 
 
A pilot study was carried out with one respondent from KRIS in order to test the 
function of the interview guide (see Appendix A). A convenience sample was used in 
order to obtain respondents in the pilot study (Davies & Hughes, 2014); this sampling 
method was also used for the rest of the study. After the pilot study was carried out the 
results were put together to determine if the results were acceptable or if changes 
needed to be made. Since all the themes were included and no questions were added nor 
removed the result from the pilot study were subsequently used in the study. 
 
The participants were given the opportunity to give their input on whether they consider 
the admission to fit in that particular theme through “check backs”. A check back is to 
sum up what the respondent said and for them to confirm that is what they meant, i.e. 
“if I understand what you just said you mean that...”. Since the interviews were 
conducted in Swedish and the rapport was written in English and the respondents 
knowledge of English could not be ensured the “check backs” was done orally, during 
the interview, as a form of member checking. Member checking is suggested to ensure a 
valid representation and interpretation of the respondent’s admissions, especially for 
socially marginalized members of society (Braun & Clarke, 2013). 
 
Braun and Clarke (2013) as well as Davies and Hughes (2014) suggests that the authors 
keep a log or journal in order to manage feelings of in example stress or frustration that 
may come from listening to sad narratives. Also to de-brief with colleagues can be a 
useful way of processing negative feelings (Braun & Clarke, 2013). 

2.5	  Exploratory	  Study	  of	  Maintained	  Desistance	  
In order to create codes of how ex-offenders reasoned about maintained desistance an 
exploratory study with questions inspired by rational choice was carried out before the 
full length interviews. An exploratory study is conducted by asking specific questions 
regarding the theme of interest to find out whether it is possibly to explore further 
(Gray, 2014). The exploratory study was conducted on five KRIS-members where only 
the maintained desistance-theme of the interview was gone through in order to establish 
what codes would fall under it. During the “interviews” we both took notes, 
independently from each other, and after the interview the notes were compared and 
from that the theme, with underlying codes, was constructed. The codes that we created 
in maintained desistance were similar to the existing parts of the rational choice theory 
(Clarke & Cornish, 1985; Cusson & Pinsonneault, 2014) but worked in a different way 
in this theme. One code we created was the will to make a change that incorporates a re-
evaluation of the previous lifestyle and values. Another code we created was prosocial 
bonds or activities that works differently that the prosocial relationships in desistance as 
this code is something that motivates to not to relapse rather that to quit a life of crime 
and drugs. A third code we created was goals to fulfill, which incorporated short or long 
term goal incompatible with a previous lifestyle and values. A fourth code that we 
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created was seeing the consequences of one's actions and this code was based on a re-
evaluation of solutions evaluated, perceived solution and reaction to chance events. The 
fifth and last code we created in maintained desistance was self-perception; this was 
mainly a re-evaluation of the criminal identity. These codes offered some explanatory 
variables that set them apart from similar codes identified in the rational choice theory 
why we chose to present them under their own theme “maintained desistance”. This 
exploratory study was carried out before the full length interviews in order to confirm 
the theme maintained desistance and its questions in the previously made interview 
guide. The exploratory study was not included in the results as its only purpose was to 
pilot our additional theme. 
 

2.6	  Analytical	  Method	  	  
Thematic analysis (TA) was used to analyse the results. The steps of the analysis were 
inspired by reports of Aronson (1994) and Braun and Clarke (2006; 2013). This analysis 
is suitable for applied research when an aspect of a phenomenon is examined (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006; 2013; 2014). TA does not limit the data gathering method as some of the 
qualitative methods of analysis might do. Due to the philosophical independence of the 
TA it is a flexible analytical method and can be used by those with little experience of 
qualitative analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 2013; 2014). A top down approach was 
used to analyse the data, as it was a deductive study. When using a top down approach 
you analyse the data from a theoretical perspective (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 2013). The 
deductive approach also tends to be more analytical but less detailed, according to 
Braun and Clarke (2006). 
 
The interviews were transcribed, which is the first step in the TA. The second step was 
to get to know the material partly by transcribing and partly by reading the transcription. 
When the authors had familiarised themselves with the material the coding began. The 
transcriptions were then searched and all relevant statements was condensate to 
sentence fragments, which is a short sentence or a few words (Braun & Clarke, 2013). 
Manifest interpretations of the sentence fragments were done to gain and deeper and 
more detailed analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2013). The sentence fragments were then 
coded according to their content. A code is a word or sentence describing the content of 
the sentence fragment. 
 
Admissions that encompasses background factors, previous experience and learning, 
generalised needs, solutions evaluated, reaction to chance event, perceived solution, 
readiness and decision were placed in the first theme, Involvement. Admissions that 
encompasses increased professionalism, changes in lifestyle and values and changes in 
peer group were placed in the second theme, Persistence. Admissions that encompass 
prosocial relationships, shock, increased fear and re-evaluation were placed in 
Desisting Criminality, the third theme. The authors created these themes and codes 
before the interviews were conducted, as they were a part of the rational choice theory. 
Admissions that contained prosocial bonds or activities, goals to fulfill, the will to make 
a change, and self perception were placed in the fourth theme; Maintaining Desistance. 
The authors also created this theme and codes before the interviews were conducted as 
they were found through the exploratory study and the rational choice theory. All in line 
with the deductive approach (Braun & Clarke, 2013) 
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The coding was followed by the identification of themes (see Table 1 for the steps). A 
flowchart was constructed to visualize and explain, and to aid in the understanding, how 
themes from the chosen theory is identified and linked with themes identified in the 
material (Braun & Clarke, 2013). The flowchart was made based on the decision 
process for illustrative purpose (see Figure 1). Then the analysis was finalized by 
having the codes placed in their respective themes (involvement, persistence, desistance 
and maintained desistance; Clarke & Cornish, 1985; Cusson & Pinsonneault, 2014). 
 
Table 1 Analysis Procedure 

Theme Code Text Condensation Citation 

Involvement Previous experience and 
learning 

Eric’s first contact with 
police was more 
exciting than 
frightening 

”So I go to ride home in a police car, 
something that probably would have scared 
others but I found it to be quite a thrill.” 

 

	  
	  

 
 

3.	  Results	  	  

3.1	  Crime	  and	  Drugs	  
All of our respondents associated drug use to criminal activities, as the need for 
maintaining a drug use often required them to commit other crimes. When they talk 
about desisting or maintaining desistance they often referred to the drug use, as they 

Figure 1 Flow chart of the rational decision making process from 
involvement to maintained desistance. 
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saw this as the cause of criminality, but it is implied that criminality subsequently 
follows if they relapse into drugs. 

3.2	  Involvement	  and	  Persistence	  
In order to understand the respondent’s reasons for desistance and maintained 
desistance it is important to understand what lead to the decision to commit crimes in 
the first place. The narratives of the respondents included background factors like 
having parents who used drugs, previous experience and learning like getting a thrill 
out of early contact with the law enforcement agencies, generalized needs such as 
having to “buy” their friends or status at school with stolen goods as being a part of 
what lead the respondents to subsequently commit crimes. Also having their solutions 
evaluated as drinking alcohol and do drugs in order to gain self-esteem, a reaction to 
chance events being to buy drugs when things got hard even though they been sober for 
years, having to turn to crimes and drugs in order to feel accepted as a perceived 
solution. Having a co-dependant family member or a certain job could also act as 
enablers for criminality which were examples of readiness. These are all examples that 
lead to the decision to commit crimes. Example of things that lead the respondents to 
persist in the decision to commit crimes were increased professionalism such as 
committing a variety of criminal actions and taking pride in getting higher in the 
hierarchy of the criminal peer group they were active in, having changes in lifestyle and 
values as to dream of going to prison in order gain status or to recognize financial 
dependency of criminality and to have changes in peer group as to cut contact with 
prosocial family and getting to know more criminal peers and people more involved in 
criminality. When the decision to desist from crime was made the narratives contained 
factors from our pre-made theme desistance. 

3.3	  Reasons	  for	  Desistance	  

3.3.1	  Shock	  
Several of the respondents narratives has a specific moment where the decision to desist 
either was made or the process of desisting started. The pathway to this specific moment 
had several different constitutions. Some of the respondent’s narratives include shock 
that leads to the decision to desist. Some of the respondent had lived through several 
shocks and events and the decision had come over a period of time, with some attempt 
to get clean and some relapses. One respondent described this when he, after overdosing 
to the point where he flat lined, wanted to desist. “So they resuscitated me. I felt like I 
did not want this anymore but since this was the only life I knew I fell back into it after 
one and a half year after treatment.” (Daniel, adult). 
 
Several respondents described a sudden insight that their lives were about to end if they 
continued on their criminal path. A series of shocking events, like losing friends and 
being shot at, eventually dawned on them and they realised that they could not go on 
living that way. Some respondents experienced a series of events that were not 
themselves shocking, however, it became a shock as they realised that these series of 
events had led to them becoming someone who they did not like. These became wake-
up calls for the respondents and led them to desist from crimes and drugs. 
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All respondents did not however experience shock in similar events like the ones 
described above. Some respondents where indifferent or did not perceive potential life 
threatening situations as shocking.  
 

Marc: No it was at a party, and then a guy started waving a knife around. So I 
pulled him down to the ground and then he stabbed me right in the groin. 
Johan: Oh my. 
Marc: .Yes. But I survive. 

3.3.2	  Prosocial	  Relationships	  
Several of the respondents said that they had prosocial relationships that helped them 
desist from drugs and criminality. These prosocial relationships were mainly family but 
also included social workers, treatment and other help organisations, example given 
KRIS. These prosocial relationships had helped the respondents to make the decision to 
desist criminality by being supportive and changing the respondents priorities. One 
respondent said that when his girlfriend (at the time), who had zero tolerance for drugs, 
got pregnant the respondent completely gave up drugs for the first time in his life. “That 
was when I completely gave up smoking hash, not even occasionally, because I felt that 
she [daughter] was more important to me than hash.” (Richard, adult). 
 
Another prosocial relationship that made several respondents motivated to desist from 
criminality was found in treatment, both treatment programs within the criminal justice 
system and outpatient treatment. Admissions from the respondents testified that 
treatment where their problems were understood and taken seriously and where they 
could relay to the material presented in the treatment program made them motivated to 
quit. Unfortunately the treatment programs mostly helped the respondents to actually 
desist during the treatment and a short period of time after. Many of the respondents did 
not have a plan for the after-care, which according to the respondents might have been 
the reason for relapsing into drugs and subsequently criminality.  

3.3.3	  Increased	  Fear	  
All of the respondent’s narratives include feelings of fear of death or that something 
really bad would happen to them if they continued their criminal lifestyle. Several of the 
respondents have had physical consequences due to drug use and overdoses that made 
them fear for their lives. The fear often dawns on the respondents in a period of 
sobriety, as many of them state not being able or willing to think about it during active 
use and criminality. 
 
Some of the respondents also expressed fear of some of the personal contacts they 
develop during active periods of criminality. Some describe a more general fear caused 
by harsher climate amongst criminals, as that they kill each other over nothing. Others 
had more specific persons or groups that they were afraid could harm them or their 
families, as the respondents criminality increased in severances. ”I had a debt of 20-30 
000 SEK to some Serbs. And it was due and I was a wreck and did not know where to 
go.” (Max, young-adult). 
 
Not all respondents did experience an increased fear in situations similar to those 
mentioned above. There seems to be an individual disposition to experience increased 
fear partly on the basis of whether the respondents felt themselves being a part, or at 
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least a peripheral part, of a group or organization respected in a criminal context and 
through their support feeling an increased security. Some were indifferent or did not 
refrain from involvement in situations were other respondents felt an increased fear. 

3.3.4	  Re-‐Evaluation	  
All of the respondents underwent a process of re-evaluation that is often preceded by 
factors within the theme desistance. Some experience one or several shocking events 
that make them re-evaluate their decisions and criminal lifestyle. Others had a longer 
process were the toll this life takes on them eventually made them re-evaluate in order 
to stay alive. The prosocial relationships some of the respondents had were often a 
supportive enabler in form of family member or treatment program. The prosocial 
relationship gave a boost in motivation and sometimes offers the right help at the right 
time that enables the re-evaluation.  
 
One of the respondents described this re-evaluation as realising that he could not go on 
living as he did and he had to make changes in order to turn his life around. He knew it 
was possible since others had done it before him. This re-evaluation and knowledge 
initiated the process of desistance. The re-evaluation is hard to pinpoint itself as all of 
the factors within the theme desistance influences and is a part of the re-evaluation. 
Subsequent actions are often an equally integrated part in the re-evaluation as described 
by this quote: 
 

So I broke off my current relationship and though I would just devote my time in 
myself for once since I had a lot of friends who had succeeded and worked at 
different places. That’s why I thought, “hell, if they can do it then so can I”. I 
decided to do this for one year. And not having anything my way and just do 
what they [treatment personnel] tell me. (James, adult). 

 

3.4	  Reasons	  for	  Maintained	  Desistance	  

3.4.1	  The	  Will	  to	  Make	  a	  Change	  
Several respondents expressed a different form of will when finally succeeded in 
desistance. Many of the respondents had the will to desist in the past but were unable to 
make it work. Some of the respondents talked about desisting because of prosocial 
relationships as a weaker form of will. Many of the respondents confirmed this 
statement by expressing and absolute necessary condition for maintained desistance was 
to have the will to make a change for your own sake and nobody else’s. 
 

This is the foundation in staying sober. Wanting to do it yourself. Otherwise you 
will be free from drugs for a while . . . well, it’s going to fall apart sooner or later 
. . . . Someone who does it like that will always wait for this “well that day I can 
hit it again, I can stop [being sober] that day”. For me that day doesn’t exist. It’s 
easier for everyone who does it because they want it for themselves. They have a 
greater chance of making it. (Frank, adult). 

 
Some of the respondents emphasized that the will to make a change was not only a 
cognitive decision but also something that was anchored in both mind and soul. The 
respondents described the need for the will to be strong to be able to overcome the 
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many challenges and set-backs that come with desistance. Norms and social codes of 
conventional life that were broken and every day things that the respondent were not 
used to living up to were some of the reasons they beat themselves up. Several of the 
respondents emphasized that the will needed to be strong to overcome these thing and to 
not give up or blame yourself for everything that went wrong, to let it take time and to 
let it hurt. 

3.4.2	  Prosocial	  Bonds	  or	  Activities	  
Several of the respondents mentioned the security of living like “Mr. Smith7” as a factor 
for maintained desistance. This security was something they could not achieve through 
a criminal lifestyle. Some of the respondents reported that a secure base of prosocial 
bond, such as family, having somewhere to live and employment, brought them this 
security. ”My family and my job is my security and as long as I have those things it’s 
okay if it gets a little stormy, because it does. Some days are bad and some days are 
great.” (John, adult). 
 
Having prosocial bonds that allowed the respondents to be themselves was also found to 
be a main reason for maintaining desistance. Almost all of the respondents expressed a 
need to talk to others, for example when they felt cravings for drugs or when they felt 
unhappy with something. All the respondents agreed that this, to have people in their 
lives that they could talk to without being judged, was a big part of maintaining 
desistance. ”So I trust most of the people here so I talk to them. If I have cravings [for 
drugs] I tell them ‘I have cravings’. And then maybe I get help, or talk to someone or 
something.” (Marc, young adult). 
 
At different stages in life the perception of which prosocial bonds were important 
differed. Some of the respondent had other views of what was important, as one 
respondent explained, ”But it’s quite nice here [halfway-house] as well, I eat a lot, and 
here I get it for free ((laughs)). Well no, but yes. But I like it here, I’m very grateful for 
everything I’ve got, you know.” (Hugo, young adult). 
 
For some respondents their prosocial bonds to their families got re-established after they 
had desisted from crime and drugs. These prosocial bonds were supportive, expressed 
gratitude that the respondents were maintaining desistance and prescribed positive 
attributes to the respondents, thereby motivating the respondents to maintain desistance. 
Also new prosocial bonds expressed these kind of motivating attributes. Many of the 
respondents had lost prosocial bonds, mostly family members, due to their criminality 
or drug use. Now that the respondents were maintaining desistance they had tried to re-
establish these relationships but some were beyond repair. The reason these family 
members were reluctant to re-establish a relationship with the respondents was because 
they had been disappointed and hurt when previous attempts at desisting had failed. 
Most of the respondents accepted the reason their prosocial bonds did not want to re-
connect and were anxious to re-establish these relationships by showing that they 
maintained desistance rather than telling them they had. 
 

                                                
7 Living like ”Mr. Smith” means to have an ordinary life with a steady job, a house and a family and not 
being involved in any illegal activities. In Swedish it translate to “Svensson-livet”. 
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I have contact with four of them today but the fifth one does not let me in and 
that’s well, I’ve hurt her in some way and she won’t tell me either . . . . She 
doesn’t let me in, not that she has to, but I would very much like to know what it 
is I’ve done to hurt her, in what way. I could try to figure out what it is, but that 
would be pointless and it would drive me insane, then it’s just better to let it go 
and continue being sober and drug free. (Patric, adult). 

3.4.3	  Goals	  to	  Fulfill	  
Many of the respondents had long-term goals for the future that they strived towards. 
These goals were often incompatible with criminality and drug use. As several of the 
respondents made a perceived solution to put in work and in a legal way reached these 
goals they also found that they would get more joy out of it. One respondent claimed 
that: “I’m then going to fulfil my next dream which is going to Thailand to hug a tiger. 
That’s my biggest dream in this life.”  (Frank, adult). Other respondents said they now 
had goals which were compatible with a legitimate lifestyle and that they took pride in 
fulfilling these goals. Eric, adult said, “I’ve almost paid off my entire debt to the 
Swedish Enforcement Authority.” 
 
When asked about future goals some respondents described more short-term goals like 
going thru with treatment and keeping their routines. Not going back home where it was 
hard to maintain desistance and trying to get involved more in activities to get some 
excitement rather than using drugs. Taking up an instrument, training and sports where 
some of the activities the respondents where planning on doing. Some of the respondent 
had plans to study or training for specific kinds of work and in that sense also had goals 
to fulfill that where legitimate.  

3.4.4	  Seeing	  the	  Consequences	  of	  One's	  Actions	  
This factor encompasses a quite large variety of consequences. Several of the 
respondents reported not seeing the consequences of their actions while they were in 
active criminality and drug use in contrast to feeling like this was an important factor to 
keep in mind in order to stay away from drugs and criminality. Many of the respondents 
talked about how far they had come and that the new life and identity they had built 
would all be lost in an instant if they went back to criminality and drug use. ”And I 
know that if I relapse, criminality or drugs, then I lose my job. If I lose my job then I 
lose my apartment.” (Eric, adult). 
 
Some respondents had a lot of positive things going on when they previously 
maintained desistance but due to quarrels and subsequently more and more isolation 
relapsed and lost everything over a short period of time. This made the respondents 
aware that activities, even those otherwise helping desistance or to maintain desistance, 
might result in negative consequences if not done right. Many felt that after so many 
years of destroying the society they felt a need to compensate and did this by working a 
lot and being too available. Several respondents described a vicious circle where 
everything gets increasingly darker with feelings of isolation and if it is not possible to 
break out of these negative patterns there is a high risk for relapse as the negative 
feelings were overwhelming.  
 

I stood there at my house, and you know I worked almost 24 hours a day with 
every thing, and I just though to myself “I wonder if I should go and buy a gram 
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of dope so I can cope with everything”.  And I had done it all, for many years 
before, not thinking about narcotics once. But there I made the decision and 
went and bought a gram but that didn’t work, so I bought two grams. Did not 
work either so I bought three grams and, well, that didn’t work either. So then I 
went and bought a whole kilo which ended in a complete disaster. I wasn’t able 
to make myself stop. (Frank, adult). 

 
Frank stated he thought of himself as a new person and could not understand the things 
he had previously done. This strong belief in himself and that he had succeeded in his 
sobriety left him confident that he could control his drug use, but he could not and 
quickly fell back into it.  

3.4.5	  Self	  Perception	  
Some of the respondents relapsed after being crime- and drug free for several years. 
Before relapse they identified themselves as someone non-criminal or someone who 
worked against drugs or crime. Several respondents even claimed that they almost had 
forgotten how they used to behave. A difference in their self-perception this time, in 
maintaining desistance, was that they were honest to themselves and did not forget 
where they came from and know what thoughts or actions put them at risk of relapsing. 
This was emphasised by all respondents in different ways. Some expressed it as 
surrendering every morning to the sickness of addiction to drugs, being aware of their 
own tendencies of looking for opportunities to commit crimes or talking to someone 
when they felt bothered or sad about something.  
 

I’ve never had a problem with alcohol for example but since I am an addict I 
refrain from alcohol as it’s mind-altering. I know that it can, if I start drinking 
well fine, I can handle it once, I can handle it twice and thrice and so on. But I 
know that when I start drinking it leads to other things. That I want 
amphetamine. (John, adult). 

 
When asked how the respondents identified themselves today most of them expressed 
that they had discovered positive attributes about themselves that caused them not view 
themselves as ex-offenders and ex-drug users. Many respondents said they perceived 
themselves as a non-criminal or someone who worked against drugs and crime. All 
respondents also agreed on the importance of being honest to themselves about how 
they were feeling so they could address whatever was bothering them and in that way 
avoid a relapse. 
 
Some respondents found it important to be able to live with a new identity and to have 
social relationships where they could be themselves and not “the ex-offender” as well as 
being aware of their past. This might come with new interpersonal relationships or 
employment. One respondent who uses his background of criminality and drug use in 
his line of work says: 
 

The longer I’m free from drugs the more secure I get in my new life and new 
identity . . . . When I introduce myself on the street I don’t introduce myself as a 
criminal or drug user, I introduce myself as John . . . . If someone asks me about 
my work I tell them what I do and about my background. That isn’t something 
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I’m ashamed of, on the contrary, in my job my background is an asset. (John, 
adult). 

 
Many respondents addressed the importance of self-esteem and a sense of self-worth 
that had previously been missing. Respondents think hearing positive attributions have 
helped them change their self-perception. Some respondents claimed that it was really 
never the crimes or drugs that was the problem in desisting; it was in fact the lack of 
self-worth that got them to relapse. 
 

Now I get to hear that I am loving and thoughtful and all of that. I have never 
perceived myself that way before. Previously I have only been told what is 
wrong with me because of my diagnoses and built my whole damn, my whole 
life around that. So now I try to understand what I am good at and what my 
possibilities are. Yes well I know that I have humble sides to me and that I am a 
loving person sometimes. (Hugo, young adult).  

3.4.6	  Ensuring	  Maintained	  Desistance	  
When touching upon the subject of ensuring maintained desistance the respondents 
reasoned about the difficulties of doing so. At the same time as some of the respondents 
thought that if their families had told them about how their actions affected them and 
their feeling, it might have made them desist earlier. The respondents also realised that 
they knowingly distanced them selves, from those who tried to intervene. Ensuring 
maintained desistance seemed to be difficult as the respondents state that a reason that 
would help and support a maintained desistance, as their family’s support, was also 
something they would reject at a time when they were not willing to desist. 
 

I think that if they would have come, I don’t want to blame them for anything 
but it might sound like it, if they would have come and told me this stuff earlier 
that “this is how we feel every time you go to prison” it might have planted a 
seed, I can’t say for sure. But it might have. (Patric, adult). 

 
Some of the respondents took on immense amounts of work and had a lot of work 
related activities as well as personal matters that needed attending to. All of this put 
strain on the respondent. In retrospect they realized the importance of attending support-
meetings. As the respondents got increasingly successful in the legitimate life they did 
not attend meetings anymore and stopped taking care of their past. This cessation might 
have been a contributing factor for relapse. Besides that, some of the respondents had to 
deal with a lot of bureaucracy, as a result of the life they had lived, which involves a lot 
of paperwork unknown to the respondents. This additional strain on the respondents 
when they were trying to make a change caused them to loose their motivation. 
 

I guess I forgot about myself in helping others and lost myself on the way. I 
stopped going to meetings and isolated myself. I was doing it all, in the 
beginning, soccer, hockey, KRIS and I kept busy all the time. . . . . Eventually I 
could not take it any longer so I relapsed. Boom. (James, adult). 
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3.5	  The	  Case	  of	  Fred	  
In an attempt of briefly clarify how all the themes can interact in the process from 
involvement to maintaining desistance we use a case. This case was based on our 
respondent’s admissions. 
 
Decisions to desist and maintain desistance involve all parts of rational choice theory. 
As Fred, an adult, look at himself in the mirror were a shocking (shock, desistance) 
moment and decides he had to do something to survive (re-evaluation, desistance). He 
contacted friends of the family who had previously given him an offer and took them up 
on it (prosocial bond, desistance). He detoxed and started studying and working 
(solutions evaluated/perceived solutions, involvement) to earn his living. He met a 
girlfriend and cut all bonds with his criminal peers (prosocial relationships, maintained 
desistance). Fred started working with KRIS (prosocial relationships, maintained 
desistance) and also started to view himself, more and more, as “Mr. Smith” (self 
perception, maintained desistance). As Fred now had made a re-evaluation (desistance) 
he did not perceive his solutions (involvement) to be drugs and criminality anymore. 
Fred still has economy as a generalized need (involvement) but he also has the 
wellbeing of his daughter and family as a generalized need (involvement). He evaluate 
solutions to his needs (involvement) and the perceived solution (involvement) was now 
work instead of crime as criminality was no longer the best option to fulfill his needs. 
Therefore what was important for his maintained desistance could be fit into the 
different parts and themes of rational choice theory. 
 
The background factors cannot be changed but Fred has changed his generalized needs 
to some extent. He definitely changed his evaluated and perceived solutions that are all 
part of the theme involvement. Fred also cut of his criminal peers (change in peer group, 
persistence) and changed his values about being “Mr. Smith” as he never thought he 
would leave the life of partying with drugs and crime (change in lifestyle and values) 
which are parts of the theme persistence. As presented the parts Fred felt were important 
for his maintained desistance were to some extent already in the different themes of 
rational choice theory but in kind of a backwards process, just like Cusson and 
Pinsonneault (2014) describes the process of desistance. Fred also got new prosocial 
bonds, which were not part of the desistance process but rather part of the maintained 
desistance. Fred had already desisted when he met his girlfriend and he had already 
desisted when his daughter was born. Fred also states that when times get tough he 
thinks of his daughter in order not to relapse. 

4.	  Discussion	  

4.1	  Result	  Summary	  
In order to contribute to the research of desistance of crime in an as practical way as 
possible, the purpose of this study was to obtain a deeper knowledge of the decision 
making process from involvement to desistance of crime. Our results indicated that 
reasons for desistance and maintained desistance are rational choices. We found 
admissions for all categories we developed from the rational choice theory (Clarke & 
Cornish, 1985; Cusson & Pinsonneault, 2014) suggesting that making the decision, 
from involvement in crime to desisting from it and then maintaining desistance, is a 
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process, as the rational choice theory suggests (Clarke & Cornish, 1985; Cornish & 
Clarke, 2014; Cusson Pinsonneault, 2014). The reasons for desistance were often 
related to shock, increased fear or prosocial bonds, during the process of desistance or 
the pathway of desistance some additional factors become important. General results in 
maintained desistance were that the identified factors seem to work in a backwards-way; 
similar to how Cusson and Pinsonneault  (2014) described the process of desisting. For 
example the factors under the theme persistence (increased professionalism, changes in 
lifestyle and values and changes in peer group), that worked as enablers for continued 
involvement in crime, gets cut off, as in knifing-off your criminal peers, or re-evaluated 
as in adopting “Mr. Smith” values instead of pro-criminal values. The additional factors, 
within maintained desistance, as legitimate goals to fulfill, seeing the consequences of 
one’s actions and change in self perception were something that evolved over a drug-
and crime-free period of time where the respondents had time to think and get 
motivated. Treatment or prison was the most common places for this study’s sample. 
Some sort of insightful moment of realising that doing drugs and wasting your life away 
was not what they really wanted to do.  

4.2	  Reasons	  for	  Desistance	  	  
Our study confirmed the rational choice theory and previous research about shock, some 
unpleasant experience associated with crime or the criminal lifestyle, being a factor that 
led to desistance of crime (Cusson & Pinsonneault, 2014; Haggård et al., 2001). In 
similarity to Haggård et al, (2001) we found that the shocking events could also take 
place over a period of time and after a while starting to effect the respondents as they 
needed time to absorb and to understand the shock they had gone through in order for it 
to lead to desistance. Our results also confirmed previous research of the importance of 
support from prosocial relationships in the process of desisting from crime (Carlsson, 
2012; Cid & Marti, 2012; Cusson & Pinsonneault, 2014; Laub & Sampson, 2003; 
Schellen et al., 2012). The prosocial relationships, of our respondents, could offer 
support and guidance in everyday life in addition to the increase in social control 
offered by previous research. Our findings also supported the rational choice theory and 
previous research about increased fear being a contributor to desistance (Cusson & 
Pinsonneault, 2014; Haggård et al., 2001). However, our results also found that 
increased fear was not always experienced when could have been expected to, 
suggesting a normalization to fearful situations. As a result of the above mentioned a re-
evaluation was made of the benefits and downsides to criminality. This was 
subsequently something that led to desistance, as in accordance with the rational choice 
theory (Cusson & Pinsonneault, 2014). The reasons for desistance mentioned above all 
gave insight to the respondents that led to the decision to desist from crime. Haggård et 
al. (2001) found that insight was an important step in the desistance process that might 
explain why insight during our respondents decision making process lead to desistance 
for them. 
 
The concept of turning points from Laub and Sampson (2003) was applicable to this 
study’s theme of desistance since several of the respondents had some event or point in 
life where they made a decision to end their criminality. For some respondents this 
decision was made several times and lasted for a variety of durations, from desisting for 
days to desisting for years. One way to desist from crime is to do so instantly as a result 
of having enough of crime (Kurlychek et al., 2012). However our results showed that 
shock was merely something that made the process of desisting start or motivating the 
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respondents to desist. Shock lead to desistance but was not enough to maintain 
desistance. When desistance comes in the form of slowly desisting one crime at the time 
it could be due to maturence (Kurlychek et al., 2012), which could explain why 
desistance was a process that contain insights and motivators.  

4.3	  Reasons	  for	  Maintained	  Desistance	  
We offered maintained desistance as something else then desistance. Many of the 
respondents in this study emphasized will of heart and mind to stop using as a necessary 
foundation for maintaining desistance which was also supported by research of Lloyd 
and Serin (2012). The same will could be present when desisting, but in some cases the 
respondents desisted for awhile to prove to authorities that they could and was then not 
due to them really wanting to desist which lead to relapse when they had gotten what 
they wanted. However, we found that the will to desist was not the sole reason for 
maintained desistance. The reason they finally managed to desist was often due to 
enablers such as treatment program or support by loved ones, as supported by the 
rational choice theory (Cusson & Pinsonneault, 2014) and research about prosocial 
bonds to family, old or new, and turning points (Cid & Marti, 2012; Haggård et al., 
2001; Laub & Sampson, 2003). Although, desisting to please somebody else was not 
considered to be as sustaining as the reason to desist because of your own will. This 
would be consistent with previous research and literature that found that prosocial 
relationships do not solely make a person desist (Carlsson, 2012; Laub & Sampson, 
2003; Walters, 2012). There was, however, a thin line between being a supportive 
family member and being an enabler as we found that family members who were 
supportive to the point where they got co-dependent became enablers for the criminal 
activities to continue. 
 
Many respondents had set goals for the future that motivated them to maintain 
desistance since the goals was not compatible with a criminal lifestyle. According to 
Cid and Marti (2012) the feeling of self-efficiency, which can be caused by for example 
getting a job or fulfilling plans, helps desistance. When the goals were fulfilled 
respondents associated with positive attributions that also contributes to desistance 
according to research (Maruna, 2004). When our respondents re-evaluated their life and 
started the process of desistance they formed new legitimate goals to strive for. Creating 
short-term and long-term goals. Achieving these goals gave them a sense of self-
efficiency they felt was important. Forming new goals or rather abandoning the old 
criminal goals are a part of the rational choice theory (Cusson & Pinsonneault, 2014). 
The re-evaluation of goals and insight led the respondents to talk about seeing the 
misery in drug use and criminality now when they are sober, similar to rational choice 
theory and previous research (Cusson & Pinsonneault, 2014; Haggård et al., 2001). 
Many of those who reconnect with family also saw how their behaviour has hurt those 
close to them and state that they finally understands this and are not willing to hurt them 
again. Also several of the respondents realise that they would lose everything if they 
relapse and that was something they were not willing to do. All of these reasons 
motivating the respondents to maintain desistance. 
 
The respondents of our study have many statements of persistence that would have a 
negative attribution to personal qualities that would concur with Maruna’s (2004) study. 
The positive attributions of the respondents of this study prescribed them selves were 
found in desistance or maintained desistance, also in line with Maruna (2004). A sense 
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of actually contributing to society and to help others and a feeling of pride over their 
own accomplishments (Maruna, 2004) and the feeling of self-efficiency (Cid & Marti, 
2012) were associated with desistance. The current study also identified negative 
attribution of the respondents on them selves in “dark periods” where they either 
relapsed or fought hard against relapsing. Having to work against preconceptions 
against ex-offenders was an area where our respondents experienced a struggle. We 
found this was especially apparent in the job-market, as confirmed by previous research 
(Petersilia, 2001; Sarnecki & Sivertsson, 2013). There were also narratives of having to 
deal with a lot of bureaucracy in order to pay debts to different authorities that were a 
process that put strain on the individuals; some admitting to never have paid a bill in 
their life and therefore lacking the know-how.  

4.4	  Ensuring	  Maintained	  Desistance	  
Several of the respondents had been in treatment and participated in some of the 
programs offered in prison. Treatment did not help all desist as some participated 
without being motivated to make a change. The narratives reflected a sense of the need 
for the right program or treatment at the right time. We found that the will to make a 
change could exist at some point during treatment; however desisting was not likely if 
no support existed in the aftercare. They did not know what else to do after the 
treatment ended besides going back to their old peers and their old ways of financing 
their lives. Since this study, as well as previous research (Haggård et al., 2001) found 
the after-care inadequate, according to those who were in need of it, improvements in 
this area might help to reduce recidivism.  
 
A combination of not being able to say no and to have other obligations, due to a sense 
of making up for lost time, combined with not taking care of yourself has lead to relapse 
in the past and was therefore something that were considered by the respondents who 
previously has relapsed after years of maintaining desistance. This was perhaps not 
something that can ensure maintained desistance, but it was at least an attempt in 
making sure that relapse did not happen again. 

4.5	  Differentiating	  Desistance	  From	  Maintained	  Desistance	  
This study proposed a difference between desistance and maintained desistance. The 
factors making a person desist from criminality could be the same factors that keep the 
person from committing crime again but it did not necessarily have to be that way. 
Several of the respondents made the decision to desist because of the wear and tear of 
the lifestyle, fear of consequences either from other criminals or from the life itself, 
which is in line with Rational choice theory (Clarke & Cornish, 1985; Cornish & 
Clarke, 2014; Cusson & Pinsonneault, 2014). Others grew out of it and did not want to 
go back to prison and waste more of their lives behind bars, which could be signs of a 
parallel aging and maturation process (Cusson & Pinsonneault, 2014; Kurlychek et al., 
2012). The increase in accumulated assets, through work and socializing like “Mr. 
Smith”, could work as an increasingly inhibiting factor to recidivism. As the time in 
maintained desistance increase, these assets increase. In turn this would partly confirm 
an increasing time in maintained desistance reducing the risk of recidivism (Kurlychek 
et al., 2012). The respondents all formed new identities and self perceptions, prosocial 
bonds, goals to fulfill and they had the will in both mind and heart to do it the legal way 
if not they knew what they had coming for them if they relapsed. Some if not all of this 
insights came after living some time in desistance. Being sober and socializing without 
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drugs, reconnecting with family and form new conventional acquaintances were all 
something that supported and enabled maintained desistance for our respondents. 
Maintained desistance was an alternate outcome, with its separate support and enabling 
factors, in the process. Therefore the authors of this study assesses maintained 
desistance as something else then desistance. The authors are not trying to invent the 
wheel again but simply point to a difference, at least amongst this sample, between 
reasons for desistance and reason for maintained desistance. This might aid to a better 
understanding of factors that would be helpful in treatment. 

4.6	  Limitations	  
When we recruited the respondents at both the KRIS and half-way house we did it with 
full disclosure at the location, meaning those who were there at the time knew who 
participated. If we would have left our contact information at the location and offered to 
set up a meeting at a different time and location we might have gotten a different 
sample and thereby different results. 

4.7	  Conclusion	  	  
The reasons for desistance are not necessarily the same reasons that are important for 
maintaining desistance. Insight that may come from shock, prosocial relationships or 
increased fear that leads to re-evaluation is experienced as reasons to desist from crime. 
In order to maintain desistance additional features could be enabling. These could be; 
the will to make a change, prosocial bonds or activities that motivates to stay on the 
prosocial path, having goals to fulfill in order to gain a feeling of self-efficiency, being 
able to see the consequences of actions that might lead to relapse and also to have a self 
perception that contains positive attributions. All of these reasons made the respondents 
perceive themselves as more resilient to recidivism. Although it is not possible to ensure 
maintained desistance as a reaction to chance events always might cause a relapse and it 
is not possible to predict the future.  
 
These results imply that there are areas of improvement in the care and after-care for 
both the correctional system and outpatient treatment. This was confirmed by findings 
that treatment in prison is not more efficient in prohibiting relapse (Danielsson et al., 
2009) and other findings that the problem with treatment was the lacking after-care 
(Haggård et al., 2001). This study’s respondents report a lack of understanding of their 
problems and a lack of resources and efforts enabling their maintained desistance 
further confirms this.  
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6.	  Appendixes	  

6.1	  Appendix	  A	  	  
 
Intervjuguide 
 
Presentrera oss och vår forsking 
 
Kategori 1, Start  
Kan du ge oss en kort sammanfattning av din kriminella karriär? Hur gammal var du när 
du började? Hur länge höll du på? När begick du senast ett brott? Har du avtjänat ett 
fängelsestraff, alt. frivård? Hur länge och när var detta?  
 
Kan du berätta lite om din uppväxt och hur din kriminalitet inleddes?  

• Kontakt med polis  
• Uppfostran  
• Miljö  

 
Kan du berätta om första gången du begick ett brott?  
 
Hur kommer det sig att du gjorde det?  

• Behov, pengar, status, excitement  
 
Vilka känslor förknippar du med första gången du begick ett brott?  

• Positiva känslor bygger för fortsatt kriminell bana  
• Attityd  

 
Uppfattade du dig själv som kriminell?  

• Attityd  
• Självuppfattning  

 
När begick du senast ett brott?  

• Återfall på grund av ett behov 
 
Kategori 2, Fortsatt kriminalitet 
Vad tror du ligger till grund för en fortsatt kriminalitet?  

• Behov  
• Ändrade värdering  

 
När gled engångs företeleser över i kriminalitet? Hur kommer det sig tror du? 

• Ökad professionalism, bättre på brott  
 
Hur har kriminalitet påverkat dina relationer (familj, vänner, partner)?  

• Ändrade relationer, kriminella vänner  
 
Kategori 3, Avslutande av kriminalitet 
Vad tror du krävs för att ta sig ur kriminalitet?  

• Prosociala band  
• Omvärdering  
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• Viljan  
 
Vad fick dig att vilja sluta? 
 
Var det nån speciell händelse som fick dig att vilja sluta och ta avstånd från den 
kriminella banan?  

• Chock 
 
Kan du beskriva ditt känsloliv vid beslutet att avstå från kriminalitet?  

• Ökad rädsla  
 
Kan du beskriva hur du tänkte och kände när du fattade beslutet att sluta begå brott?  

• Omvärdering 
 
Kategori 4, Fortsatt avhållsamhet från kriminalitet 
Kan du berätta om vad som hände när du bestämde dig för att sluta begå brott? 

• Händelser 
• Känslor, attityd, uppfattning 

 
Har du försökt avhålla dig från kriminalitet tidigare? 

• Om ja, hur har dessa tidigare försök skilt sig åt från denna? 
 
Vad är, enligt dig, den/de viktigaste faktorerna för att forstätta avhålla sig från att begå 
brott?  

• Delar från start, fortsatt och avslutande av kriminalitet  
• Förbättrade prosociala relationer och åtaganden. Arbete, förhållande.  
• Har du gjort några förändringar i ditt liv för att förenkla avhållsamhet från brott 

 
Hur resonerar du kring att avstå från kriminalitet? Vad bidrar avståndstagandet från 
kriminalitet till?  

• Förändring i tidigare värderingar 
• Förmåga att ta hand om familj och prosociala band 
• Vara en förebild  
• Måste bli vuxen och ta ansvar  
• Intressant jobb, jobba för att vara förebild  
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6.2	  Appendix	  B	  	  
 
Följebrev 
Till Dig som deltar i denna studie: 
                                                                                    
Vi är två studenter som läser termin 6 på kriminologprogrammet vid Mittuniversitetet i 
Sundsvall. Vi genomför ett examensarbete där syftet är att skapa en djupare förståelse 
om vad som krävs för en fortsatt avhållsamhet från kriminalitet efter att en individ har 
bestämt sig för att sluta begå brott. Datainsamlingen kommer ske genom enskilda 
intervjuer där respondenterna talar om sina erfarenheter kring ämnet och kommer att 
spelas in för att minimera risken för databortfall. Det är självklart frivilligt att delta i 
studien och det går bra att när som helst avbryta medverkan. All information kommer 
att behandlas konfidentiellt, vilket betyder att information som kan leda till 
identifikation kommer att censureras. Det införskaffade materialet kommer förvaras så 
att endast författarna, handledare samt examinerande lärare har tillgång till det och 
informationen kommer endast att användas i forskningssyfte. Den färdiga uppsatsen 
kommer att publiceras i DiVA (Digitala Vetenskapliga Arkivet) där den kommer finnas 
tillgänglig för allmänheten. 
                                                              
Tack för Din medverkan! 
Du är välkommen att kontakta oss om du har några frågor. 
                                                              
Namn:________________________________________________________________ 
Underskrift: ___________________________________________________________ 
                                                              
Genom att skriva under samtycker jag till att delta i studien på de tidigare angivna 
premisserna. 
                                                              
Amanda Wallberg                                                        
amwa1203@student.miun.se                                      
Tel. 073-XXXXXX 
                                                              
Johan Wennerholm 
jowe1207@student.miun.se 
Tel. 070-XXXXXX 
 


