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Abstract 

The literature on desistance from crime has become well established in recent years with strong 

bodies of evidence supporting the role of factors such as employment, relationships and identity 

change in this process. However, the relevance of this literature to individuals convicted of sexual 

crimes is not known as such individuals are almost always excluded from this research. This article 

presents the results from one of the first empirical studies on desistance from sexual offending based 

on 32 in-depth life story interviews with adult males previously convicted of child sex offences. In 

this analysis we explore the significance of work, the role of relationships, and changes in imagined 

selves in the self-identities of individuals successfully desisting from sexual offending. The findings 

provide support for all three factors in helping to sustain desistance from sex offending, but also 

suggest clear differences between desistance from sex offending and other types of crime in these 

regards.  

 

Keywords  
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Introduction  

Desistance from crime has been the subject of sustained academic attention for the last two 

decades (e.g. Laub and Sampson, 2001; Kazemian, 2007; Farrall et al, 2014). Indeed, 
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Paternoster and Bushway (2009: 1156) have argued that “theorizing and research about 

desistance from crime is one of the most exciting, vibrant, and dynamic areas in criminology 

today.” As the study of how and why some individuals with long patterns of offending are 

able to live crime-free lives, desistance research has obvious implications for those policy-

makers and practitioners interested in reducing recidivism through ex-prisoner reintegration 

work (Burnett, 2004; McNeill, 2006; Weaver and McNeill, 2010). In particular, the theory 

and practice of sex offender treatment in the United Kingdom and elsewhere has been 

influenced by desistance research in the way that the therapeutic relationship is conceived 

and delivered (see e.g. Mann, 2004; Ward and Laws, 2010; de Vries Robbé et al, 2015). 

However, the majority of major research studies in desistance have either explicitly excluded 

or else implicitly neglected cases of individuals convicted of sexual offending from these 

analyses. As such, it is unclear whether the theories that have been developed to account for 

desistance actually apply to the topic of desistance from sex offending or if desistance is an 

entirely different process for this particular offender group.  

 

In this paper, we join a small but growing literature that seeks to fill this void by exploring 

the complex interplay between the structural and cognitive processes sustaining desistance 

from sexual offending from a sample of 32 individuals convicted of sexual offences in 

England and Wales. As a first step in developing an understanding of desistance from sex 

offending, this analysis applies the leading “mainstream” theories to the life narratives of our 

sample to explore how well the theories fit individuals convicted of sexual crimes against 

children.  Specifically, we explore the key themes of “work” and “relationships” as 

subjectively perceived by individuals formerly convicted of child sexual offences. As two of 

the key informal social controls thought to underpin desistance from crime (Laub and 

Sampson, 2001), including sexual offending (Kruttschnitt et al, 2000; Van den Berg et al, 
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2014), work and relationships also play a key role in individuals’ desisting narratives as part 

of the process of “reintegrative shaming” (Braithwaite, 1989; McAlinden, 2007). Work and 

relationships also play a part in the “imagined future selves” (e.g., Giordano et al, 2002; 

Paternoster and Bushway, 2009) thought to facilitate desistance by the development of an 

identity that is inconsistent with continued offending (Maruna, 2001).  

 

The article is arranged in four sections.  We begin by providing a critical overview of the 

literature on desistance from sexual crime, before outlining the research methods that were 

employed for the present study.  Following this, the main body of the article examines the 

themes of work and relationships for the desisting sex offenders within the study. Finally, we 

discuss the implications of these variables for the future self-identities of individuals deemed 

to be desisting from sexual crime.  

 

Desistance from Sexual Crime 

While “desistance” can be conceptualised in a number of ways, it is generally taken to refer 

to the dynamic and often complex process through which individuals who had previously 

been engaged in patterns of offending refrain from and/or decrease these behaviours over 

time (Kazemian, 2007). Two related bodies of research have emerged, some exploring 

social/structural factors that support desistance and the other examining more 

subjective/cognitive changes related to desistance. In the former, research has focused in 

particular on the role of stable employment and the formation of intimate relationships 

(Sampson and Laub, 1993; Savolainen, 2009; Farrall et al, 2014). The latter has focused on 

changes in self-identity or “future selves” (Giordano et al, 2002; Paternoster and Bushway, 

2009). This research demonstrates that the movement away from entrenched patterns of 

criminal behaviour involves not just external changes of circumstances (jobs, housing, etc), 
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but also a fundamental change in a person’s self-identity (see e.g. Digard, 2014; Liem & 

Richardson, 2014; Soyer, 2014; Rocque et al, 2016). According to this increasingly popular 

framework, the rehabilitation process involves at some level the need to develop a new story 

for oneself that can explain one’s past and give a convincing account of why the person is no 

longer like that anymore (Maruna, 2001). Most observers accept that these explanatory 

factors are complementary and inter-related, with desistance potentially requiring changes in 

both social/structural and subjective domains (Bottoms et al, 2004; LeBel et al, 2008).  

 

Research on desistance from sexual offending specifically has emerged as a distinct area of 

study only recently, although concerns with recidivism have a well-established research base. 

In tandem with broader policy and professional concerns with risk assessment and 

management (Kemshall and Maguire, 2001), a large body of mainly quantitative research has 

focused on sexual recidivism (Friendship and Thornton, 2001; Harris and Hanson, 2004)1 and 

the static and dynamic risk factors associated with re-offending (Beech et al, 2002; Heffernan 

and Ward, 2015). The former are related to historical factors such as age at first offence and 

history of offending, while the latter pertain to those fluid factors amenable to intervention 

such as unemployment, or substance misuse, and are thus of more relevance for discourses on 

desistance. This body of research suggests that the risk of re-offending reduces over time and 

declines with age and that sexual recidivism rates are lowered when treatment and tailored 

social supports are available (Scoones et al, 2012). Although the age-crime curve peaks and 

tails off less dramatically for sex offending than it does for non-sexual forms of crime (see 

Glueck & Glueck, 1937; Sampson and Laub, 2003; Bottoms et al, 2004), sex offending also 

appears to decrease with age (Lussier et al, 2010). In short, research has undermined the 

                                                           
1 Whilst some studies suggest higher rates of recidivism for sex offenders, Harris and Hanson’s (2004) meta-

analysis of over 4,500 sexual offenders found an average long-term re-offending rate of 24 per cent over 15 

years and that the longer offenders remained offence-free in the community the less likely they are to re-

offend sexually. 
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popular perception that risk levels associated with sex offending are “high, stable and linear” 

(Lussier et al, 2010: 147) by demonstrating that recidivism rates for these types of crime are 

generally low in comparison to other classes of offending (Harris and Hanson, 2004; Barnett 

et al, 2010). 

 

Therefore, most people who have committed sexual offences appear to desist from sexual 

offending at some point in their lives, yet little is known about how this process works. As 

Harris (2014: 1555) has argued “[w]ithout labeling it so, the empirical reality of low sexual 

recidivism is essentially evidence of desistance.”  However, while there is some work on the 

onset, causes and longevity of sexual offending (Seto, 2008; Wortley and Smallbone, 2014), 

particularly within the context of young people who display harmful sexual behaviour 

(Hackett et al, 2013), the dynamic nature of sex offending and how and why this process of 

desistance from sexual crime might occur has largely been a neglected dimension of the 

criminological endeavour.  

 

A small number of recent studies have attempted to examine sexual offending within the 

rubric of desistance or reintegration (e.g. Willis et al, 2010; Farmer et al, 2012; Göbbels et al, 

2012). Most of this work has been either theoretical (McAlinden, 2007; Laws and Ward, 

2011) or else exploratory in nature with small sample sizes (e.g. Farmer et al, 2012; Kewley 

et al, 2016), but a portrait of how desistance works for this population is starting to emerge. 

Kruttschnitt et al (2000), for example, in their large-scale study of 556 individuals convicted 

of sexual offences found that job stability significantly reduced the probability of re-

offending, but that marital status had no significant effect on desistance (see also Schaeffer et 

al, 2004; Van den Berg et al, 2014). Although the authors did not explore more subjective or 

cognitive changes associated with desistance, Harris’ (2014) qualitative investigation of 
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desistance among a group of 21 adult males convicted of sexual offences identified a 

continuum of cognitive transformations, ranging from a simple recognition that the individual 

has caused harm through to the creation of a new, non-offending identity (see also Farmer et 

al, 2012; Kewley et al, 2016).  

 

Methods 

The aim of the present study was to contribute to this emergent field of research by 

examining the core themes arising from the self-narratives of a sample of men convicted of 

sexual offences against children. Consistent with much of the recent research on desistance 

from crime (see e.g., Carlsson, 2012; King, 2013a; Liem  and Richardson, 2014), this study 

focuses on the “internal narrative of desistance” (Vaughan, 2007) in order to better 

understand the role that employment, relationships and future selves play in the cognitive 

mindset that supports ongoing desistance from sexual crime. A total of 32 individuals were 

interviewed, all of whom had at least one conviction for a sexual offence against a child and 

who had been or were currently under the supervision of the probation service in England and 

Wales.  

 

This research employed a purposive sampling strategy in an effort to identify two contrasting 

groups: individuals who were actively desisting from sexual offending and a comparison 

group of individuals who were closer to the time of their offending, and so could not yet be 

deemed to be fully “desisting.”  Operationalising concepts such as “desistance” in the context 

of sexual crime remains one of the most contentious aspects of this type of research (see 

Kazemian, 2007; Laws and Ward, 2011). It is not possible to reliably determine whether an 

individual is desisting or not based on official convictions alone, and self-reports for this type 

of offence are notably unreliable (Weinrott and Saylor, 1991).  However, time since the last 
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conviction is a useful proxy measure; previous research (e.g. Hanson et al 2014) has shown 

that expected sexual recidivism rates approximately halve after 5 years, and halve again after 

10 years. It is possible that individuals may have committed crimes that have not been 

detected, but recent enhancements in the multi-agency management of sexual offending 

(Kemshall and Maguire, 2001) means that a substantial amount of hidden offending is 

unlikely. Still, although desistance for non-sexual offences has often been operationalized by 

periods of crime-free behaviour as short as 12 months to 2 years (e.g. Healy, 2010), it is 

generally agreed that patterns of sex offending require a longer follow-up period to detect 

“true” desistance due to the differing nature of the crimes and the substantial “dark figure” of 

undetected sex crimes (Hanson, 2002).  

 

For the purposes of this study, we operationalised our “desisting” group as follows: 

Individuals who had previously been convicted of sexual offences against children2, who had 

been living in the community for at least 5 years, during which time there were no new 

charges or investigations for sexual offending.3 Our comparison sample consisted of 

individuals who had received convictions for child sex offending on more than one occasion4, 

the most recent of which was for an offence within 12 months from the date of the research 

(fieldwork conducted July 2013-April 2014). For this group the recent nature of their repeat 

offending suggests that they could not be said to be in a stable state of desistance at the point 

                                                           
2 All ‘desisting’ participants had been convicted on only one occasion, but in many cases this conviction was a 

result of a pattern of behavior, almost always against a single victim, lasting between a matter of weeks up to 

some years.  
3 The time “at-risk” did not include time spent in prison, so where an individual had spent time in prison this 

was deducted from the time “at-risk.” When the research began we struggled to identify suitable candidates for 

this group so the 5-year rule was initially relaxed to 3 years. Consequently a number of participants with fewer 

than 5 crime free years were interviewed before a more reliable means of identifying those who had been 

crime-free for longer periods was found.  
4 The number of convictions was deemed to be a useful factor since research suggests that individuals with just 

one previous conviction are significantly less likely to re-offend than those with two or more previous 

convictions (Harris and Hanson, 2004). It proved very difficult to identify individuals for the comparison 

group, and not all participants fully met the criteria we set in this category. 



8 

 

at which they were interviewed. A total of 25 individuals in the desisting group and 7 in the 

comparison group were interviewed. The latter group is obviously too small on which to base 

firm conclusions about sexual offending and was intended primarily as a comparator group.   

 

Table 1 presents further details of the sample. Participants ranged in age from 20-29 to 70-80 

years and had committed a range of both contact and non-contact offences against children of 

both genders, which included indecent exposure, engaging in sexual activity in the presence 

of a child and rape.  The average number of years since the last known offence was 11 years 

and 1.5 years respectively for the desisting and comparison groups.  Where known, the modal 

categorisation of re-offending risk was “medium risk”.5  Bottoms et al (2004: 372) refer to 

this as “programmed potential.” As they caution, however, such risk assessments are 

statistical tools based on analysis of groups with similar characteristics and are of limited 

value in predicting individual behaviour. Despite one’s risk category, individuals frequently 

“buck the trend” (Bottoms et al, 2004: 372) and the study of desistance is largely the study of 

“false positives” (Maruna, 2001) or success among those predicted to fail. The value of such 

assessments in investigating individual desistance is therefore limited especially as recidivism 

rates for sexual offenders are low in any event (Barnett et al, 2010). 

 

The semi-structured interview protocol was based on a modified version of McAdams’ (1993, 2006).   

Life Story Interview. Interviews lasted between 1 and 2 hours and took place in 2013 and 2014. 

Following a grounded, inductive methodology, initial coding to broad themes was followed by more 

                                                           
5 Data was available, at the time of interview, for some but not all participants (13 group A participants (41%) 

and 3 group B participants (43%)). The risk assessments were as assessed by the probation service using either 

RM2000 or OASys. The risk assessments, referring to the likelihood of reconviction were either based on static 

(historical) risk factors such as age or previous criminal history, or dynamic risk factors such as attitudes, or a 

combination of both. It should be noted that the probation service routinely assesses risk for all those convicted 

of sexual offences, but those assessments were not, in all cases, available for this research.  
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detailed, focused coding and analysis (Charmaz 2006).6 The analysis of life story data in 

understanding criminal careers draws together elements of personality psychology and sociology 

within a rubric that has become known as “narrative criminology” (Presser and Sandberg 2015). 

Narrative criminology is based on the notion that people make sense of their lives by constructing 

them temporally in sequences which can be broadly understood as “stories” (McAdams 2006) and 

that these stories form the basis of a person’s self-identity. This framework suggests that by 

understanding the “stories that people live by,” social scientists can better understand patterns of 

behaviour such as desistance from offending from the person’s perspective (see e.g. Maruna, 2001; 

King, 2013a; Liem and Richardson, 2014; Soyer, 2014). Data analysis followed this 

phenomenological approach (e.g. Smith et al, 2009), seeking to understand and interpret the meanings 

research participants place upon their lives and their position in the world.  

 

Findings 

The excerpts used below are representative of the sample as a whole. Interviewees are 

differentiated by an interview number and letter: A for putatively desisting interviewees and 

B for the small group of individuals deemed to be closer to the point of their offending, who 

had not yet formed a stable pattern of desistance. Identifying information has been changed 

or removed from the quoted material and excerpts are kept short to prevent identification. 

 

Work Identities 

Existing research on desistance from non-sexual offending has consistently highlighted the 

significance of work to a person’s identity in the early stages of desistance (Sampson and 

Laub, 1993; May, 1999). The intrinsic benefits of employment as a vehicle for desistance are 

said to derive from new forms of “routine activities” (Cohen and Felson, 1979), informal 

social controls, social stability and support and the possibility of meeting role models who are 

                                                           
6 For a detailed discussion see Farmer et al (2015). 
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not involved in an offending or criminogenic lifestyle. Moreover, while desistance is now 

commonly understood as a progressive, and often reiterative or intermittent process rather 

than a specific, isolated event (Maruna, 2001; Carlsson, 2012), work has also been shown to 

act as a “turning point” in the lives of individuals (Sampson and Laub, 1993; Uggen, 2000). 

In this sense, the benefits of work are thought to derive from the provision of “pro-social” 

opportunities (Burnett and Maruna, 2006) as well as the development of “human capital” 

(McNeill et al, 2012). Additionally, work is said to provide meaning to individual lives and 

give individuals a vested interest in having “something to lose” through getting in trouble 

with the authorities again (Laub & Sampson, 2001). 

 

Consistent with this general desistance literature, having a career unquestionably seemed to 

be of central importance within the identity narratives collected as part of this study. Some 

had managed to build successful careers from which they gained considerable personal 

satisfaction and financial reward, whereas others had had a series of jobs over the life course. 

Many of the desisting sample described gaining some particular stage of employment as a 

“high point” in their lives, and several defined themselves almost exclusively in terms of their 

work lives. Typical responses included: “Work ... was a foundation and it’s still a foundation 

to my life, my whole life” [A1] and “I live for work and work lives for me” (A2). 

 

For many of the sample participants, work was related to “having a purpose” and clear life 

goals.  Several of the interviewees deemed to be desisting, for example, commented that 

“I’ve always been a grafter ... I love my work ... It keeps me very busy, it gives me a lot of 

pleasure and the end product when I know it’s been good then I suppose it gives me quite a 

buzz” (A3); and “work will give you something to get up in the morning for” (A1). Others 

related this purpose explicitly to financial and family stability: “[It was] all about money 
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because I had a family” (A4); “[I had] 3 children and ... I was happy because I felt I was able 

to provide for them and that was a good feeling” (A5). Beyond job satisfaction others 

mentioned the social aspects of work and opportunities for advancement in terms of “getting 

an experience, getting friendships, socialising with people, you go into a workforce and 

you’re there for about 6 months to a year, you’ve probably built up relationships” (A6).  

 

One common sub-theme was the self-awareness of the importance of “keeping busy” or 

remaining occupied as a situational coping mechanism.  This seemed to be particularly the 

case for men who had offended over the internet in the past. This sub-group of interviewees 

expressed awareness that if they were sitting at home unoccupied there would be a temptation 

to engage in inappropriate activities:  “I won’t sit down and do nothing, I have to be doing 

something ... because I want to be kept busy, I don’t want time ... I enjoy work” (A2); 

“Because you keep out of trouble then ... If you’re working you keep out of trouble, you keep 

yourself occupied” (A7). When asked “what happens when you get bored?” the interviewee 

replied: “You make convictions then don’t you” (A7). Such responses support the 

situational/opportunity-based nature of sexual offending in their lives or self-concepts (see 

generally Wortley and Smallbone, 2006). At a more basic level, however, this self-awareness 

of the risks of idleness may operate as a facilitator of desistance.  

 

Overall, almost all of the desisting men in the study wished to be seen as active people, 

wanting to engage in a lifetime of work. In this sense, the putative desisting narratives can be 

contrasted somewhat with those of interviewees who had not yet established a pattern of 

desistance, some of whose life histories lacked clear purpose and direction related to work: “I 

tried many things ... I think I just sort of like drifted through life for a bit” (B1) and where for 

some there was a discernible frustration and despondency with their employment station:  
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 I had more brains than my boss did, it was like what am I doing this stuff for 

when I could be doing their job? ... I would work at a place as long as I was 

learning, as soon as ... I felt I was in the same place doing the same job every 

day, not progressing in anyway, I was gone. ... Up to that age [mid-20s] I had 

probably had over a hundred different jobs, I trained in numerous, numerous 

jobs (B2). 

 

Acknowledging the fact that work was seemingly important to all of the men in the study, and 

accepting the modest size of the comparison sample, this subtle difference between the two 

groups in the nature of their attitude towards work seems to support the idea that personal 

fulfilment gained from work is an important component of desistance for sex offenders as it is 

with other types of crime (see also Kruttschnitt et al, 2000; Schaefer et al, 2004). 

 

On the other hand, in contrast to the wider literature on desistance, for interviewees in this 

sample gaining employment did not appear to be directly related to a “shift” in their identity 

or a turning point away from crime. First, most of the men said that they had already 

experienced stable and potentially rewarding careers prior to and during their sexual 

offending. Second, several described desisting from further criminal activity despite losing 

their jobs as part of their convictions. Third, the comparison sample in our study also 

described the important role that employment played in the shaping of their future self-

identities as well. Although several described a sense of frustration with work and of “drifting 

through life”, a minority also prized work as part of their aspirations about the future. 

 

Consistent with the literature (Brown et al, 2007; McAlinden, 2009), interviewees in both 

groups reported the difficulties they had in obtaining work following their conviction for 

sexual offences against children: “the constant ‘No’s’” (A8) and the feeling that “they mark 

you down and nobody’s going to employ you with that sort of crime” (A4).  While a minority 

of interviewees reported support from their employers who, in the words of one desisting 



13 

 

participant, “backed me and even to now, they’re still backing me” (A2), many  interviewees 

reported how employers would reject them when they learned of their conviction, and some 

had resigned themselves to the assumption that they would never work again: “I ended up 

losing my job because of my offence again ... and that kind of put me back to square one” 

(A8); “That gets me depressed sometimes ... I can’t see me overcoming the work one” (A4) 

and “I could have applied for some jobs but what they’re offering isn’t worth coming off 

unemployment benefits” (B3). However, some men described quite innovative forms of self-

employment which they had devised in order to compensate for not being able to obtain 

formal work (e.g. painting and decorating, gardening, and a courier service).   

 

Moreover, for those in the desisting sample in particular, the interviewees were insistent that 

these setbacks at work were unrelated to the likelihood that they would continue offending. 

Therefore, although we found that work careers were central to the self-identities of the 

interviewees in our study and offered a positive sense of self, consistent with previous 

research (e.g. Schaefer et al, 2004), the connection between this work identity and desistance 

from sexual crime is not immediately clear. In particular, successful desistance does not 

appear to be linked to new career opportunities in the form of a clear turning point away from 

crime in the self-narratives of our participants.  

 

Relationships and Reintegrative Shaming 

A related body of desistance research suggests that forming new and meaningful relationships 

can provide individuals with the emotional and social capital they need to sustain a crime free 

life (Laub et al, 1998; Niven and Stewart, 2003). The factors underpinning the importance of 

relationships are thought to be similar to those described above for work as the other half of 

what has been termed the “respectability package” (Giordano et al, 2002) – relationships give 
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people a sense of meaning in their lives, and an emotional investment that they do not wish to 

lose. New relationships can also disrupt routine activities that may have brought people into 

situations where crime was likely (Warr, 1998), and provide a form of informal social control 

where the risk of losing a valued intimate relationship acts as a primary motivator for 

conformity and a check on future criminal behaviour.  

 

Consistent with this wider literature, relationships featured heavily in the narrative identities 

of the research participants in this study. Most of the desisting sample described lengthy 

relationship histories, which clearly had great significance for their sense of self. For many of 

the interviewees, marriage or meeting their partner, having children and, to a lesser extent, 

friendships in their childhood or adolescence were deemed to be “high points” in their lives. 

Conversely, the loss of intimate relationships, divorce or relationship breakdown or the 

deaths of a parent/grandparent were deemed to be “low points.”  Similarly, for those 

interviewees who were parents, the loss of contact with their children due to their convictions 

for sexual offending was also deemed by some participants to be the lowest ebb in their life 

course: “I went from having loads of friends to no friends ... So it affected me a lot because I 

lost everybody” (A8); “I’ve spoilt a good family unit that was really working. I was happy in 

there and I miss my … boys ... and I can’t see them until they’re 18 ... That’s the biggest 

regret, spoiling the family” (A9).  

 

Indeed, for a minority of interviewees the circumstances surrounding the conviction for 

sexual offending seemed to occur at a low point in their personal lives where they were 

feeling marginalised or emotionally isolated in the aftermath of a relationship breakdown: 

there were “a lot of roller coasters going on” (A10); “my girlfriend split up with me and I felt 
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lonely again and ... I was feeling quite low so yeah I think that’s why I started again” (B1). 

One desisting interviewee recounted:  

It was at this period of time that I committed the offence ... there was a lot of 

problems ... I felt as if I was left out, I didn’t feel any love and arguments had 

been building up ... obviously I offended ... there’s no doubt about that ... but I 

wanted basically, I was looking for someone to emotionally cheat with (A11).  

 

However, again, the relevance of these relationship histories for desistance was ambiguous 

and the chronology of relationship beginnings and endings was generally not consistent with 

the notion of marriages acting as a turning point leading to reform. In fact, the narrative of 

“settling down” into a relationship as a means of transitioning out of a pattern of criminal 

involvement was largely absent from the interviews, although two participants did attribute 

the start of their desistance to relationships: one, who argued he had less contact with his 

victims due to forming a new adult relationship; and the other, who noted improving 

relationships with an existing partner that made his offending less relevant.  Aside from this, 

as noted below, many described lengthy relationships histories which had preceded the 

offending where their partner had “stood by them.”  There may be a number of plausible 

reasons for this. For one, unlike some non-sexual forms of crime (Warr, 2002), sex offences 

are typically not committed in networks or gangs (Grubin, 1998) (those convicted of 

organised types of child sexual exploitation were not present in the study group), therefore 

the notion that severing links with criminogenic networks assists desistance was simply not 

relevant for most of the sample. Furthermore, the commission of a sexual offence and 

subsequent detection for some interviewees resulted in the ending of relationships, 

particularly where children were involved, a pattern that was consistent for both sample 

groups.   

 



16 

 

At the same time, desistance narratives were certainly strongly characterised by themes of 

forgiveness and the importance of social support throughout extraordinarily difficult 

circumstances: “A lot of people [have] ... supported me from day one ... my main friends 

have stuck with me ... And that was a big boost for me” (A10); “If I didn’t have support I 

don’t know where I’d be” (A4); “To get that reaction after you’ve told them what you’ve 

done it kind of makes you think people are on your side” (A6); and “They’ve never turned 

their back on me. They’ve always been completely supportive of me” (B2).  

 

For a small number of interviewees, the love of a partner acted as a key preventative measure 

against an escalation of offending: “I thought I’ve been a fool, I could’ve lost her, you know, 

if anything had have happened, if it had of gone further, I could have lost her after all this 

time. And that brought me to my senses” (A12). Another research participant also expressed 

the importance of relationships in his life in terms of fear of losing them:  

Living on my own, ... and having nothing, I’d be some sad lonely drunken 

bedsit-living man who don’t see his kids ... that would be my worst nightmare ... 

some other man sat in my chair, in my house, with my wife and my kids (A13). 

 

This also accords with Paternoster and Bushway’s (2009) finding that early stage desistance, 

is triggered initially by the realization of possible negative outcomes associated with 

criminality including the breakdown of intimate relationships.  

 

Within this broader context, several participants were also concerned with the impact of their 

offending, and the stigma and suffering associated with it, on their family, principally their 

wife or partner: “My wife, she was spat on in the street, they were blaming her, it wasn’t her 

fault ... me doing the offence wasn’t her fault. It was my weakness” (A14); and “I feel sorry 

for my wife because even though I know our marriage was probably drifting apart, I should 

not have done that to her ... she’s had to take the embarrassment of it all” (B1). For the 
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desisting group, in particular, regret about the past was typically combined with optimism 

about the future: “That was a very stressful and hard time for my whole family but we’ve got 

through it and ... come out a lot stronger” (A2).  

Finally, for some of this group, the intrinsic value and importance of relationships in their 

lives was framed in terms of a more positive “redemptive” narrative (Maruna, 2001): “That 

means a lot to me. I mean, my partner’s support is the main one. She knows, she says she 

knows the person now, not the person then” (A15). Overall, the role of relationships in the 

self-narratives of our sample, therefore, accorded more with Braithwaite’s (1989) notion of 

“reintegrative shaming” – a theory which has thus far been applied to sex crimes primarily on 

a theoretical basis (see McAlinden, 2007). Indeed, within the self-understandings of the 

desisting interviewees, two key correlates of this theory clearly emerged (see (Braithwaite, 

1989: 84-85).  One was the role of “significant others” in the process of reintegration and 

desistance:    

I love my wife to bits, I really do, I just feel so ashamed that I might’ve upset her 

and lost her for the offence I did but now we’ve got to so much positive outlook 

and the future to live, put the past behind us (A12). 

 

The other was the need to break from the sex offender label by actively shaming the sexual 

offending behaviour rather than the individual themselves: 

I got a fiancée, she knows what wrongs I’ve done in my life but she doesn’t look 

at that, she looks at me as an individual, me as what I am now ... and the person I 

am ... she says  ... in relation to the offence, it was a blip, it was something that 

shouldn’t have happened, it was a junction, wrong turned and I turned the 

junction and came back on track again, and that’s the way ... my partner looks at 

it, you know, and that’s the way that is (A16). 

 

This capacity to embrace a new non-criminal identity and to move on from the legacy of an 

offending past or to “put the past behind them” was integral to the desisting narratives of the 

participants in the present study.  
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Discussion: Imagined and Actualised “Future Selves” 

Although desistance from crime has become an established and even prominent topic within 

criminology, desistance from sexual crime is only beginning to emerge as a distinct area of 

study. Overall, our findings provide support for an “integrated” theory of desistance from 

sexual offending (Farrall et al, 2011) involving both structural/social processes as well as the 

internal subjective changes. A century ago, Freud (2010: 68) argued that “the compulsion to 

work” and “the power of love” were the cornerstones of humanity and the two essential 

ingredients of a well-adjusted personality.  Indeed, the narratives of the desisting participants 

in this study were replete with references to both work and relationships as being central to 

their non-offending identities. However, the linear and often precipitous association between 

these variables and a new non-criminal identity, which features within the general literature 

on desistance, was not manifested as clearly.  

 

Rather, desistance from sexual offending emerged as an alternative identity in which 

relationships and work in particular appeared key to the formulation of a new future self 

(notably absent from the narratives of almost all of the offenders deemed as not having yet 

established a clear pattern of desistance). Within the broader desistance paradigm of 

cognitive transformations and agency, a key theme is the importance of the reflective self and 

the ability to “imagine” a plausible new personal identity (Maruna, 2001; Paternoster and 

Bushway, 2009; Healy, 2014), or what Giordano et al (2002: 1001) have termed a 

“replacement self.”  Work and relationships are thought to be central to this process with the 

pro-social roles and identities they provide; however, this is a broader concept involving the 

person’s “ability to imagine a valued new identity” (Healy, 2014: 873) and the internalised 

hope and self-efficacy necessary to achieve these goals (Burnett and Maruna, 2004; Dickson 

and Polaschek, 2014). As Vaughan has argued, this kind of “self-reflexivity” is often 
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achieved “through an internal moral conversation that is often couched in terms of agents' 

ultimate concerns and their relationship with others” (2007: 390). A desired non-criminal 

identity, however, does not always accord with the reality of lived experience in that some 

individuals do lapse into criminal activity (Shapland and Bottoms, 2011; Soyer, 2014).  The 

core task, therefore, becomes one of being able to discern what factors are likely to underpin 

this kind of transition in identity. 

 

In this sense, nearly all of the desisting group participants in the study portrayed themselves 

as being in control of their lives and had a clear sense of purpose and planning for the future. 

These future aspirations often related to finding or sustaining stable employment and 

maintaining existing or building new relationships. Consistent with the notion of “the 

credible imagined self” (Healy, 2014: 873), most of these ambitions appeared consistent with 

the individual’s abilities and social capital. In terms of relationships, many of the desisting 

interviewees couched their future desires in terms of “building more adult relationships” 

(A7); or “a nice steady relationship, I think that’s the most important one” (A4). For others, 

the familial relationship singled out of most importance to them was in terms of the parent-

child relationship: 

At this point in my life, I see it like there’s a ray of light, I’m not going to let this 

whole thing ... what’s happened, drag me down ... that’s what I want in life, is for 

my daughter, for me, for my family, just to be happy (A11). 

 

 

Similarly in relation to work, when asked where they saw themselves in five years’ time 

many of the desisting interviewees spoke of their future aspirations in terms of work: “just in 

a job where I’m earning money and getting experience and hopefully kind of in an 

opportunity, moving up the ladder” (A6); “I’d like a little part time job I would” (A7).  In this 

sense it is perhaps most illustrative of this theme to contrast the views about the future held 
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by a desisting interviewee and another who was deemed to be not yet in a stable pattern of 

desistance: 

In the future I hope to be happy, erm, offence free ... I would like to eventually get 

into a relationship ...I’d just like to be happy with good friends around me, family, 

good job (A18). 

 

It’s probably because I’ve got older ... I feel old, all I want to do is just sit, watch a 

bit of TV, do a bit of cooking, I have no desires to go out and jump into 

relationships which is what’s been talked about in the past and I don’t want to do 

any of that crap anymore  (B3). 

 

Of note is the fact that all of the desisting participants appeared to have formulated clear and 

tangible goals for the future and envisioned a new plausible sense of self. Consistent with 

Healy’s (2014) finding with non-sexual offenders, there were discernible differences, 

however, in terms of perceived barriers to achieving these goals and how attainable they 

deemed their future self to be. These related in particular to forming new relationships, 

barriers to employment opportunities, and fears related to both of these variables surrounding 

the decision to self-disclose their offending past.  

 

Furthermore, the fact that the desisting narratives evidenced a concern with the impact of 

their sex offending behaviour and the social stigma associated with it on their families and 

partners lends empirical support to the reintegrative potential of significant relationships 

(Braithwate, 1989; McAlinden, 2007). While Braithwaite’s framework was originally 

conceived as applying to socio-penal processes, it has also emerged here as being of 

relevance for the personal-psychological processes underpinning reintegration and desistance, 

specifically the role of families and relationships as protective factors.  This emergent theme  

is one we intend to develop further in subsequent papers. 
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Research has demonstrated that the process of identity reconstruction begins in the primary or 

early stages of desistance (King, 2013a). Secondary or longer term desistance has been 

defined by Maruna and colleagues as “the assumption of the role or identity of a ‘changed 

person’” (2004: 274). This fundamental transition in identity from offender to non-offender, 

requires not just the ethereal imagining of a new self and the aspirational commitment to pro-

social goals but the corporeal realization of this new self through the active commitment to 

conventional pro-social roles (Serin and Lloyd, 2009; Healy, 2014). This study has 

demonstrated the significance of two such pro-social aspects – work and relationships – in the 

formulation of desisting identities for a sample of men previously convicted of sexual 

offences against children.  

 

From a policy perspective, the major implications of this research involve bridging this gap 

between what has variously been termed “imagined” (Soyer, 2014) and “authentic” 

desistance (Healy, 2014) for sex offenders and in overcoming the social context which may 

hinder desistance trajectories by “delimit[ing] the range of future possibilities” (King, 2013b: 

317; see also Serin and Lloyd, 2009). Successful community re-entry and social reintegration 

is a key step on the path to desistance from sexual offending (Göbbels, et al, 2012; Lussier 

and Gress, 2014). There is a need, therefore, to develop “a dialogue” between desistance 

research and public protection frameworks which reflect the discourses of both “control” and 

“change” (Weaver, 2014), with in-built capacities for expanding the pro-social self identities 

of sex offenders. Put simply, the agentic willingness to change on the part of individuals like 

those in this sample needs to be accompanied by credible social opportunities for change and 

a range of external situational supports to help sex offenders achieve meaningful lives.  
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Table 1: Further Details of the Sample 

  ‘A’ 

Participants 

(n= 25 ) 

 ‘B’ 

Participants 

(n = 7) 

Age range at time of interview 20-29 3 2 

30-39 2  

40-49 7 1 

50-59 3  

60-69 5 2 

70-80 5  

unknown  2 

Sexual offence type ( some participants were convicted 

of more than one sexual offence hence total number of 

offences is greater than total number of participants) 

Contact 17 4 

Non-contact 9 5 

Gender of victim (some participants committed offences 

against children of more than one gender) 

Male  5 0 

Female  18 4 

Unknown  4 3 

Average no of years since last known offence 11 1.5 
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