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Executive summary

•	 This report is based on a study of 51

people who were imprisoned at a young

age and who were assessed as having a

medium to high risk of re-offending, but

who nonetheless desisted from crime.

The research was commissioned to

understand how and why this

desistance occurred.

•	 Despite uniformity of the qualifying

factors, there were significant

differences between many participants

within the research cohort. At each

end of this spectrum of difference we

identified high- and low-end outliers,

and these became important lenses

through which to view different

desistance processes and challenges.

•	 Prison was reported to be a deterrent

from crime by 81 percent of the cohort.

•	 Sentence length was not related to

deterrence: there were no meaningful

differences between longer and

shorter sentences.

•	 Deterrence was influenced by both fear

of returning to prison and the boredom

associated with imprisonment.



•	 There was a sense among most

participants that they did not ‘fit in’ with

other prisoners. Nonetheless, many

reported in hindsight that the prison

experience had some positive effects.

•	 Those who had spent time in both youth

and adult units reported that youth units

were harder, more frightening and more

dangerous places than adult facilities,

and that they felt less safe within them.

•	 In order of likelihood, the decision

to desist was made in prison, before

prison, and after prison. The decision

to desist was most often a conscious

and quick one, made at the point of

arrest, conviction or imprisonment. For a

minority of subjects the decision formed

over a longer timeframe and tended not

to be overt or conscious. Both types of

desistance decision ended in a ‘switch’

in thinking, meaning a desire to not

commit crime in the future.

•	 One strong deterrent element of

imprisonment among some participants

was the shame they felt about the

embarrassment caused to other

family members.
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•	 At the time of the offending, few

participants reported considering

the victims of their crimes, meaning

empathy did not inhibit their criminal

behaviour. Post-conviction, however,

many began to empathise with their

victims and this was a significant trigger

of change for many.

•	 A strong sense of agency was observed

among the cohort: the majority took

full responsibility for their crimes,

and made a conscious choice to

change themselves.

•	 Department of Corrections facilitated

programmes and courses provided

some participants with skills that

supported their desistance, but few

credited them with having been

decisive influences in their desistance.

•	 The quality of participants’ relationships

with probation officers covered a wide

spectrum but tended to be good.

Positive relationships, however, did

not appear to affect desistance. Few

participants credited probation with

assisting in desistance.

•	 On average, the cohort’s drug and

alcohol use was much higher than

that of a similar general demographic

in the lead up to, and during, their

criminal behaviour.

•	 Between offending and point of interview,

there was a significant decrease in

the use of drugs and alcohol, but it

nevertheless remained high.

•	 While many participants consciously

reduced their alcohol and/or drug

intake as a part of the desistance

process, many more seemed to mature

out of heavier use in a way that was

unrelated to desistance.
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•	 Almost the entire cohort reported

that they had support from family and

friends during the immediate release

period. The majority lived with family

during this period, and this practical

support was overwhelmingly seen as

critical to maintaining desistance.

•	 Changing negative peer groups was a

vital part of desistance for 61 percent of

the cohort. This was particularly so for

the overwhelming number of subjects

who had criminal associations during

their criminal phase. The changes in

criminal associations between offending

and point of interview were marked.

Having post-release support and

changing peer groups were among

the study’s clearest and most

important findings.

•	 Partners, children and employment were

all cited by subjects as highly important

to supporting desistance but appeared

to have little effect on the original

decision to desist. Getting a job, finding

a partner and having children were

more of a consequence than a cause of

desistance. When relationships broke

down or jobs were lost, desistance

continued in almost all cases.

•	 Half of desisters reported that their

change involved some kind of thought

about the future – such as who they

could be and what they could do without

crime – but very few developed plans of

any complexity. For most, change was

more to do with choosing to move away

from what they were, than with moving

toward anything specific.

•	 The life change evident within the cohort

since their offending was significant, and

while many credited certain elements,

such as work, partners, and children

to assisting desistance their actual

importance can be questioned. These

elements do, however, represent the

creation of a pro-social lifestyle.



1. Introduction

This report is drawn from primary research

conducted by Independent Research

Solutions with the support of Zavést

Licensed Investigators. The study was

undertaken between March 2014 and June

2014 and targeted people who had been

sentenced to a term of imprisonment

before the age of 20. These people

had been assessed by the Department

of Corrections at the time as having a

medium to high risk of re-offending,

but had not been given a Correctionsadministered sentence for at least three

years prior to interviewing. It was a

nation-wide project.

Young offenders imprisoned under 20

years of age have the highest reconviction

rates of all age groups (91%) and also

the highest re-imprisonment (65%) rates

within 60 months of release (Department

of Corrections, 2014). The subjects of

this research thus represent a minority

cohort of young offenders who have been

incarcerated and were assessed as having



a high risk of re-offending but who, in

fact, appear to have desisted from

further offending.

The broad aim of this research is to

identify why these offenders have desisted

from crime. Its goal is to assist with

the formation of sound policy and the

implementation of effective correctional

practices that will promote greater

rates of desistance among young

offenders generally.



Structure of the report

This report is written in 12 sections,

including this introduction. Each of the

substantive sections deals with discrete

issues or findings. Where appropriate we

have made links between these sections

but often their interconnected nature is

difficult to portray. The penultimate section

of this report, then, is a discussion that

seeks to clarify these links and provide

a conclusion.
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2. Methodology

In February 2014 the Department of

Corrections provided the research team

with the names and last known contact

details for a large number of people who

fit the research criteria; namely they had

been imprisoned before the age of 20, had

not been given a Corrections-administered

sentence for at least three years and

were rated as having a medium or high

risk of re-offending at the time of their

imprisonment. This list was extracted

from Corrections’ Integrated Offender

Management System database. The

extract covered offenders whose last

recorded sentence ended between 1

January 2000 and 31 December 2009, and

the lengths of the apparent non-offending

periods of selected offenders ranged

between three and 11 years duration. The

extract included the offenders’ full names,



1



dates of birth, and last known addresses,

as well as contact information from

publically available sources such as the

white pages, the electoral roll and social

media. Where possible, those who were

deceased or had left the country were

excluded from this list. An initial list of 173

participants was provided.

The qualifying ‘medium to high risk

of re-offending’ was established by

RoC*RoI scores1 of at least 0.5, meaning

participants were assessed as having

a minimum 50 percent chance of

reimprisonment within five years. Because

members of the potential sample had been

out of prison for an extended period (at

least three years, but often much longer) it

was anticipated that contact details would

in many cases be out of date. This proved

to be so. The vast majority of qualifying



	 RoC*RoI is the ‘Risk of re-Conviction X Risk of re-Imprisonment model’ developed by the New Zealand Department

of Corrections to generate a numerical score that predicts an offender’s chance of re-offending after release (Bakker,

O’Malley, &amp; Riley, 1998). The model was developed using the criminal records of more than 133,000 offenders, and

is now used to calculate the recidivism risk of every offender managed under sentence by the Department of

Corrections in New Zealand. Scoring is calculated with the input of a wide range of data, including demographic

characteristics, time spent at large and in prison, number of convictions, and the seriousness of individual offences

for which the person has been convicted.
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individuals had moved and/or changed

phone numbers in the years subsequent

to their release. Subsequently the list of

potential subjects was expanded to 2852.

During this time, a number of people

originally meeting the criteria had been

charged with or convicted of offences for

which they were imprisoned. They were

not pursued further.

The research team used a number of

methods to gain participants’ contact

details including telephone directories,

social media and data bases such as the

electoral roll, the habitation index, the

personal properties security register, and

VEDA. Often contact was made with family

or friends of the participant and then

traced through to the primary contact.

While this was a time-consuming

endeavour, the success rate for

participant acceptance was high. More

than 85 percent of those directly spoken

to agreed to be interviewed, although

numerous appointments were broken

and had to be rescheduled.

A total of 51 people – 49 men and two

women – were interviewed for this project.

Based on prior research, much of which

came from a review of literature provided

by the Department of Corrections, an

interview schedule was designed covering

12 areas: community; family; education;

employment; health; drugs and alcohol;

crime; associations; prison; desistance;

release; and programme and support

agencies. These areas of interest were

structured into at least one of three

sections: pre-prison; prison; and postprison. The structure in this approach

ensured that all topics deemed important,

based on the review of literature, were

covered while also providing prompts to

participants recalling events that may

have occurred years previously. Many of

the questions were deliberately broad

and open ended, however, to allow for

unanticipated data and to enhance the

richness of the individual narratives.
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The semi-structured nature of the

approach proved important. Most

participants had difficulty reflecting on the

significance of their experiences and the

framework used allowed for prompting

on certain points. Notwithstanding that,

the research picked up on a number of

issues that were not anticipated, and the

conversations stemming from the open

questions made this possible.

Unanticipated issues of interest led

necessarily to a dynamic approach

whereby findings from earlier interviews

were incorporated into later interviews

to test their frequency and importance.

While this approach was highly valuable,

it did mean that some data sets are

incomplete because the questions were

not asked of earlier participants. Where

we did not have complete data (i.e. input

from all participants) we have not included

percentage figures.

A single interviewer, Dr Gilbert, conducted

all of the interviews to ensure a uniformity

of approach and also to better allow for

this reflexivity in method.

Initially, all interviews were conducted

face-to-face but telephone interviews

were later used when contact difficulties

became apparent. Of a total of 51 interviews,

26 were conducted face-to-face and 25

were conducted over the telephone.

Face-to-to-face interviews ranged in

length from 43 minutes to two hours,

37 minutes. Telephone interviews ranged

in length from 36 minutes to two hours,

three minutes.

The significant variance between

the lengths of interviews was due to

some questions not being relevant

to all participants. If a participant did

not undertake programmes in prison,

for example, questions relating to

programmes were irrelevant. This

impacted greatly on interview length,

particularly among our ‘low-end sample

outliers’ discussed in Section 4.



	 Sixteen of the final participants were drawn from this extended list.
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