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Abstract 

The process of desistance during reintegration from prison has received increasing 

attention within criminological literature. Yet, little is known about the role that 

neighbourhoods and a legacy of conflict may play in the desistance process at this time 

and the degree to which current theory and practice can comprehensively address 

broader neighbourhood factors that may significantly shape this process. In order to 

expand our knowledge of this topic, this research adopted a triangulated qualitative 

mixed methods approach. The research design was comprised of interviews, 

observations and media analysis. In total, 44 interviews were conducted (29 with 

individuals who were reintegrating into conflict-affected neighbourhoods and 15 with 

key neighbourhood representatives and criminal justice staff members involved in 

reintegration). Additionally, 60 hours of observations were conducted (4 hours of 

participant observations of staff working with these individuals and 56 hours of 

observations of the neighbourhoods under study). Lastly, 135 news articles 

documenting anti-social/criminal behaviour within the conflict-affected 

neighbourhoods were analysed from three of the largest news outlets in Northern 

Ireland (NI) throughout the 12-month period of the data collection. 

This research provides a number of key original theoretical insights that comprise a 

unique theoretical contribution to desistance literature. The first is that 

neighbourhoods and a legacy of conflict affect the desistance process during 

reintegration among those with a persistent offending background. The findings 

indicate that barriers to desistance are inherently bound up in the complex interplay 

between individual needs/issues and a variety of neighbourhood factors. The data 

revealed that experiences of growing up and living in multiply deprived 

neighbourhoods have contributed to a host of individual needs/issues that increased 

the likelihood of engaging in crime and also offending following release from prison. 

It was also evident that a range of neighbourhood factors, some of which legacy-

related, compounded these needs/issues, forming substantial barriers to desistance. 

These included criminogenic norms and values, drug and substance abuse, public 

disorder, opportunities, social integration, paramilitary involvement, as well as 

employment and housing issues. In expanding our understanding of the desistance 
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process in conflict-affected neighbourhoods, and in neighbourhoods more generally, 

these insights emphasise the need for a broader neighbourhood-level conceptualisation 

of the desistance process that has yet to be fully realised within existing desistance 

literature.   

Additionally, the findings emphasise that in light of the limitations of existing 

desistance literature, reintegrative services have not been designed nor informed in 

such a way that allows them to fully address the issues that stem from the 

neighbourhood-level. Subsequently, it appears that services may be limited in their 

ability to address the extent of the issues created by these contexts, thereby hindering 

desistance outcomes. Given these insights, the research proposes a layered desistance 

model which helps to illuminate the nature of the relationships that appear to exist 

between individual needs/issues and neighbourhood factors. In doing so, this research 

not only provides a means of understanding the role that neighbourhoods and a legacy 

of conflict can play in the desistance process, but also advocates for a number of 

improvements to service delivery.  
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As part of broader efforts to reduce high re-offending rates in the United Kingdom 

(UK), there has been a considerable shift in attention towards more rehabilitative 

means of dealing with imprisoned individuals in the criminal justice system (CJS) 

throughout the last decade (Grimwood and Burman, 2012; Ministry of Justice (MOJ), 

2015). In particular, increasing attention has been placed on key junctures within the 

CJS where the process of desistance, whereby individuals cease their involvement in 

offending behaviour, can be enabled or frustrated (Weaver, 2016). One of these key 

junctures pertains to reintegration; the process whereby individuals leave prison and 

return to their neighbourhoods (Maruna et al., 2004; MOJ, 2013a). Research has 

repeatedly highlighted that individuals often face a multitude of intersecting 

difficulties during this transition that act as significant roadblocks to desistance 

(Williams et al., 2012; James 2015). These difficulties include issues with education, 

training and employment, housing, poverty, familial breakdown, as well as drug and 

substance abuse, which contribute to high levels of recidivism (Williams et al., 2012; 

Batemen et al., 2013; Prison Reform Trust, 2014; James, 2015).  

Despite this shift, existing desistance literature and the prevailing custodial 

rehabilitative strategies that have been informed by this literature have predominantly 

focused their attention on individual risk factors that shape the desistance process 

during reintegration (Fox, 2015). Additionally, ecological theories that have offered a 

variety of explanations regarding the role that neighbourhood factors can play in 

shaping crime have not been extended to an individual’s journey away from crime, 

focusing instead on the journey into crime (Bottoms et al., 2004). As a result, existing 

research and prevailing models of rehabilitation are limited in their ability to account 

for the role that neighbourhoods may play in the desistance process among individuals 

undergoing reintegration. Importantly, research has yet to fully account for the 

potential ways in which neighbourhoods that have been uniquely affected by conflict, 

such as those in NI, may impact upon this process. Those neighbourhoods that were 

most affected by NI’s violent conflict continue to experience the negative effects of 

this legacy, as demonstrated by disproportionately high rates of economic and social 

deprivation, and certain types of crime and anti-social behaviour; all of which 

contribute to higher levels of imprisonment (Shirlow and Murtagh, 2006; McKeown, 

2009; Cunningham, 2013; Police Service Northern Ireland (PSNI) 2013, 2015). 

Despite the evident correlation of this legacy with anti-social behaviour, crime and 



 13 

levels of imprisonment, research has not yet begun to consider the way in which these 

outcomes may affect the desistance process during reintegration.  

This research therefore makes an original theoretical contribution to our understanding 

of this area by investigating the role neighbourhoods may play in the desistance 

process and how/if conflict impacts upon this process. More specifically, the following 

key questions were examined:  

1. In what ways do local neighbourhoods affect the desistance process during a 

person’s reintegration from prison into the neighbourhood? 

 

2. What are the particular aspects of conflict-affected neighbourhoods that may 

play a role during this process?  

 

3. Are these aspects of conflict-affected neighbourhoods addressed by existing 

reintegration theories and subsequent service provision?  

 

4. What is the most appropriate theoretical framework within which to understand 

the possible role neighbourhoods may play in the desistance process of those 

leaving prison?   

 

The rest of this thesis is divided into six chapters. The next chapter reviews the existing 

literature that is relevant to the research questions of this study. This includes a 

summary of the paradigm shift in the CJS that has occurred in the UK towards 

rehabilitation and reintegration, the central components and limitations of desistance 

literature that have helped guide rehabilitative practice in custodial settings and the 

relevance of ecological theories of crime to this field of inquiry. The chapter ends with 

a critical consideration of neighbourhoods, especially those with a legacy of conflict, 

and an outline of the key research questions to be analysed. Chapter three then goes 

on to outline the methodology that was employed to conduct this research. The chapter 

begins by outlining the overall qualitative mixed methods approach used and moves 

on to detail the three methods chosen (interviews, participant observations and media 

analysis) and why they were able to contribute to a more detailed analysis of the 

research questions. The chapter ends by detailing how the data was analysed, the 
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potential ethical issues associated with this research, along with a section outlining 

some reflective considerations involved in conducting the research.  

 

Chapters four, five and six present the research findings and attempt to answer the first 

three research questions of this study. Chapter four provides the necessary contextual 

background to the neighbourhoods, which is built on by later chapters, and from which 

we can begin to understand the ways in which these neighbourhoods affected the 

desistance process during reintegration. This chapter highlights that given high levels 

of economic and social deprivation in the neighbourhoods, they were classic examples 

of high-crime contexts, housing many of the neighbourhood conditions that have been 

repeatedly associated with higher levels of crime and recidivism (Sampson et al., 1997; 

Kubrin and Stewart, 2006; Graif et al., 2014). Throughout this chapter, consideration 

is given to the ways in which the legacy of conflict not only exacerbated these 

conditions, but also served to create a unique layer of conflict-related neighbourhood 

issues, relating to public disorder and paramilitarism, that are unlikely to be found in 

similarly deprived neighbourhoods elsewhere.  

 

Chapter five begins by detailing the ways in which these multiply deprived 

neighbourhood contexts shaped the experiences that individuals had growing up and 

how these experiences increased their involvement in anti-social behaviour/crime and 

their likelihood of re-offending during reintegration. Issues with family life, 

problematic school experiences, early engagement with the CJS, substance misuse, as 

well as mental illness, are considered. Importantly, the chapter demonstrates how these 

individual needs/issues and experiences interacted with neighbourhood factors to form 

significant barriers to the desistance process during reintegration. Here, it was found 

that criminogenic norms and values had a significant impact not only on substance 

misuse, public disorder and opportunities to commit crime, but also on how people 

were treated by neighbourhood residents as they returned to these neighbourhoods 

following imprisonment; all of which affected the desistance process. Similarly, the 

way in which these needs and experiences interfaced with a range of employment and 

housing issues in the neighbourhoods had an impact upon this process. As a result, it 

appeared that neighbourhood factors exacerbated the complex needs of these 

individuals and added another dimension to the challenges that they faced during 

reintegration, thereby impacting the desistance process.  
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Chapter six considers the extent to which these issues were being addressed by existing 

service provision and the subsequent ability of rehabilitative services and supports to 

cultivate desistance at this time. The findings allude to the limited potential of the 

traditional concept of deterrence to bring about desistance among these individuals, 

given the challenges they experience, and a range of issues associated with their 

experiences of imprisonment. The chapter then moves on to consider what aspects of 

rehabilitative service delivery ‘work’ and ‘do not work’ to cultivate desistance among 

this group. In doing so, the findings suggest that: 1) the scope and variety of services, 

2) inter-agency service delivery between statutory agencies and voluntary community 

sector (VCS) agencies and, 3) intensive/flexible one-on-one approaches ‘work’ to 

bring about better desistance outcomes.  However, the predominant focus of the data 

lay with the aspects of service that ‘do not work’. The findings suggested that services 

were predominantly focused on addressing individual needs/issues and were not able 

to comprehensively tackle the broader neighbourhood factors that were hindering 

desistance outcomes among this hard-to-reach group. In particular, the findings 

critiqued the emphasis placed on individual agency and motivation within the current 

ideology underpinning rehabilitative services and the ideals of ‘success’ that guide 

funding measures. Along with this, the findings shed light on the negative knock-on 

effects of funding constraints on the nature of services that could be offered and allude 

to a variety of practical programme issues that hindered the effectiveness of service 

delivery. In sum, the findings demonstrated that the design, operation and funding of 

services were hampered by these ideological and practical issues, reducing their ability 

to comprehensively address the needs and neighbourhood factors that contribute to re-

offending behaviour among those returning to the neighbourhoods. 

 

After summarising the original theoretical insights of this research and the ways in 

which the findings relate to the first three research questions of this study, chapter 

seven moves on to focus on how the findings answer the fourth research question. 

Here, the findings challenge the ‘individualistic logic’ that is presented in many 

desistance narratives and rehabilitative services and supports that focus on addressing 

individual needs/issues among these individuals, by emphasising the role that 

neighbourhood factors had in the desistance process, particularly those relating to 

criminogenic subcultures. Moreover, by shedding light on the interplay that existed 

between different individual and environmental factors, the findings suggest that these 



 16 

factors are intrinsically linked, operating as two sides of the desistance ‘coin’. 

Additionally, the findings illuminate that unique conflict-related factors, relating to 

public disorder, substance misuse and paramilitary threats and attacks, added a 

complex layer of environmental hurdles to the desistance process during reintegration 

for these individuals. With these findings in mind, an interactional model of desistance 

is proposed as a theoretical platform that better highlights the dynamic relationships 

that exist between neighbourhood factors, including conflict-related factors, and 

individual needs/issues in the desistance process. Next, consideration is given to the 

way in which this model and the research findings may contribute to improvements in 

service delivery, before ending the thesis with a brief conclusion on the research and 

its limitations.   
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Chapter Two: Literature Review and 
Research Objectives 
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Re-Offending Among Individuals Leaving Prison 
 

Desistance has become a topic of primary concern within the CJS in the UK following 

an era largely defined by a focus on re-offending (Ministry of Justice (MOJ), 2015). 

In the last decade, research conducted in the UK and NI has repeatedly shown high 

rates of recidivism among those leaving custody, with between 40% and 50% of those 

released from prison re-offending within a year (Department of Justice Northern 

Ireland (DOJNI), 2011; MOJ, 2012a, 2014a & 2016; Prison Reform Trust, 2014a; 

Duncan, 2014; Scottish Government, 2016; Duncan and Damkat, 2017; Duncan and 

Brown, 2018). These re-offending rates lead the UK to experience on average well 

over half a million re-offences within a year, resulting in the repeated victimisation of 

the public and significant costs and damages brought about by offending behaviour 

(MOJ, 2013d; Prison Reform Trust, 2014a). Moreover, the damages caused by re-

offending alone cost anywhere between £9-13 billion on average per year in the UK 

(National Audit Office, 2010; Prison Reform Trust, 2014a). These statistics suggest 

that the CJS has struggled to fulfil its mandate to protect the public from future harm 

and is failing to “help them (offenders in custody) lead law-abiding and useful lives, 

both while they are in prison and after they are released” (HM Prison Service, 2015:1) 

as well as  “reduce the risks of re-offending” (HM Prison Service, 2007: 1).  

 

 
The Need for Rehabilitation  
 

The struggle to cultivate desistance amongst those leaving prison has called into 

question the traditional deterrence-focused model of dealing with those imprisoned 

that has pre-dominantly been relied upon within the CJS for the better part of forty 

years (Wilson, 2003; Farrall, 2013). Indeed, many penal reformers have suggested that 

as this deterrence model places a strong emphasis on security and ‘risk’ of harm, it 

does not have the capacity to produce any meaningful results in relation to 

rehabilitation, thereby explaining high levels of re-offending amongst those released 

from custody (Wilson, 2003; Grimwood and Berman, 2012). In considering this, the 

government made a renewed commitment in 2010 to the ideals of rehabilitation that 

had garnered influence over prison reform for brief moments of time between the 

1970’s-80’s (Wilson, 2003; MOJ, 2010). This model of dealing with people who have 
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been accused of committing crime emphasises that re-offending rates “will not come 

down just because society decides to get tough on criminals”, as suggested by the 

deterrence model, but will rather be reduced when the core issues that initially caused 

offending behaviour are effectively dealt with (Wilson, 2003: 333). Indeed, it is well 

known that people who commit crime often have “chaotic” lives (Centre for Social 

Justice, 2014: 3), facing serious issues such as economic and social marginalization, 

inadequate living standards, limited education and long-term unemployment, family 

or parental issues, mental health issues and even neighbourhood-conflict issues 

(National Crime Council, 2002; Hagell, 2004; National Association for the Care and 

Resettlement of Offenders, 2010; Grimwood and Berman, 2012). As such, proponents 

of this model strongly suggest that it is unlikely that people will desist from offending 

behaviour upon release from custody if they go out and face the same problematic 

lifestyles that initially led to their behaviour without the skills, strategies or support 

systems necessary to begin to build and sustain a life free from crime (Hagell, 2004; 

Grimwood and Berman, 2012). In making a renewed commitment to the ideals of this 

model under what has been termed “a rehabilitation revolution” (Centre for Social 

Justice, 2013: 1), the government has agreed that in order to reduce re-offending rates: 

1) those imprisoned need to be better equipped with the tools and structural 

mechanisms to lead a law-abiding life beyond their release and, 2) the underlying 

causes of offending behaviour must be addressed to a greater capacity during and after 

release from custody (Grimwood and Strickland, 2013; MOJ, 2015).  

 

 

Reintegration - Defining Terms & Understanding Roadblocks to 
Desistance  

In light of this commitment to tackle high re-offending rates among ex-prisoners with 

a rehabilitative mind-set, a wealth of research has been conducted over the last two 

decades to better understand the journey back to, and away from, crime for those 

leaving prison (Maruna et al., 2004; Crow, 2006; Grimwood and Berman, 2012). In 

doing so, it has been repeatedly found that the transition from prison into society is 

crucial for the desistance process as individuals often experience a number of 

challenges that hinder their efforts to move away from crime (Maruna et al., 2004; 

MOJ, 2012c). However, before considering these challenges, it is crucial to note that 
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this transition is referred to as ‘reintegration’ in the context of this thesis. 

Unfortunately, the terms that are used to describe this period have not always been 

clearly defined and can be interpreted and applied in different ways (Maruna, 2006). 

As a result, it is important to define the term ‘reintegration’ as it is used throughout 

this thesis. Here, reintegration is used as a holistic term that describes both the period 

of time, and experiences involved in, the transition from prison to society. Although 

this includes a momentary change in the individual’s physical location (from prison to 

into society), reintegration refers to the longer period of transition that occurs over the 

course of the first four months following an individual’s release from prison. 

Importantly, the term also describes the experiences that individuals have in key areas 

of life throughout this transition, such as those in family life, peer networks, wider 

social networks, employment, housing and indeed experiences of working with 

criminal justice and support/help services. In doing so, reintegration is therefore 

viewed as a process that involves not only practical changes, but which is also bound 

up with broader symbolic and moral issues of “forgiveness, acceptance…redemption, 

and reconciliation” (Maruna, 2006: 28).  

This definition arguably brings together the key concepts that appear to lie at the heart 

of the two dominant (and problematic) terms that exist in this field: ‘re-entry’ and 

‘resettlement’. Re-entry is a general term which was initially instated by the National 

Institute of Justice in the US and it refers to the “movement of persons from one 

situation (i.e. incarceration) to another situation (i.e. release)” (Maruna, 2006: 25). 

Although this term has been understood and applied across the US a variety of ways 

(thus rendering criticism), it appears that re-entry, at least in part, describes the literal 

and physical movement of leaving prison and returning to the community. 

Resettlement, on the other hand, is a preferred term in the UK (Maguire and Raynor, 

2006). Although it has been used to refer to the period in which individuals return from 

prison to the community, resettlement also appears to have become increasingly used 

a means of describing rehabilitative service delivery that seeks to support individuals 

in the months prior to release and in the months following release. This includes drug 

treatment programmes, employment schemes and mentoring initiatives, which aim to: 

1) reduce offending, 2) protect the public, and 3) encourage effective participation in 

society (Maguire and Raynor, 2006; Batemen et al., 2013; Criminal Justice 

Inspectorate, 2014). Critically, both of these terms have “a variety of possible 
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meanings and interpretations” (Maruna, 2006: 25), which is partly exemplified in the 

fact that neither term places an exact timeframe on the transition. Therefore, despite 

being commonly used, both terms are somewhat unclear for the purposes of research. 

For this reason, the alternative term ‘reintegration’ is used in this thesis as a means of 

more clearly describing this transition as being both a period of time and a unique 

process.  

Importantly, research has consistently shown that this juncture in the criminal justice 

process often proves to be very problematic for people, as their desire for change is 

quickly met with a range of serious and underlying issues that form roadblocks to 

desistance (Maguire and Raynor, 2006; Batemen et al., 2013). In October 2000, the 

Justice Policy Centre in Washington organised the first roundtable project regarding 

reintegration, where prominent academics, policy makers, neighbourhood leaders, 

justice practitioners and formerly imprisoned individuals gathered in a forum to “better 

understand the pathways of successful reintegration, the social and fiscal costs of 

current policies, and the impacts of incarceration and re-entry on individuals, families, 

and neighbourhoods” (Baer et al., 2006:2). At a similar time, the ‘Pathfinders’ 

programme was launched in the UK under a partnership between Her Majesty’s (HM) 

Prison Service, the Probation Service and multiple third sector agencies to better 

understand and address the problems that people serving short-term sentences face 

during reintegration (Lewis et al., 2003). Since then, issues such as economic 

marginalisation, unemployment, mental health, social exclusion and gang-related 

problems have been consistently identified as key challenges that contribute to re-

offending during reintegration (Visher and Travis, 2003; Social Exclusion Unit, 2004; 

Sapouna et al., 2011; Williams et al., 2012; Grimwood and Berman, 2012; MOJ, 

2013b). Moreover, research has shown that these issues can often kick-start or 

exacerbate other issues pertaining to substance abuse, debt and homelessness, that 

further decrease the chances of desistance occurring during reintegration (Visher et al., 

2003; Prison Reform Trust, 2014b; James, 2015). Unfortunately, despite its 

importance, reintegration and the key issues associated with re-offending during this 

time have been historically under addressed by the CJS, causing people to fall into 

repeated cycles of offending and punishment (Grimwood and Berman, 2012; MOJ, 

2015). As such, research has concluded that without the necessary tools to cultivate 
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desistance when faced with these problems, high rates of recidivism are likely to 

continue amongst those leaving prison in the coming years (MOJ, 2013a). 

 

 
Understanding the Desistance Process During Reintegration 
 

In recognising these issues, the government has recently stressed that a range of 

supports need to be in place “through the gate” to give people the necessary aid to 

change their behaviour during reintegration (Criminal Justice Joint Inspection, 

2014:5). In doing so, penal practitioners have drawn on the well-established claims of 

desistance theory to inform and guide modern reintegrative practice (MOJ, 2015). 

Since the early 1950s, a growing body of desistance research has committed itself to 

better understanding how and why people stop their engagement with criminal 

behaviour (Maruna, 1997; Travis and Visher, 2005). In its broadest sense, desistance 

refers to the “causal process that maintains this state of non-offending” (Laub and 

Sampson, 2001: 11). However, desistance can be delineated into three different types: 

primary, secondary and tertiary. Primary desistance refers to “any lull or crime-free 

gap in the course of a criminal career” (McNeill and Weaver, 2007: 2), while 

secondary desistance refers to the long-term cessation of offending which is supported 

by a fundamental change in an individual’s identity (Nugent and Schinkel, 2016). 

More recently, the concept of tertiary desistance has been introduced by McNeill 

(2016), referring to the point at which others accept that this change has occurred in 

an individual, leading to the individual experiencing a greater sense of belonging and 

inclusion. Crucially, it is important to note that this research does not exclusively focus 

on any one of these constructs or specifically consider the degree to which individuals 

moved between, or experienced, these different forms of desistance during 

reintegration. Instead, this research considers desistance in its broadest sense; the 

process by which individuals are changing. As a result, it is worth clarifying that even 

though it was evident that some individuals re-offended during their reintegration 

(noted in chapter 5), this research is not primarily focused on documenting whether or 

not individuals re-offended during this transition. Rather, this research is an attempt at 

understanding the ways in which neighbourhoods and a legacy of conflict might affect 

the change process among individuals during their reintegration from prison.     
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Importantly, a wealth of desistance-focused research has been conducted to better 

understand this change process, producing a range of useful and viable theoretical 

perspectives (Maruna et al., 2004; McNeill, 2011). These theoretical perspectives can 

be grouped into four different approaches consisting of maturational/biopsychological 

theories, socialisation/social control theories, labelling and identity/narrative theories 

and developmental life-course theories. In light of their significant contribution to our 

understanding of the desistance process, each of these theoretical perspectives are 

summarised in the next section, while consideration is given to how each theory may 

help to explain the desistance process during reintegration.  

 

 
Maturational/Bio-Psychological Theory 
 

Maturational/Bio-Psychological theories are some of the longest standing and most 

influential desistance theories, dating back to the mid C19th onwards (McNeill et al., 

2005). This branch of theory largely began with a focus on the famous age-crime 

curve, asking the question: why does offending behaviour peak in adolescence and 

gradually decline throughout the life-course? (McNeill et al., 2005). Theorists in this 

group proposed that changes in offending behaviour could be attributed to the law of 

nature: natural biological and physiological developments that universally occur 

throughout the process of maturation (Goring, 1913, Maruna, 1997). Although 

offering different accounts relating to the importance of different maturational factors, 

key works from Glueck and Glueck (1940, 1950) and Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983) 

emphasised that through the sheer passage of time, people grow out of this transitory 

phase. These authors hypothesised that due to decreases in levels of testosterone 

throughout the ageing process, “the physical vitality and the passions’” (Brown and 

Miller, 1988: 13) that individuals have during the teenage years decreases, thereby 

reducing their likelihood of participating in risk taking behaviour and criminal activity. 

As such, it was suggested that the relationship between crime and age could not be 

explained by variables other than maturation (Hirschi and Gottfredson, 1983). Gove 

(1985) and Walsh (1995) added to this body of work, drawing upon the theoretical 

position of Sheldon and Glueck (1940). After agreeing that physiological factors affect 

desistance during maturation, these authors suggested that psychological factors also 

had a role to play in the desistance process. They pointed to the psychological impact 
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of having increasing responsibility, suggesting that as individuals mature, they 

increasingly adopt more and more responsibility within social relationships, be that in 

relationships with peers, spouses or in other key areas such as education and 

employment (Farrall and Bowling, 1999). It was argued that this increasing adoption 

of responsibility leads individuals to subconsciously embrace the non-deviant values 

of wider society during maturation, “gaining a greater stake in conformity” (Farrall 

and Bowling, 1999: 258). This is believed to reduce an individual’s willingness to 

engage in criminality, creating higher levels of desistance as people age (Glueck and 

Glueck, 1950; Gove, 1985; Walsh, 1995; Farrall and Bowling, 1999). 

 

 
Socialisation/Social Control Theory 
 

The second group of desistance theories can be described as socialisation or social 

control theories. Dating back to the 1960s, theories in this group suggest that the 

fundamental aetiology of crime can be found within processes of socialisation and 

social control that are located in, and birthed out of, social relationships (Muncie and 

McLaughlin, 2003). Much of this work can be traced back to Sutherland and Cressey’s 

(1960) work. This group of theories postulate that conduct is inherently shaped by 

social relationships, in which norms and values are transferred through a range of 

social learning processes; some of which are mentioned below (Sutherland and 

Cressey, 1960). Sutherland and Cressey (1960) contended that, when surrounded by 

key relationships (i.e. family and peers) that promote delinquency and when isolated 

from those who promote lawful behaviour, individuals would inevitably adopt these 

values, eventually leading to criminal conduct. In a similar vein, Warr (1998, 2002) 

suggested that time spent with deviant friends and loyalty to peer-groups plays a large 

part in explaining offending and desistance. For him, as individuals age and make life 

transitions (e.g., from education to employment, from single life to marriage), their 

time to engage with their deviant peers declines, reducing opportunities for offending 

and decreasing their motivation to offend, as the risks and consequences of offending 

increase without peers to rationalise criminal conduct (Warr, 1998, 2002). 

Consequently, at a fundamental level, these theories propose that the process of 

desistance is dependent upon the creation of new relationships with those who promote 

lawful norms and values.  
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Socialisation theorists have also suggested that conduct may be shaped by the 

behaviour that individuals witness (Snyder et al., 2003; Akers and Sellers, 2004). 

Research suggests that people, especially younger individuals, are likely to imitate the 

conduct that they witness (Bandura et al., 1961), and suggests that the longevity of this 

imitated conduct may be determined by differential reinforcement; the encouragement 

or discouragement of behaviour from those around them (Akers and Sellers, 2004). In 

developing this perspective, theorists have highlighted the impact of relationships 

situated at what is viewed as the secondary-level of offending behaviour. For example, 

Burgess and Akers (1966) suggested that behaviour could be learned through 

institutions, such as schools or churches, and neighbourhoods. Indeed, this suggestion 

has been repeatedly validated by empirical research over time (Wasserman et al., 2003; 

Odgers et al., 2009). For example, young people attending better quality schools are 

likely to adopt pro-social norms and desist from crime, while those attending schools 

of poor quality are likely to learn anti-social norms, encouraging delinquent behaviour 

(Gottfredson, 2001). Moreover, the transferral of pro-social or anti-social norms may 

also be mediated by the predominantly held religious or political viewpoints of those 

in a local neighbourhood, which may encourage or discourage crime depending on its 

endorsement or rejection of criminal behaviour (Regnerus, 2003; Cox and Matthews, 

2007; Leonard, 2010). This may help to explain why people tend to specialize in 

criminal activity already happening in their neighbourhoods, promoting the well-

known notion of “cultures of crime” (Harris et al., 2011). Indeed, an example of this 

can be found among young adults who come from neighbourhoods with higher levels 

of sectarianism (i.e. an over attachment to a sect or religious party) in NI who are 

consistently found engaging in public rioting behaviour (Jarman and O’Halloran, 

2001; McVeigh and Rolston, 2007; Leonard, 2010). Research suggests that such 

behaviours are passed down through the cultural values and behaviours of adults in 

these neighbourhoods to young people, who in turn witness rioting, imitate it, receive 

positive reinforcement from those in their neighbourhood for engaging in this activity 

and thus, persist in rioting behaviour and the endorsement of such cultural norms. 

Accordingly, it would appear that behaviour could be positively or negatively 

influenced by the nature of the values and conduct within local neighbourhoods.  

Intrinsically linked with this body of work is the concept of social control, which is 

seen as the natural outcome of socialisation (Black, 1984). This suggests that once an 
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individual is accepted and socialised into a group, the norms, values and obligations 

of that group to one another begin to exercise a form of informal control over that 

individual and their behaviour (Vito and Maahs, 2012). For Sampson and Laub (1993, 

1997, 2003, 2005), social capital, better known as “the knowledge and sense of 

obligations, expectations, trustworthiness, information channels, norms, and 

sanctions” (Hagan, 1998: 503) between people in social relationships, informally 

controls behaviour. As such, it is suggested that as individual’s age and gradually 

develop stronger bonds with others (e.g., marriage, family, employment, 

neighbourhood involvement, etc.), higher levels of social capital and subsequent 

networks of informal control are created, which in turn generates more pro-social 

obligations and responsibilities towards others, that eventually make it too costly to 

commit crime (Sampson and Laub, 1993). Therefore, these theories contended that 

desistance is dependent upon the cultivation of strong relationships and higher levels 

of social capital that encompass the pro-social informal control mechanisms that 

decrease the likelihood of offending behaviour.  

 

It should also be highlighted that in suggesting that social relationships determine 

behaviour, structural factors and institutional resources that mediate the capacity that 

individuals have to form pro or anti-social relationships are de facto important. For 

example, parks, libraries, museums or neighbourhood centres can all be shown to 

influence behaviour by creating spaces for the development of relationships and pro-

social norms, decreasing the chances of crime (Jencks and Mayer, 1990; Leventhal 

and Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Kegler et al., 2005). Moreover, these environments may 

provide constructive ways for adolescents to spend their time, rather than spending 

their time un-supervised and potentially looking for ways in which to offend to create 

thrills and excitement (Katz, 1988; Jarman and O’Halloran, 2001; Bottoms et al., 2004; 

Bottoms, 2007). Furthermore, structural factors, such as socio-economic disadvantage, 

may mediate desistance trajectories by shaping access to institutional resources that 

are critical in pro-social cognition and emotional development in early years, including 

childcare and educational facilities (Gottfredson, 2001; NICHD Early Childcare 

Research Network, 2002, 2005; Wasserman et al., 2003; Waldfogel and Garnham, 

2008; Odgers et al., 2009). 
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Labelling Theory and Identity/Narrative Theory  
 
Like socialisation theories, labelling theory, pioneered in the 1950s by authors such as 

Lemert (1951) and Howard Becker (1963), places a similar value on social 

relationships in the aetiology of crime. The general premise of labelling theory is that 

labels created by society, institutions and social groups based upon a person’s 

background, personality and/or previous behaviour can affect their identity, therein 

changing the way that those who are labelled view themselves (Taylor et al., 2013). 

This labelling process can affect behaviour by creating what is known as a self-

fulfilling prophecy, whereby the person gradually accepts the label given to them and 

internalises it, leading them to eventually behave in the way that the label suggests 

they should (Akers, 2013; Taylor et al., 2013). This approach implies that if society 

labels a person successful, moral and upstanding (based on that person’s behaviour, 

job, background, etc.), they are likely to continue to behave in this way, embracing the 

values of this idealised label in the future (Bernburg et al., 2006). On the other hand, 

if someone is labelled unsuccessful, immoral and untrustworthy based on their 

offending behaviour, then that person is likely to fulfil this prophetic label by 

continuing to engage in offending behaviour (Bernburg et al., 2006). So, although 

being similarly interested in social relationships, the emphasis placed on the labelling 

of an individual within these relationships sets it apart from more general socialisation 

and social control theories that evaluate the way in which pro or anti-social norms are 

transferred and, in turn, control behaviour. In a similar vein, this emphasis on labels 

that exist as a product of socialisation processes set this theory apart from 

maturational/bio-psychological theories that, as already noted, concentrate on the role 

that changes in an individual’s biological/psychological state have on offending 

behaviour.  

 
Desistance theorists built upon this work from the 1990s onwards to create one of the 

most influential and developing groups of theories within the desistance literature: 

narrative and identity theory (Maruna et al., 2004). At the foundation of this theory 

lies the notion that each person’s own subjective lens regarding their identity shapes 

their behaviour (Maruna, 2000). Generally speaking, if an individual sees themselves 

as an offender, they are more likely to offend, while if they see themselves as a law-
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abiding citizen, they are more likely to abstain from crime. However, digging deeper 

into this conceptualisation, what is also key is that an individual’s identity is primarily 

shaped by the circumstances that surround them (Maruna et al., 2004). For identity 

theorists, identity is not understood as a rigid or fixed construct. Rather, identity is 

viewed as a constantly changing narrative due to the ever-changing nature of life 

circumstances, including changes that occur in employment, marriage, peer 

relationships and religious views, and the way in which they are treated and labelled 

by others (Maruna, 2001). It is argued that the way in which individuals internalise 

and understand these changes in circumstance and the way that they are treated by 

others impacts upon their understanding of who they see themselves as being. This in 

turn shapes what they see as being appropriate responses to these circumstances and 

experiences, influencing their behaviour (Maruna, 2010). As such, the means by which 

people who have committed a crime make sense of and process these constant changes 

and experiences in their lives becomes of utmost importance for the desistance process 

(Maruna et al., 2004). Indeed, this affects how they view their identity determines their 

understanding of what constitutes appropriate behaviour (Maruna, 2010).  

Motivational models of desistance underpin this band of theories (Uggen and 

Kruttschnitt, 1998). These models emphasise that in relation to identity, an 

individual’s motivation regarding their willingness/openness to change how they see 

themselves and positively respond to challenging circumstances and negative 

treatment from others is heavily involved in the desistance process (Uggen and 

Kruttschnitt, 1998). As well as this, these models suggest that levels of motivation can 

regulate the effect that changes in life events have on someone’s identity and 

subsequent behaviour (Maruna, 2001; Maruna, 2010). As such, those who are more 

highly motivated to change how they see themselves and their behaviour can more 

easily overcome the challenges posed by challenging circumstances/events and 

negative treatment from others during the desistance process (Maruna, 2001; Maruna, 

2010). Indeed, Gove (1985: 128) emphasises that such motivation and openness to 

change creates a “a shift from self-absorption to concern for others; increasing 

acceptance of societal values…increasing comfort with social relations; increasing 

concern for others in their neighbourhood; and increasing concern with the issue of the 

meaning of life”, therein aiding the desistance process. Summarising this, Giordano 

and colleagues (2002) suggest that desistance is largely driven by three developments 
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in identity and motivation. These are: 1) the creation of a general openness to change 

the way people see themselves and interpret events, 2) the envisioning of “an appealing 

and conventional replacement self” that the person can aspire to be like, e.g. the family 

man or the successful employee, and 3) a transformation in the way the actor views 

deviant behaviour, seeing it as damaging and costly rather than rewarding (Giordano 

et al., 2002: 1002).  

 
Developmental Life-Course Theory 
 
In contrast to these theories, developmental life-course theories attempt to combine 

elements of maturational/bio-psychological theories and socialisation/social control 

perspectives to create a more comprehensive account of desistance processes 

throughout an individual’s life. Dating back to the early 1950’s, these theories brought 

to light two gaping questions that had been unaddressed by the work of 

maturational/bio-psychological theories and socialisation/social control theorists 

aforementioned: Why do some young people never commit crime? Why do some desist 

at an early age and why do others continue criminal behaviour into their adulthood? 

(Farrington et al., 1986; Casey, 2011). Academics have constructed a range of theories 

that have applied a dynamic outlook to criminal behaviour by examining the complex 

effects of three inter-related factors on the desistance process (Casey, 2011). These 

are: 1) the biological and psychological traits that are unique to each individual, 

otherwise referred to as underlying constructs, 2) the ever-changing circumstances and 

events that occur at different stages of the life-course, and 3) the cognitive decision-

making processes involved in committing criminal behaviour (Henry and Einstadter, 

2006; Welsh and Farrington, 2007; Casey, 2011).  

 

A number of developmental authors have drawn attention to the significance of 

different biological and psychological developments that occur throughout pubertal 

maturation that impact upon decision-making processes involved in criminal 

behaviour. Steinberg’s (2008) review of neuroscientific evidence highlights the 

importance of the remodelling of the dopaminergic system during puberty for risk-

taking behaviour during adolescence. Evidence here alludes to the effects that these 

changes have on an individual’s ability to process and regulate social and emotional 

information during adolescence, which serve to increase an individual’s likelihood of 
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engaging in risk-taking behaviour, such as crime (Steinberg, 2008). Importantly, it is 

suggested that the likelihood of engaging in risk-taking behaviour decreases 

throughout pubertal maturation, as structural and functional developments in the pre-

frontal cortex improve deliberative decision-making processes (Steinberg, 2008). As 

such, people may be better able to engage in cognitive processes, such as thinking 

through the consequences of their actions or considering the pros and cons associated 

with this behaviour, which may influence their decision regarding whether or not to 

engage in crime (Steinberg, 2008). Furthermore, Moffit (1997) and others (Steinberg, 

2007; Casey, 2011) make strong cases for the importance of an individual’s 

neuropsychological development in offending behaviour, noting that traits such as low 

levels of verbal intelligence, poor executive functioning, high levels of impulsivity, 

act as important predictors of long-term engagement in criminality.    

 

On the other hand, a number of other developmental authors shed light on the 

importance of social developments that occur throughout an individual’s life that shape 

engagement with offending behaviour. Although agreeing that biological/cognitive 

developments may be important factors for criminal behaviour, particularly among 

‘life-course persistent’ individuals who offend long-term, these authors argued that 

social developments may be more significant for offending behaviour among those 

‘adolescent-limited’ who gradually stop offending following adolescence (Casey, 

2011). For example, Catalano and Hawkins (1996) suggested that the pro-social bonds 

(i.e. those relationships that encourage pro-social behaviour) or anti-social bonds (i.e. 

those relationships that encourage anti-social behaviour) that are created during key 

life events such as schooling, employment or marriage, can influence desistance by 

affecting how individuals perceive the rewards and costs of offending, thereby 

determining their decisions to offend (Catalano and Hawkins, 1996). Farrington 

(2005) suggested that these relationships serve to increase or decrease an individual’s 

potential for anti-social behaviour through processes of informal social control, 

whereby individuals adhere to the norms and values that exist in these relationships. 

Farrington (2005) suggests that a higher prevalence of pro-social relationships 

developed during key life-events can serve to subconsciously dissuade individuals 

from engaging in criminality by encouraging pro-social norms and behaviour. In 

contrast, it is suggested that a higher prevalence of anti-social bonds serves to 

subconsciously encourage individuals to offend by encouraging anti-social behaviour 



 31 

(Sampson and Laub, 2003; Farrington, 2005). Moffitt’s influential dual taxonomy 

(1990, 1993, 1997) added to this by suggesting that pro-social relationships would 

likely play a larger role amongst adolescent-limited offenders due to processes of 

social mimicry, whereby teenagers demonstrate maturity and behave pre-maturely like 

adults (Baaren et al., 2009), causing low-level offences such as alcohol use and 

vandalism.  

 

Although offering differing opinions about the degree to which these factors affect 

behaviour throughout the life-course, developmental theorists do not consider bio-

psychological and social developments as being isolated from one another (Farrington, 

2017). Rather, these developments are viewed as operating in tandem with one 

another, creating risk factors and protective factors (Farrington, 2017). Risk factors 

relate to those factors in someone’s life that serve to increase the chances of criminal 

behaviour occurring and are comprised of both bio-psychological factors and social 

factors. For example, deficits in problem solving, poor social skills coupled with 

experiences of physical abuse, educational failures, unemployment and poverty are 

believed to create substantial barriers to desistance throughout the lifespan 

(Farrington, 2005a, Homel et al., 2006). In a similar way, protective factors relate to 

factors that are thought to reduce the likelihood of deviance and are comprised of both 

bio-psychological factors and social factors. For instance, high levels of emotional and 

verbal intelligence, strong executive functioning coupled with familial stability, 

success in education and employment, marriage and reduced levels of substance 

misuse have been found to be strong predictors of desistance (Farrington, 2003, 2005b; 

Homel et al., 2006; Casey, 2011). Developmental life-course theorists therefore 

suggest that desistance-focused interventions, such as those employed during 

reintegration, should aim to reduce the prevalence, and effect of, risk factors and where 

possible, improve upon protective factors to reduce the probability of individuals 

engaging in criminal behaviour (Sampson and Laub, 2003).  

 

Limitations of Existing Desistance Literature  
 
 
Despite the significant impact that each of these theoretical perspectives has had on 

our understanding of crime and desistance, existing perspectives are limited in their 
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ability to explain the way in which neighbourhoods affect the desistance process 

during reintegration (Fox, 2015). For example, existing literature has tended to focus 

on the way in which local neighbourhoods might affect how individuals become 

involved in crime, rather than on the process of desistance during reintegration (Fox, 

2015). Indeed, it is evident that in advocating solely for processes of maturational and 

bio-psychological development with age, maturational/bio-psychological 

explanations of desistance do not recognise contextual and structural factors, such as 

the local neighbourhood, as being pivotal in the desistance process. Moreover, 

although considering the individual’s reaction to, and interaction with, social contexts 

and circumstantial factors such as the local neighbourhood, developmental, 

socialisation/social control, labelling and narrative theories, ultimately focus on the 

centrality of individual perspectives and agency in the desistance process (Weaver and 

McNeill, 2007). As such, it has been suggested that existing literature has tended to 

frame the lives of people who offend “within a context (of) individualistic logic” (Fox, 

2015: 86) which does not fully consider the way in which structural factors impact 

upon the desistance process. As such, these accounts appear to offer fractional 

explanations of how local neighbourhoods may shape the desistance process. These 

limitations of desistance literature are concerning given the fact that neighbourhood 

factors have increasingly been shown to have a significant impact on offending 

behaviour (Huggins et al., 2006; Serneels and Verpoorten, 2010; Justino et al., 2013). 

The next section aims to provide a brief summary of some of the main ways in which 

the neighbourhood-level factors may affect offending behaviour.  

 
How Might Neighbourhoods Affect Offending Behaviour? 
 
Opportunity  
 
The first neighbourhood-level factor that appears to have a significant effect on 

offending behaviour relates to the opportunities that individuals have to commit crime 

(Colquhoun, 2004). Underpinning this factor is rational choice: the idea that 

individuals weigh up the benefits and costs of opportunities before choosing to offend 

or not (Bottoms, 2007). A range of authors have created concepts, such as situational 

crime and defensible space, suggesting that the geographical location and architectural 

features of a space can either deter or encourage offending behaviour among rational 



 33 

actors (Newman, 1973; Clarke, 1997; Colquhoun, 2004). These authors point to 

remote car parks and high-rise blocks of flats designed with secluded pathways as 

being examples of spaces and locations that arguably both facilitate and encourage 

crime (Clarke, 1997; Bottoms, 2007). Cohen and Felson (1979) claim that conditions 

such as these undermined what they see as being natural guardianship - the informal 

and formal security controls provided by neighbours who could, for example, 

informally monitor other property in the area or indeed install home security systems. 

In these conditions, the chances of people being caught committing crime are minimal, 

increasing the likelihood of crime and potentially decreasing the probability of 

desistance (Cohen and Felson, 1979). Kelling and Wilson’s work (1982: 2) partly 

reinforce this by contending that offending behaviour can be facilitated by the 

outcomes of ‘untended’ conditions in a neighbourhood, such as un-repaired or 

abandoned properties that provide prime opportunities for crime to happen, especially 

when left unimproved (Kelling and Wilson, 1982). In coupling these perspectives with 

the risk-taking, reward-seeking profile of many people involved in committing crime, 

especially younger people, it is argued that poorly designed neighbourhoods 

encourage deviance by creating opportunities to engage in crime undetected (Clarke, 

1997; Morgan et al., 2014). On the other hand, risk-taking and subsequent delinquency 

may be discouraged to some extent in neighbourhoods with surveillance-friendly 

designs, enhancing natural guardianship, and thus limiting opportunities for engaging 

in crime undetected (Clarke, 1997). This may help to explain why neighbourhood 

poverty is consistently identified as a major risk factor for delinquency (Shaw and 

McKay, 1942; McCord et al., 2001; Sampson et al., 2002; Odgers et al., 2009) as 

impoverished neighbourhoods are often characterised by poor design and housing 

conditions, creating opportunities for individuals to offend undetected (UN-Habitat, 

2006). However, despite offering a valuable neighbourhood-level understanding to 

crime, this perspective fundamentally fails to acknowledge that individuals do not 

always have the capacity to rationally evaluate opportunities. For example, research 

has repeatedly shown that, in many cases, issues with substance abuse and executive 

functioning, such as low IQ, learning difficulties and poor problem-solving skills, 

reduce the ability of individuals who offend to engage in such rationalisations (Siegel 

and Worrall, 2012; Morgan et al., 2014). As such, it can be suggested that this construct 

provides only a partial account of how neighbourhoods may affect offending 

behaviour and therefore desistance.  
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Ecological Processes 
 

The second key neighbourhood-level factor relates to the role of ecological processes 

in offending behaviour. Ecological processes generally describe the processes by 

which individuals engage with physical environments (Walker, 2017). In 1925, Park 

and Burgess kick-started the development of theory in this area by applying an 

ecological lens to cities (Walker, 2017). Here, the authors postulated that structural 

features, such as spatial distribution and competition for better housing, created a 

culture of transition among residents in inner-cities which: 1) degraded the quality of 

relationships between residents, 2) reduced formal and informal social controls, and 

3) resulted in higher levels of crime (Park and Burgess, 1925). Later, Shaw and McKay 

(1942) claimed that the structural and cultural characteristics of inner cities, namely 

economic deprivation, ethnic heterogeneity and residential instability, created social 

disorganisation (Shaw and McKay, 1942) whereby a neighbourhood fails to 

“implement the values of its residents” (Kornhauser, 1978: 63). These values included 

a desire for residents to abide by the law (Shaw and McKay, 1942). The failure to 

translate this value was seen as generating higher levels of offending, while its 

successful implementation was associated with reduced levels of offending (Bottoms, 

2007). Indeed, research has since supported the notion of social disorganisation as it 

has been found that neighbourhoods with loose friendship ties, un-supervised teenage 

groups and overall low levels of social organisation, report disproportionately high 

crime rates in comparison to close-knit, socially organised areas (Sampson and 

Groves, 1989). In addition, a growing pool of research has offered convincing 

arguments regarding how social disorganisation is connected to a broader 

neighbourhood process called collective efficacy (CE) (Sampson, 2013). CE refers to 

mutual trust between residents and their willingness to intervene in neighbourhood 

problems, such as crime and delinquency (Sampson and Morenoff, 1997; Sampson et 

al., 2007). Research has shown that higher levels of CE in neighbourhoods can 

significantly reduce crime, while lower levels of CE are associated with higher crime 

rates (Sampson et al., 1997; Sutherland et al., 2013). This may be the case as higher 

levels of CE usually contributes to better overall supervision of residents in a 

neighbourhood by those who live there (Sampson, 2013). This supervision may reduce 

the amount of opportunities that individuals, especially teenagers, have to gather in 

groups on the streets and negatively influence one another to engage in low-level street 
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crime (Osgood et al., 1996; Haynie and Osgood, 2005; McGloin, 2009). CE also 

appears to combat the negative effect that limited institutional resources and poor 

structural or cultural characteristics can have on behaviour, acting as a protective filter, 

which these major influences pass through, limiting offending (Sampson and 

Raudenbush, 1999; Wikstrom and Sampson, 2003; Bernburg and Thorlindsson, 2007; 

Odgers et al., 2009).  

However, it must be noted that these theories have one striking limitation in relation 

to our understanding of how neighbourhoods may affect the desistance process that 

relates to the cultural contexts and viewpoints of each neighbourhood regarding crime. 

Researchers that advocate for the role of social disorganisation and CE in bringing 

about reductions in crime and increases in desistance are fundamentally underpinned 

by the notion that the values of local residents reflect those of wider society, which 

includes the discouragement of offending behaviour. Yet, as shown by subcultural 

theorists, many neighbourhoods often house subcultures that view criminal behaviour 

as acceptable and encourage such behaviours among residents (Cohen, 1955; Sampson 

and Bartusch, 1998; Bailey et al., 2014). For example, in NI during the conflict 

between the 1960’s-late 1990s, it is well known that residents actively encouraged 

individuals to become involved in paramilitary activity within particular Nationalist 

and Unionist neighbourhoods, as a means of policing their neighbourhoods and/or 

attempting to quell threats posed to national identities (Jarman, 2004; Rolston, 2011; 

Melaugh, 2015). These theories then can take for granted that all neighbourhoods 

endorse the perspective that crime is not acceptable. This means that they could not be 

applied to a context whereby, crime has been, and is still, actively endorsed or conflict 

situations which question the legitimacy of the state (Shirlow and Coulter, 2014). As 

such, although these theories provide a useful attempt to explain how natural 

neighbourhood processes affect crime, they may be limited in their ability to 

understand how neighbourhoods affect the desistance process due to this assumption.  

 
Limitations of Existing Criminological Literature  
 

While opportunity and neighbourhood process theories have made a more concrete 

effort to apply a neighbourhood-level understanding to crime, they have focused more 
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so on providing explanations for the process of “becoming criminal, rather than upon 

desistance” and the complex journey of “coming back from criminality” (Bottoms et 

al., 2004: 380). Unfortunately, it appears that no clear theoretical framework exists in 

relation to how local neighbourhoods may affect the desistance process, especially for 

those reintegrating back into society upon release from prison (Bottoms et al., 2004; 

Fox, 2015). Additionally, while some authors have recently attempted to create 

broader integrated models of desistance that combine elements of each of these 

desistance and ecological theories (which are discussed in detail later in chapter 7), 

this developing field has yet to provide a comprehensive account of how local 

neighbourhoods may affect the desistance process during reintegration. Moreover, 

these limitations of existing theory have unfortunately been translated into 

rehabilitative practice, raising further concerns about the capacity of rehabilitative 

programmes to effectively reintegrate those leaving custody in a manner that paves the 

way for desistance (Fox, 2015). Under the prevailing Risk, Needs and Rehabilitation 

(RNR) model of rehabilitation (explained below) limited attention is given to the 

potential role neighbourhoods may play in the desistance process, which is argued may 

significantly limit the ability of rehabilitative programmes to encourage desistance 

amongst those being released from prison. For this reason, further research into this 

area is needed.  

 
The Desistance Process During Reintegration – Theory in Practice 
 
The Risk Paradigm 

In light of the aforementioned “rehabilitation revolution” (Centre for Social Justice, 

2013: 1) and the recent commitment of penal practitioners in the UK and US to provide 

“through the gate” services for people leaving custody (Criminal Justice Joint 

Inspection, 2014:5; MOJ, 2015), there has been a proliferation of reintegration-

focused initiatives that aim to address the key roadblocks to desistance that people 

experience during this period (McNeill, 2011; Batemen et al., 2013; Fox, 2015). 

Despite the fact that these reintegration programmes contain some “different 

assumptions about why people offend, why they stop offending…” (Raynor, 2004: 

222), the RNR model has become the “primary rehabilitation framework” used to 

guide service delivery (Ward et al., 2007:222). Designed by Andrews and Bonta 
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(1994, 1998, 2003, 2006, 2010), the RNR model suggests that rehabilitation 

programmes within correctional systems, including reintegration initiatives, should 

consider three key areas in order to produce changes in behaviour and to produce 

reductions in re-offending: risks, needs and responsivity (Andrews and Bonta, 2010).  

Within this model, each person’s risk of re-offending is calculated via a broad range 

of factors that are categorised into four groups: 1) anti-social attitudes, 2) anti-social 

associates, 3) anti-social temperament/personality, and 4) a history of diverse anti-

social behaviour. This model provides those who are involved in delivering 

interventions with a necessary guide as to the level of risk that a person has for re-

offending (Polaschek, 2012). After identifying the risk of a person re-offending, the 

model then links these risks to needs that a person has, which should be addressed to 

help reduce re-offending. In this model, needs refer to the areas and “problematic 

circumstances” that that are targeted for change (Andrews and Bonta, 2010: 21). Needs 

are also grouped into four main domains: 1) family/marital circumstances, 2) work, 3) 

leisure/recreation and 4) help to overcome substance abuse (Andrews and Bonta, 

2010). After determining both risks and needs, responsivity then refers to identifying 

the level of intensity and type of programmes that are thought to be best suited to 

engaging the individual to cultivate changes in their risks and needs. RNR programmes 

are fundamentally aimed at capacity building in people, aiming to give them skills, 

such as mood regulation, behavioural coping skills and problem-solving skills, that 

will help them to desist from crime (Polaschek and Dixon, 2001; Wong et al., 2007; 

Polaschek, 2011), whilst promoting the development and adoption of positive 

capacities that help individuals better understand the benefits of desisting from crime 

(Andrews et al., 2011: 741). In focusing on the needs of these individuals, the authors 

suggest that the RNR model benefits society at large by reducing victimisation and 

encouraging pro-social behaviour in neighbourhoods (Andrews and Bonta, 2003). 

 

Problems with RNR for Desistance  
 

Despite its popularity within international rehabilitation practices across the globe, 

within this neoliberal, risk-centric penal climate, RNR has a range of theoretical issues 
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that arguably generate difficulties for reintegration-focused service delivery and 

decrease the quality of desistance-related outcomes. Firstly, and most importantly, the 

four main groups of risks and needs highlighted in the model comprise what Ward and 

Hudson (1998) suggest are level one theories of rehabilitation: broad, general theories 

that only provide non-specific parameters for a programme. In being broad and 

general, this level of theory unfortunately leaves practitioners with little guidance for 

programme creation and delivery, thereby reducing their quality and their likelihood 

of cultivating desistance amongst individuals (Ward and Hudson, 1998). Moreover, 

although these categories of risks and needs are well established within desistance 

research as being high-priority and dynamic factors that act as roadblocks to desistance 

and positively correlate with increased criminal propensity (Porporino, 2010), RNR 

does not provide an adequate understanding of their role in relation to three core pillars 

of desistance theory: (a) what central mechanisms drive criminal propensity, (b) how 

different risk factors are related to each other, and (c) how change processes work on 

these central mechanisms for different types of criminal behaviour (Ward and Maruna, 

2007). It can be argued that in being more focused on illuminating and practically 

reducing risks of re-offending, RNR fails to theoretically explain the more complex 

questions of how and why different factors effect desistance-related mechanisms 

(Raynor, 2004; Maguire and Raynor, 2006; Polaschek, 2012). Indeed, this lack of 

theoretical guidance causes two significant problems for practitioners who develop 

and carry out reintegrative programmes as they, 1) do not specifically know why a 

programme has worked and 2) do not know why exactly a programme did not work.   

Secondly, RNR is limited in its ability to cater for other social psychological processes 

that play an important role in the development of desistance. This is perhaps most 

notable in the model’s limited recognition of the crucial role of personal motivation in 

desistance (Raynor, 2004; Polaschek, 2012). As postulated by various narrative 

theorists, significant behavioural change is largely mediated by a person’s personal 

desire to change (Maruna, 2001; Maruna et al., 2004; Ward and Maruna, 2007). 

However, as RNR’s focus is on giving people the capability and skills to change and 

opportunities to learn pro-social norms, rather than on cultivating a personal desire to 

change, the chances of producing desistance are arguably decreased. Finally, in 

focusing upon addressing risks and needs, RNR carries the baggage of being what is 

known as a deficit model: a model that aims to rectify the deficiencies in a person’s 
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life (Maruna and LeBel, 2003). This is problematic on a variety of levels. Firstly, in 

focusing on the deficiencies of a person, the approach arguably labels the person as 

being at ‘risk’ and in ‘need’ of help; labels that can be very damaging for a person’s 

identity, self-confidence and motivation, which have been shown to play a large part 

in the desistance process (Maruna, 2001; Maruna et al., 2004; Ward and Maruna, 

2007). Moreover, it has been suggested that this approach can lead people to resent 

those staff delivering rehabilitative programmes as many people may not feel that they 

have issues that need to be fixed, reducing engagement with these programmes 

(Farrall, 2013). As such, it has been found that the RNR model has, in many instances, 

led staff who are working with people accused of committing crime to lose sight of 

the whole person (Burnett and Maruna, 2004). This has been argued to lead to 

interventions being been viewed as becoming tick-box exercises that dis-engage staff 

from generating the meaningful relationships that breed the hope and motivation that 

are required for desistance (Maguire and Raynor, 2006).  

 
 
What’s Missing in RNR? The Role of Neighbourhoods   
 

In addition to these theoretical limitations, the RNR model of rehabilitation carries 

another, arguably crucial, limitation. Despite the fact that Andrews and Bonta (2003) 

suggest that RNR is focused on both the person and the neighbourhood, it is clear that 

in reality, the model focuses almost solely on the person’s individual risks, needs and 

responsivity. At best, the model could be seen as indirectly benefitting the 

neighbourhood by reducing the potential chances of re-offending and future 

victimization. However, as with desistance literature as a whole, the ‘individualistic 

logic’ that forms the basis of the RNR model and the majority of resettlement 

initiatives, largely fails to address the wider social context in which these risks and 

needs are bound up with (Fox, 2015). Accordingly, most reintegration-based 

initiatives and subsequent research projects evaluating desistance have invested the 

majority of their efforts in addressing, and understanding the interplay between, 

individual and structural factors, which help to reduce the prevalence of offending 

behaviour: namely, mental health, housing, education, employment and substance 

abuse (Fox, 2015). Yet, this emphasis has unfortunately overlooked the practical and 
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ethical role of local neighbourhoods in shaping desistance, significantly limiting our 

understanding of the wider forces that may mediate this process during reintegration 

(Bottoms et al., 2004). As a result, neither desistance theory nor the RNR rehabilitation 

paradigm provides a clear account of how local neighbourhoods may impact upon 

desistance during reintegration.  

 
The Role of the Neighbourhood in the Desistance Process During 
Reintegration 
 

In establishing that existing desistance literature, and current rehabilitative practice, is 

limited in its ability to fully understand and address the role local neighbourhoods may 

play in the desistance process, our attention must now turn to the local neighbourhood 

itself. However, one key question must be answered before any attempt is made to 

understand the role of the local neighbourhood in the desistance process during 

reintegration: how can a local neighbourhood be defined? Indeed, there are many 

different means by which a ‘neighbourhood’ can be defined (MacQueen et al., 2001). 

As there is simply not enough space here to explicate the nuances of this debate1, an 

attempt is made to construct a relatively broad conception of neighbourhood based 

upon the consistent findings of neighbourhood research. This general conception is 

then refined when considered within the post-conflict context of this research; a 

context that has, in NI, seen two neighbourhoods become defined by religious, cultural 

and spatial divisions.  

 
What is a Neighbourhood?  
 

On the whole, research has repeatedly highlighted that neighbourhoods are generally 

characterised by three inter-related components that help to form a unique identity; 

locus, sharing and joint action (MacQueen et al., 2001; Gilchrist et al., 2010). Locus 

relates to the geographical and physical components of a neighbourhood, referring to 

locations, places and boundaries of an area, such as towns, cities and buildings 

 
1 For further information regarding the difficulties in defining neighbourhoods see for example: 

Sigel, L. and Worrall, J. (2014) Introduction to Criminal Justice. London: Cengage Learning. 
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(MacQueen et al., 2001). Neighbourhoods also appear to be characterised by a sense 

of sharing between communities, relating to shared interests, values, beliefs and 

norms, not only between similar groups of people, but between diverse peoples within 

a group or an area (Gilchrist et el., 2010). Kant’s (1797) well known moral philosophy 

helps to clarify this characteristic further. His work suggests that on a basic level, 

neighbourhoods house communities comprised of those who share similar conceptions 

of what is right or wrong, such as how to treat others, how to raise families or indeed, 

how to handle crime and delinquency (Payne and Thorpe, 2011). These moral values 

help to build mutual relationships between people and are translated into both formal 

and informal laws that help to regulate the behaviour of residents (as suggested by 

socialisation theorists previously discussed in this chapter), producing social norms 

and joint action between residents who behave similarly (MacQueen, 2001; Payne and 

Thorpe, 2011). These unique moral values and subsequent patterns of behaviour help 

to create a sense of unity and collective identity among residents (Gilchrist et al., 

2010). From this, it appears that in a broad sense, a neighbourhood can be defined as 

a geographical location with “groups of people with diverse characteristics who are 

linked by social ties, share common perspectives, and engage in joint action…’” 

(MacQueen et al., 2001: 1929).  

 

 
Neighbourhoods in NI 
 
Although this conception provides a general blueprint for understanding 

neighbourhood, it is too broad to be utilised for research purposes as neighbourhood 

is interpreted and experienced differently in different contexts and amongst different 

groups (Gilchrist et al., 2010), thereby making it an extremely vague definition to draw 

a sample from. For example, it is evident that this conceptualisation fails to stipulate 

the boundaries of a neighbourhood. Commenting on this, Hipp et al., (2010: 544) 

highlight that this task of defining ‘neighbourhoods’ is “near impossible” for 

desistance researchers as clear, impermeable boundaries may simply not exist around 

many areas, making any definition or measure limited. Furthermore, this 

conceptualisation may also be criticised for suggesting that neighbourhoods are 

comprised of residents that maintain strong relationships with one another and share a 

collective sense of ‘community’. Indeed, many authors have highlighted that this 
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traditional sense of ‘community’ has largely dissipated in many cities/areas in light of 

the changes that have occurred in industry, transportation and migration since late 

modernity (Hancock, 2001; Green, 2009), therefore making this conceptualisation 

disconnected from today’s reality. Although these considerations hold true to some 

extent for this research, the unique legacy of division and conflict in NI between two 

main community groupings, Nationalist (predominantly Catholics) and Unionist 

(predominantly Protestants), has arguably refined this conceptualisation and generated 

clearer boundaries around what are termed conflict-affected neighbourhoods for the 

purposes of this study. Additionally, it appears that the legacy of conflict has also 

helped to maintain the traditional sense of ‘community’ in these areas that appears to 

have been lost elsewhere, giving utility to this traditional conceptualisation of a 

neighbourhood for the purposes of this research.   

Before the creation of NI under the British partition of the island of Ireland in 1920, 

these two main communities in NI were divided over the issue of nationality (Hancock, 

1996). Since the British occupation of the island of Ireland, national and religious 

tensions have run rife between these two communities as Unionists generally sought 

to maintain rule from Britain, while Nationalists generally desired a united Ireland, 

ruled from Ireland by Irish Nationals (Cairns and Derby, 1998). Importantly, these 

national and religious tensions were significantly heightened in the aftermath of 

partition when NI became recognised as a distinct jurisdiction from the rest of Ireland 

and became ruled as a province of the UK (Keogh, 2005). Following partition, cities 

in NI, most notably the capital Belfast, experienced mass industrial growth as part of 

British efforts to expand its industry (Conflict in Cities, 2007). This in turn caused a 

large growth in employment opportunities that attracted many from rural areas to move 

into the city, seeing Belfast house a mixture of people from both Nationalist and 

Unionist backgrounds (Graham and Nash, 2006; Bloger, 2007). Yet, between the 

1920’s and 1960’s, the majority ethnocratic Unionist administration that held power 

exercised discrimination against the minority Nationalist community, who were seen 

as a threat to their monopoly of dominion, resource and territory (Graham and Nash, 

2006). As such, the Nationalist community experienced sectarianism in relation to 

employment opportunities, political power and housing, being segregated to occupy 

the ghettos and deprived parts of the city (Conflict in Cities, 2007). Throughout this 

period, the more affluent of those in the Unionist neighbourhood gradually moved to 
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the outskirts of the city to the more desirable living areas, leaving the Loyalist working 

class community to “defend” the enclaves of the inner city against the “threat” of the 

Nationalist community (Conflict in Cities, 2007: 1). The spatial distribution in the 

inner city changed from being comprised of mixed living areas to segregated areas, as 

those from Nationalist and Unionist backgrounds increasingly rooted themselves in 

areas housed predominantly by those of the same background (Mesev et al., 2009; 

Shuttleworth et al., 2015)  

These events eventually culminated in the beginning of the civil rights movement that 

staged a range of protests throughout the late 1960’s (Melaugh, 2015). Violent state 

responses to these protests, such as the brutal police tactics used in 1968 at the civil 

rights protest in Londonderry, mobilised some from the Nationalist community to be 

more willing to use violent tactics (Fitzduff and O’Hagan, 2000; Melaugh, 2015). This 

also led paramilitary groups, such as the Nationalist Irish Republican Army (IRA) to 

become more active and grow in size as part of wider efforts to defend Nationalist 

neighbourhoods from the abuse of the pre-dominantly Unionist security forces in NI 

(Bloger, 2007). Following events such as Bloody Sunday in Londonderry where 

thirteen protestors in the Northern Ireland Civil Rights Association were killed by the 

British Army that had ironically been deployed to quell violence in NI (Hayes and 

Campbell, 2005), full-scale warfare developed between Nationalist paramilitary 

organizations, the British army and Loyalist paramilitary groups, such as the Ulster 

Volunteer Force (UVF), which lasted until the late 1990s (Rolston, 2011).  

However, during the conflict, those locations that housed boundaries of residential 

living areas between Nationalist and Unionist neighbourhoods, better known as 

“interface areas”, experienced some of the worst sectarianism and violence as the two 

communities collided at these boundaries (Jarman, 2005; Bell et al., 2010: 1). For 

example, research has found that in Belfast, neighbourhoods that represented the 

highest levels of segregation (i.e. housing 90% of solely Protestant or Catholic 

residents) and which also housed interface areas, experienced some of the highest rates 

of conflict-related deaths (Heatley, 2004; Shirlow and Murtagh, 2006; Mesev et al., 

2009; Cunningham, 2013). In particular, these neighbourhoods housed some of the 

highest levels of paramilitary activity (Heatley, 2004; Bell et al., 2010). During the 

conflict, paramilitary organisations proliferated in the neighbourhoods as individuals 
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sought to ‘defend’ their communities from sectarian violence (Heatley, 2004; Shirlow 

and Murtagh, 2006). As a by-product of this, paramilitary organisations garnered 

significant levels of support from residents and became key gatekeepers in these 

neighbourhoods, exercising significant amounts of influence and control (Tonge, 

2014). Not only did this attract some of the highest levels of paramilitary violence to 

these neighbourhoods, but this also contributed to the areas suffering 

disproportionately higher levels of crime, public disorder, security threats, violent 

behaviour and deaths compared to other parts of NI (Heatley, 2004; Holloway, 2005; 

Shirlow and Murtagh, 2006; McKeown, 2009; Bell et al., 2010; Cunningham, 2013). 

Given this, it is evident that these areas had uniquely devastating experiences of the 

conflict in NI.  

On top of this, research has repeatedly suggested that these uniquely devastating 

experiences of the conflict continue to affect these areas in different ways today. In a 

positive sense, it appears that this legacy of conflict and segregation has left residents 

in these areas with a heightened sense of national and religious identity which has 

helped to bind them together with a stronger sense of ‘community’. As noted by a 

number of authors (and the findings of this research that are discussed in more detail 

later in chapter 4), it appears that these uniquely devastating experiences have helped 

to cultivate stronger relationships between residents in these areas (Heatley, 2004; 

Shirlow and Murtagh, 2006; Byrne et al., 2012), even with the aforementioned changes 

that occurred in late modernity. However, it also seems that the legacy of conflict has 

bolstered mistrust and prolonged ethnic division and sectarianism between those from 

these two dominant groupings (Heatley, 2004; Power, 2011). Unfortunately, such 

deeply embedded sectarian ideologies have fuelled annual rioting and violence at key 

interface areas which now appears to be the natural response to clashes in cultural 

identity, exemplified clearly during marching season and, most recently, over the use 

of flags on public buildings (Jarman, 2004; Nolan et al., 2014). To add to this, despite 

reduced overall levels of paramilitary activity in NI following the end of the conflict 

(Tonge, 2014), recent research has shown that levels of paramilitary activity remain 

higher in these areas (Alderdice et al., 2016). Although organisations have become 

more splintered and have increasingly orientated their activity around criminal 

enterprises, these organisations continue to exercise control and power over local 

residents, particularly via intimidation, threats of violence and punishment attacks 
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(Alderdice et al., 2016). These issues have contributed to high crime rates and higher 

levels of paramilitary violence in these neighbourhoods (Home Office, 2016), 

inevitably resulting in higher rates of imprisonment among residents (Knox, 2002; 

Shirlow et al., 2005; Maruna et al., 2011; PSNI, 2013, 2015). Importantly, these issues 

have also had a knock-on effect on some of the socio-economic characteristics of these 

areas, contributing to higher levels of disadvantage, social exclusion and 

sectarian/paramilitary intimidation, which has seen many residents of these areas 

present as homeless for public housing re-allocation (Northern Ireland Assembly, 

2015; Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE), 2015, 2016).  

In light of these unique experiences of the conflict, this research considers these areas 

as being ‘conflict-affected neighbourhoods’ that are separate entities in their own right 

and are different to other neighbourhoods in NI. As well as this, these areas appear to 

fulfil the necessary criteria for neighbourhoods previously discussed. Given the 

ethnic/religious and sometimes physical segregation of the two communities, the areas 

appear to have more specific geographical boundaries that appear to define the 

perimeters of the neighbourhoods (MacQueen et al., 2001). Not only this, but it is 

evident that those within these segregated spaces share similar values, 

religious/political beliefs which, as previously noted, comprise key characteristics of 

neighbourhoods (MacQueen et al., 2001). As a result, these unique experiences of 

division appear to generate clearer boundaries around what are termed ‘conflict-

affected neighbourhoods’ for the purposes of this study.  

 
Conflict-Affected Neighbourhoods and the Desistance Process 
 

Research has concluded that the experience of these conflict-affected neighbourhoods 

has influenced criminal conduct in NI (Jarman, 2004; Tomlinson, 2007; Mesev et al., 

2009; Jarman, 2012). From housing paramilitary operations and drug cultures, to 

inspiring sectarianism and violent rioting behaviour against opposing neighbourhoods, 

it is evident that high levels of crime have been reproduced within them (Muldoon et 

al., 2004; Mesev et al., 2009; Jarman, 2005; Jarman, 2012). Consequently, it is possible 

that these conflict-affected neighbourhoods may play a unique role in influencing the 

desistance process among those who are released from prison and turn to these areas. 



 46 

Yet, little research has been conducted examining these issues, not only in NI, but in 

conflict-affected neighbourhoods further afield. What research that has been 

conducted in this area has fallen into the trap of only offering suggestions as to how 

conflict-affected neighbourhoods may contribute to the process of becoming criminal, 

rather than desisting from criminality (Muldoon et al., 2004; Tomlinson, 2007; Adams, 

2012; Justino et al., 2013). Without this focus on desistance, research has subsequently 

failed to consider how the reintegration process, which is key for desistance, is in turn 

affected by conflict-affected neighbourhoods and the added challenges they may pose 

for people leaving prison and returning to these areas. As such, two key questions 

which remain unanswered in relation to reintegration and the desistance process are: 

what role do neighbourhoods play in the desistance process for those leaving prison 

and reintegrating into these neighbourhoods and how do conflict-affected 

neighbourhoods affect the desistance process during reintegration?  

 
 
 
Key Aims of this Research  
 

To date, desistance theory and existing research surrounding reintegration has 

generally failed to adequately consider how neighbourhoods, and in particular conflict-

affected neighbourhoods, may influence desistance, focusing more so on: a) the role 

of micro-level factors in the desistance process during reintegration from prison, b) the 

role of neighbourhood-level factors in the journey into crime rather than out of crime, 

and c) the provision of custodial rehabilitative strategies which predominantly focus 

on individual-level risk factors. This research therefore aims to make an original 

theoretical contribution to our understanding of this area by investigating the role 

neighbourhoods play in the desistance process and how/if a legacy of conflict may 

affect this process.  More specifically, the following key questions will be examined:  

1. In what ways do local neighbourhoods affect the desistance process during a 

person’s reintegration from prison into the neighbourhood? 

 

2. What are the particular aspects of conflict-affected neighbourhoods that may 

play a role during this process?  
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3. Are these aspects of conflict-affected neighbourhoods addressed by existing 

reintegration theories and subsequent service provision?  

 

4. What is the most appropriate theoretical framework within which to understand 

the possible role neighbourhoods may play in the desistance process of those 

leaving prison?   
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The present chapter details the methodology that was used to conduct this research. 

The first section of the chapter outlines the overall qualitative mixed methods approach 

that was used, combining interviews, participant observations and media analysis, and 

the overall sample that information was drawn from. Following this, the chapter 

focuses on each of the methods in separate sections. In these sections, consideration is 

given too: 1) the rationale behind the use of each method, 2) the potential limitations 

associated with using each method, 3) the sample drawn upon by each method, and 4) 

the procedure that was followed. The chapter then finishes by detailing the research 

design limitations, how the data was analysed, the potential ethical issues involved in 

the research and reflective considerations made by the researcher.    

 

Methodological Approach 
 

There are two types of social research: quantitative and qualitative (Hesse-Biber and 

Leavy, 2011). Quantitative research methods generally aim to quantify behaviours, 

opinions, beliefs and attitudes, using statistical/numerical data gathered from methods 

such as surveys and questionnaires that are typically drawn from large-scale samples 

(Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011). The main strengths of quantitative methods relate to 

the greater generalisability of the findings, given that they are drawn from larger 

sample sizes, and the replicability and reliability of the research (Bernard, 2012). 

Qualitative research methods are more exploratory in nature and attempt to gain more 

in-depth insights into the underlying motivations, reasons for, and trends that are 

associated with behaviour (Bryman, 2012). These methods include a variety of 

interviews, focus groups and observations, and tend to focus on smaller sample sizes 

(Creswell, 2013). The main strengths of qualitative research methods lie in their ability 

to allow researchers to conduct deeper investigations into particular problems or 

complex behaviours (Bernard, 2012). In light of the fact that the overall aim of the 

study was to explore how an individual’s desistance journey may be influenced by the 

neighbourhood in which they attempt to reintegrate into, qualitative methods were 

used as these are more suited than quantitative methods are to research that provides 

an in-depth analysis of the lived experiences of individuals (Flick, 2009). As well as 

this, qualitative methods were more appropriate than quantitative methods for this 



 50 

research given that the aim of the work was to understand how neighbourhoods may 

affect the desistance process, which involves complex subjective processes (Maruna, 

2010).  

Moreover, qualitative methods provided the researcher with the greatest means of 

personally engaging with individuals when they were returning to the neighbourhoods. 

This was a particularly useful aspect of qualitative methods for the research given that 

individuals can be ‘hard-to-reach’ following their release from prison, especially given 

that a high number experience difficult circumstances during the initial period of 

transition and so disengage and struggle to maintain engagement with rehabilitative 

services and supports (Maguire and Raynor, 2006; Grimwood and Berman, 2012; 

House of Commons Work and Pensions Committee, 2016). Overall, the majority of 

the participants who were returning to the neighbourhoods had prolific offending 

histories given the combination of their challenging backgrounds, complex needs and 

difficult experiences growing up. Importantly, desistance literature has identified that 

people with prolific/persistent offending backgrounds experience more roadblocks to 

desistance, and require more intensive support than other prisoner populations (Farall 

et al., 2007; Hopkins and Wickson, 2013; Healy, 2017). Accordingly, the use of 

qualitative methods helped the researcher to secure higher levels of participation 

among this group than may have been possible through the use of quantitative 

methods, as well as allowing the researcher to “immerse” themselves into their lives 

and experiences of this group in a way that is not associated with quantitative methods 

(Champion, 1993: 136). In addition, qualitative methods gave the researcher first-hand 

experience of the way in which these individuals journeyed the desistance process 

during reintegration and their engagement with rehabilitative services (Bryman, 2012).  

The research employed a qualitative mixed methods approach, whereby multiple 

qualitative research methods were used during the data collection in order to obtain a 

more detailed and accurate account of the research topic (Creswell, 2013). Although 

this approach has numerous advantages, it was chosen for this study for three main 

reasons. Firstly, using a qualitative mixed methods research design provided different 

means of obtaining data which helped the researcher to obtain a more detailed, and 

insightful picture of the complex processes by which key characteristics of local 

neighbourhoods may affect the desistance process during reintegration (Teddlie and 
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Tashakorri, 2009). Specifically, in light of the difficulties associated with participation 

among this hard-to-reach group of individuals, the combination of methods gave the 

researcher the best means of gaining access to the individuals and insight into their 

experiences of desistance during reintegration. 

Secondly, using various methods to collect data served to ensure that the research 

questions were studied from a variety of perspectives, reducing the potential impact of 

the researchers pre-existing assumptions from negatively affecting the overall validity 

of the data (Creswell, 2013). Finally, the combination of mixed methods allowed the 

researcher to triangulate and test the three data sets against themselves, thereby 

providing more accurate and valid findings that provide a more holistic assessment of 

the research questions (Bryman, 2012). The qualitative mixed methods research design 

that was used in this study consisted of semi-structured one-on-one interviews, 

participant observations and media analysis. Below is a table summarising the mixed 

methods approach used in this research, highlighting the main reasons why these 

means of data collection were used in conjunction with one another in order to answer 

this study’s research questions (see Table 1).  

Table 1 - The research design and its rationale  

Research Question Interviews  Participant 

Observations  

Media Analysis 

In what ways do local 

neighbourhoods affect the 

desistance process during 

a person’s reintegration 

from prison into the 

neighbourhood? 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Interviews provided 

detailed, in-depth 

personal accounts of 

the main ways in 

which the individual 

believed the 

neighbourhood may 

have influenced 

their desistance 

journey during 

reintegration 

following release 

from prison.  

Participant 

observations allowed 

the researcher to 

witness first-hand the 

conditions in the 

neighbourhoods that 

individuals were 

returning to following 

their release from 

prison and gave the 

researcher further 

insight into the 

neighbourhood issues 

that these individuals 

Media analysis 

provided useful 

background 

information about 

how: 1) severe types 

of crime, 2) public 

disorder, and 3) 

paramilitary threats, 

attacks and security-

related incidents were 

being reported upon 

by the media and the 

way in which those in 

the neighbourhoods 
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were referring to when 

discussing their 

reintegration with 

professional staff  

appeared to be 

responding to these 

events  

What are the particular 

aspects of conflict-

affected neighbourhoods 

that may play a role 

during this process? 

Interviews gave the 

researcher the 

opportunity to 

ascertain a deeper 

understanding of the 

particular issues that 

individuals believed 

played the biggest 

role in their 

desistance journey 

throughout 

reintegration 

Participant 

observations allowed 

the researcher to more 

fully examine the 

particular ways in 

which the conflict had 

affected the 

neighbourhoods and 

were continuing to 

affect those key issues 

that were believed to 

be shaping the 

desistance process 

among individuals 

during their 

reintegration  

Media analysis 

provided the 

researcher with a 

clearer view of how 

legacy issues relating 

to public disorder, 

paramilitary threats, 

attacks and security-

related incidents were 

being reported on by 

the media and 

responded to by local 

residents.   

 

Are these aspects of 

conflict-affected 

neighbourhoods 

addressed by existing 

reintegration theories?  

 
 
 
 
 

Interviews allowed 

the researcher to 

gain a detailed 

understanding of 

each individuals 

interactions with 

current reintegrative 

programmes in order 

to understand 

whether or not these 

programmes 

addressed the issues 

that were discussed 

in the first two 

research questions 

Participant 

observations gave the 

researcher first-hand 

experiences of daily 

interactions that 

justice officials have 

with those leaving 

custody and their 

neighbourhoods, 

providing the 

researcher with 

insights as to how well 

current programmes 

accommodate the 

issues addressed in the 

first two research 

questions 

This method did not 

contribute to this 

research question.   
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What is the most 

appropriate theoretical 

framework within which 

to understand the 

possible role 

neighbourhoods play in 

the desistance process of 

those returning to 

conflict-affected 

neighbourhoods?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

In giving the 

researcher a greater 

insight into the key 

themes and issues 

that arise from 

individuals’ personal 

experiences, the 

researcher was able 

to map these 

experiences to 

existing theory, 

providing a means 

by which we can 

begin to understand 

how conflict-

affected 

neighbourhoods may 

affect the desistance 

process during 

reintegration 

In providing detailed 

contextual information 

about the broader 

community conditions 

that affect the 

desistance process 

during reintegration, 

the participant 

observations helped 

the researcher to 

consider what 

theoretical framework 

of desistance best 

explains the role that 

neighbourhoods may 

play in this complex 

journey 

In providing the 

researcher with 

information about 

paramilitary activity, 

the media analysis 

allowed the 

researcher to see 

whether or not 

existing desistance 

theories can 

capture/explain these 

issues.  

 

In order to investigate the possible effect that conflict-affected neighbourhoods may 

have on the desistance process during reintegration, a purposive sample was taken that 

was made up of:  

1) interviews with those who were completing custodial sentences in NI that have 

come from, and are returning to, conflict-affected neighbourhoods;  

2) interviews with key neighbourhood representatives and criminal justice staff 

members involved in delivering rehabilitative services and supports for these 

individuals in conflict-affected neighbourhoods;  

3) participant observations of the professional interactions of probation officers 

with individuals who were undergoing the reintegration process in these 

neighbourhoods; 
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4) participant observations of the conflict-affected neighbourhoods at different 

dates/times and at key cultural events that are strongly associated with higher 

levels of crime and disorder; 

5) media analysis of instances of high-profile types of crime, public disorder and 

paramilitary threats, attacks and security-related incidents occurring in the 

conflict-affected neighbourhoods under study in this research.  

The sample was drawn from two broad areas in NI that contain a high number of 

conflict-affected neighbourhoods. These areas measure approximately 17km2 and 

have been given alias names “Mursdon” (predominantly made of Protestant, Unionist 

and Loyalist (PUL) residents) and “Tillsbury” (predominantly made up of Catholic, 

Nationalist and Republican (CNR)  residents) in order to retain higher levels of 

anonymity for participants who may be easily identified by readers due to the relatively 

small overall size of these areas. Neighbourhoods in these areas were the most 

appropriate for the sample to be drawn from given that they experienced some of the 

highest levels of public disorder, violence and conflict-related deaths across NI 

(Sutton, 1994; Heatley, 2004; Shirlow and Murtagh, 2006; McKeown, 2009; 

Cunningham, 2013). Moreover, as these areas housed a significant number of 

individuals involved in paramilitary organisations, these areas reported some of the 

highest numbers of deaths associated with paramilitary violence in comparison to other 

conflict-affected neighbourhoods across the whole of NI (Kelleher and Melaugh, 

2012). Sadly, these issues continue to exist in these neighbourhoods nowadays, with 

these neighbourhoods experiencing disproportionately high levels of paramilitary-

related crime, violence, public disorder and overall levels of crime and anti-social 

behaviour, culminating in high rates of imprisonment (Heatley, 2004; Holloway, 2005; 

Shirlow et al., 2005; Bell et al., 2010; Maruna et al., 2011; PSNI, 2013, 2015). These 

issues have also had a negative impact on wider socio-economic conditions within 

these neighbourhoods, resulting in high levels of unemployment, social exclusion, 

housing re-allocations due to paramilitary violence and overall socio-economic 

deprivation, thereby making them the most suitable representations of conflict-

affected neighbourhoods in NI for samples to be drawn from (Maruna et al., 2011; 

Northern Ireland Assembly (NIA), 2015; NIHE, 2015, 2016). 
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Interviews – Rationale  
 

Interviews were chosen as one of the most suitable methods of answering the key 

research questions of this study for a number of reasons. Firstly, as one-on-one semi-

structured interviews are generally regarded as being the most suitable means of 

collecting detailed individual perspectives about personal experiences, they have been 

seen as one of the most suitable methods of investigating the desistance process 

(Farrall and Calverly, 2005; Flick, 2009; McNeill et al, 2012; Punch, 2014). As the 

focus of this research was to examine the ways in which local neighbourhoods may 

affect an individual’s desistance journey during reintegration, interviews allowed the 

researcher to attain in-depth, personal experiences of this process from those who were 

undergoing/have undergone reintegration (Maguire and Raynor, 2006; Maruna, 2010; 

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2012). In addition, it is well known that 

interviews generally provide researchers with in-depth, detailed perspectives about 

particular areas of inquiry that may be of utmost importance to the overall research 

focus (Bryman, 2012). In this research, one-on-one interviews allowed the researcher 

to gain a more in-depth understanding of the specific neighbourhood issues and, in 

particular conflict-related issues, that may be shaping the desistance process during 

reintegration.  

Given that participants were asked about how conflict-related issues, such as 

experiences with paramilitary organisations, may have impacted upon their 

reintegration journey, it is unlikely that participants would have been as comfortable 

discussing potentially sensitive information in a focus-group setting. For this reason, 

one-on-one interviews were more suited to the research questions of this study, as it is 

unlikely that group-based interviewing techniques would have created the same level 

of willingness among participants to discuss or share personal information, thereby 

limiting the understanding that could be obtained regarding their experiences of the 

desistance process during reintegration (Stewart and Shamdasani, 2014). As the 

interviews focused on individual perspectives and experiences, it was likely that 

participants would discuss more information when asked about particular topics that 

they had experience of or expertise in. In light of this, the interviews followed a semi-

structured format. This means that while key themes/questions were pre-prepared, the 

researcher had the flexibility to ask unprepared questions and probed participants when 
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interesting answers were given about particular topics that participants felt were 

important for understanding their particular experiences (Bryman, 2012). This format 

allowed the researcher to engage with the participant in a more relaxed and informal 

manner that is generally not associated with more formal types of interview, such as 

structured interviews (Whiting, 2008). This in turn created a more comfortable, 

conversational atmosphere in which fluid discussion was more easily cultivated, 

improving the chances that participants shared more detailed answers about personal 

experiences and opinions (Fielding and Thomas, 2008).  

Although interviews were the most suitable means for researching the key questions 

of this study, interviews carry a range of potential limitations that have the capacity to 

reduce the overall depth and quality of findings if not addressed (Punch, 2014). The 

first limitation relates to the validity and generalisability of the data obtained in 

interviews. It has been frequently suggested that the central role of the researcher in 

semi-structured interviews can reduce the validity of the data obtained, especially 

given that it is difficult to accurately replicate interviews in other contexts (Bernard, 

2012). This, combined with the small sample size that is often associated with 

interviews, makes it hard to generalise the findings to wider contexts beyond that being 

study (Bernard, 2012). Due to this, it is conceded that the findings of the interviews 

are limited in terms of their generalisability to other contexts outside of NI. However, 

in order to compensate for this, the researcher followed a pre-prepared interview 

schedule (see Appendices 7-9) in each of the interviews, ensuring that the same basic 

questions were asked alongside un-prepared questions in order to maintain higher 

levels of consistency across the interviews. Additionally, as this research employed a 

mixed methods approach, the researcher was able to triangulate the data obtained 

during interviewing against the researcher’s first-hand observations of the 

neighbourhoods and of professional meetings (Creswell, 2013). This in turn helped to 

validate or disprove claims made by participants during interviews, creating a more 

accurate account of the research topic (Creswell, 2013).  

As well as this, interviewing can be viewed as an invasive procedure for participants 

who feel that they are treated as subjects from which data is to be extracted from rather 

than individuals with personal narratives (Whiting, 2008). Previous research 

concludes that in instances where participants feel this way, they are likely to withdraw 
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from conversations, reducing the quality and depth of the research findings and 

potentially limiting their generalisability (Bryman, 2012). In order to reduce the 

chances of this happening, the following considerations were made. Before the 

interviews, the researcher attempted to engage with potential participants on at least 

one occasion. This meant that an attempt was made to establish some rapport and trust 

prior to interviews, which served to increase the chances of more honest and in-depth 

conversations during the interviews. This also gave the researcher the opportunity to 

clearly explain what questions were to be discussed during the interview, which 

appeared to make participants more comfortable with the interview process, as they 

knew what kind of questions they were going to be asked before agreeing to 

participate. In addition, the researcher emphasised that there were no right or wrong 

answers to the questions and that the primary aim of the interview was to uncover the 

participants’ experiences and perspectives regarding the research topic. The researcher 

asked more sensitive questions towards the end of the discussion, as generally 

participants had settled into the interview by this stage and felt more relaxed answering 

questions, improving the chances of participants sharing more substantial responses 

about personal and potentially difficult experiences.   

It has also been suggested that during interviews, participants sometimes feel that they 

have an obligation to share answers that they believe the researcher wants to hear, 

skewing the accuracy and generalisability of the findings (Punch, 2014). Some have 

suggested that during interviews, participants can present themselves in a certain way 

and amend their responses as they desire to ‘please’ the researcher or portray 

themselves in a particular light, known as social-desirability bias (Bryman, 2012). In 

order to decrease the possibility of either of these issues arising, the researcher 

emphasised that as the study is focused on individual perspectives and experiences, 

participants should speak freely and feel no obligation to say particular things or 

present themselves in a particular way. Moreover, the researcher reminded participants 

that every effort would be made to achieve anonymity and confidentiality (with some 

limitations as outlined later in this chapter) and that the research was independent from 

official government services and therefore their interactions with the researcher would 

not affect their dealings with criminal justice professionals (except in those cases in 

which there were limitations on the confidentiality and anonymity offered). 

Furthermore, the researcher attempted to ask questions in a non-judgemental way that 
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would reduce the potential for individuals to feel the need to present themselves in a 

certain light, increasing their likelihood of speaking freely and honestly. As such, all 

of the interview questions were: 1) asked from a neutral perspective, 2) evenly 

weighted in terms of theme, and 3) were phrased in an open-ended manner to reduce 

the possibility of the researcher directing participants towards particular answers to 

fulfil a contrived research purpose (Fielding and Thomas, 2008).  

Despite these potential limitations, interviews ultimately gave the researcher the 

greatest means of gaining in-depth accounts of how neighbourhoods and a legacy of 

conflict may be affecting the desistance process among this small group of ‘hard-to-

reach’ individuals. Moreover, interviews provided the researcher with the best 

opportunity of gaining nuanced insights into the degree to which existing theory and 

rehabilitative services were able to understand and tackle the challenges posed by the 

environments that these individuals were returning to following their release from 

prison. For these reasons, and those previously mentioned, interviews were one of the 

most suitable methods for answering this study’s research questions, given their focus 

and the challenges of working with a hard-to-reach sample.  

 
Interviews – Data Collection and Procedure   
 

A total of 44 interviews were conducted in this research. This consisted of 19 

interviews with imprisoned adult males shortly before their release from prison 

(known as pre-release interviews) and 10 interviews with individuals who had been 

release from prison and returned to the conflict-affected neighbourhoods under study 

(known as post-release interviews). A further 15 interviews were conducted with 

professional staff who were involved in providing rehabilitative services and supports 

in these neighbourhoods during this time. Table 2 (shown below) summarises the total 

interview sample and the means by which interview participants were contacted 

throughout the research. 
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Table 2 - Summary of the total interview sample   

 Pre-

Release 

Interviews  

Post-Release 

Interviews (with 

Pre-Release 

Interview)  

Post-Release 

(without Pre-

Release 

Interview)  

Professional 

Interviews  

Total Number  19 3 7  15 

Contacted Via Northern 

Ireland 

Prison 

Service 

(NIPS), 

Prisoner 

Developme

nt Unit 

(PDU) 

Probation Board 

Northern Ireland 

(PBNI) and 

directly by 

telephone  

PBNI and VCS 

Organisations 

and directly by 

email/telephone  

NIPS, PBNI, NIHE, 

VCS Organisations 

and directly by 

email/telephone  

 
 
Interviews with Individuals Undergoing Reintegration  
 
It was initially hoped that 25 individuals could be interviewed twice, once prior to their 

release from prison (pre-release interview) and once following their release from 

prison (post-release interview), totalling 50 interviews. It was the intention to 

interview the same participants twice so that a detailed account of their preparation 

for, and expectations of, release could be obtained, which could be compared and 

contrasted with the actual lived experiences of the reintegration journey following 

release. However, it did not prove possible to interview the same 25 participants twice 

given that these individuals were a ‘hard-to-reach’ group who experienced chaotic 

lifestyles. As discussed later in chapters 4 and 5, these individuals were adult males 

aged between 18-60 (the majority of whom were in their 20’s) who had experienced 

difficult circumstances that had contributed to issues/needs relating to: 1) challenging 

family lives, 2) problematic school experiences, 3) early engagement with the criminal 

justice system, and 4) issues with drug and substance misuse, as well as mental illness. 

Sadly, the majority of these individuals relayed that they had been victimised by some 
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form of neglect, abuse or trauma in their home environments growing up and presented 

with learning difficulties and problems with coping, problem-solving and 

physical/mental wellbeing. Given these experiences/issues, the majority of the 

individuals had little or no educational attainment, and few had any previous 

experience of meaningful employment. Additionally, almost all of the individuals had 

extensive criminal histories, high numbers of convictions (often reaching above 50) 

and relayed having repeated experiences of imprisonment.  

Instead, 19 pre-release and 10 post-release interviews were conducted, of which only 

3 pre and post-release interviews were conducted with the same individuals. Although 

it was expected that levels of participation in post-release interviews would decrease 

prior to the data collection commencing, given the challenging life circumstances that 

many individuals returned to following prison, recruitment and retention was even 

harder than originally anticipated. For example, on 9 occasions throughout the data 

collection, individuals failed to come to pre-arranged appointments. On numerous 

occasions, individuals also failed to respond to telephone calls and emails. The 

findings of the research suggested that this behaviour and poor levels of engagement 

with rehabilitative services was common among this group of individuals, given their 

multiply occurring complex needs and the chaotic neighbourhood circumstances that 

they experienced during reintegration. Most commonly, these issues appeared to relate 

to substance misuse, mental illness, low motivation, unstable/anti-social behaviour, 

isolation/exclusion and experience of paramilitary threats and attacks, along with a 

range of other issues (discussed in-depth later in chapters 5 and 6). This reduced the 

overall sample size and limited the conclusions that can be drawn from the findings. 

However, such decreased levels of participation and first-hand experiences of 

difficulties involved in engaging with this population brought added insights to the 

data. These experiences shed light on the damaging impact that these complex needs 

and challenging neighbourhood circumstances were having upon these individual’s 

engagement with services and the ability of services to contribute to change among 

this ‘hard- to-reach’ population. Similarly, these experiences helped to re-affirm what 

was being said by the professional participants in the study, who strongly emphasised 

the difficulties involved in engaging with this population, given their complex needs 

and the problems caused by their challenging neighbourhood contexts.  
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Along with this, it was initially hoped that the pre and post-release interviews could 

be carried out 1 month before an individual’s release, and 1 month after their release 

as these are key windows of time in the reintegration process. However, given the 

combination of poor levels of engagement, time constraints of the research, the small 

sample size and the practical difficulties of organising interviews with individuals 

while they were in custody, the timeframes were extended to range from anywhere 

between 1 to 3 months. This change to the original research design did limit the ability 

of the researcher to gain insight into the experiences that individuals were having 

during key periods of reintegration, which in turn limited the depth of the findings and 

the conclusions that could be drawn from the data. Despite this, these changes to the 

timescale allowed the researcher to obtain an account of the participants’ experiences 

of preparation for reintegration and perceptions of how this journey would unfold.  

Potential participants were initially recruited to take part in the pre-release interviews 

via the NIPS using a combination of two methods: liaising with the PDU and 

distributing recruitment posters about the research (combined with a means of 

contacting the researcher to indicate an expression of interest in partaking in the 

research) throughout NIPS. The PDU work with people nearing the end of their 

sentence to help them prepare for release back into the community (NIPS, 2017). As 

such, those working within the PDU were ideally placed to identify participants who 

were nearing the end of their sentence and were potentially eligible to participate in 

the research. In order to be eligible for participation in the study, the following 

inclusion criteria had to be met:  

1. Participants had to be able to give informed consent  

2. Participants had to be male adults2 (i.e. over the age of 18) and English 

speaking  

 

2Adult males are the most suitable sample to be drawn from within the prison estate for this study 
as most offenders in NI and further afield, especially those coming from conflict-affected 
neighbourhoods, tend to be adult males (Maruna et al., 2011; Crone, 2015). Additionally, existing 
desistance literature has tended to focus more on adult males rather than other groups (Shapland et 
al., 2016). However, the exclusive focus on males in this study is a limitation of the research design.   
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3. Participants had to come from and be returning to the conflict-affected 

neighbourhoods that this research was focusing on  

Upon receiving ethical approval from the School of Social Sciences, Education and 

Social Work at Queens University Belfast (QUB), NIPS and PBNI, the researcher 

began personally contacting staff within relevant organisations to identify suitable 

participants for the research. In relation to the pre-release interviews, all of the 

interviews conducted in prison sites adhered to prison security policies and protocols. 

The researcher formally contacted staff working in the PDU, giving them information 

sheets to distribute to potential participants (see Appendix 1). These information sheets 

explained issues such as the nature and purpose of the research, voluntary 

participation, anonymity, confidentiality and the protection of data (see Appendix 1). 

Informative posters were put up in the PDU and throughout the prison service in order 

to help recruit potential participants and make them aware of the purposes and aims of 

the study (see Appendix 5). The researcher met with all potential participants identified 

by the PDU to discuss the project and determine their suitability for inclusion. 

Although the voluntary nature of participation in the research was noted in the 

information sheet, the researcher emphasised this verbally when meeting with 

potential participants, along with the added assurance that the study was independent 

from the NIPS and the CJS more generally. Following this, participants were given a 

short period of time to read this information and respond to the researcher via the PDU. 

As reading and writing difficulties are common amongst those imprisoned (Loucks, 

2007; Northern Ireland Affairs Committee, 2007; Morrisroe, 2014), all written 

material was amended to take this into account. When potential participants agreed to 

take part in the study, a suitable time to conduct the first interview was agreed. In most 

instances, interviews were conducted shortly after this information had been shared 

with them so that their participation in the study remained at the forefront of their 

minds.  

Pre-release interviews were held in secure interview rooms in the PDU offices within 

the prison that the individual was being detained in. These interviews began with 

general inquiries about the participant’s background, what rehabilitative programmes 

they had been engaged in and their views of these programmes. The interviews then 

moved onto to inquire about the extent to which these programmes were helping to 
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prepare them to desist from crime, before moving on to consider the nature of the 

neighbourhood they have come from and were returning to, addressing issues such as 

the participant’s perceptions of how they would be treated by key community members 

upon their return. Next, the discussion focused upon what participants believed to be 

the key roadblocks or positive characteristics of their neighbourhood which may 

help/hinder their desistance process during reintegration, including their perceptions 

regarding the extent to which a legacy of conflict in their neighbourhood may influence 

this process (see Appendix 7).  

During the pre-release interviews, participants were made aware that the research 

involved a second interview upon release from prison before they agreed to participate. 

They were asked if they were willing to give their permission for the researcher to 

contact them regarding this second interview following their release and to provide 

their contact details so that the researcher could contact them on their release. Between 

1 and 3 months of release, the researcher then attempted to conduct a second interview 

with those who took part in the pre-release interviews so that an account of the actual 

lived experience of the desistance process during reintegration could be obtained. If 

participants had returned to custody during this timeframe, they were also asked if they 

were willing to give their permission for the researcher to contact them in prison to 

enquire if they were willing to take part in this second interview.  

Only 3 of the individuals who took part in the pre-release interviews also participated 

in the post-release interviews. In order to compensate for this low retention rate, the 

researcher conducted interviews with 7 individuals who had been released from prison 

between 1 and 3 months previously, who met the study inclusion criteria (outlined 

above) but had not taken part in a pre-release interview. These individuals were 

recruited via staff members in the PBNI and other VCS organisations who participated 

in the professional interviews, given that they were ideally placed to identify 

potentially suitable participants. Snowball sampling was also used in order to 

compensate for the low number of participants taking part in the post-release 

interviews. Snowball sampling involves existing participants recruiting acquaintances 

in order to expand the size of the sample (Sadler et al., 2010). This method is 

particularly useful with hard-to-reach populations, such as those who are leaving 

prison (Sadler et al., 2010; Scott-Jones and Watt, 2010). However, when snowball 
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sampling was used, no more than three individuals drawn from any one source were 

interviewed in order to ensure that the sample did not over-represent one particular 

social network, and as a result, skew the research findings (Sadler et al., 2010).   

In conducting the post-release interviews, the researcher attempted to contact potential 

participants using the contact details they had provided during their pre-release 

interviews, snowball sampling and referrals from professionals working with statutory 

and VCS organisations in the neighbourhoods under study. Like the pre-release 

interviews, the potential participants were given or verbally read the information on 

the information sheet (see Appendix 1) so that they were fully aware of the nature and 

purpose of the research, what their involvement would require and issues regarding 

informed consent, voluntary participation, anonymity, confidentiality and the 

protection of data. If individuals agreed to participate, a meeting was organised. 

Participants were given some options for the location of this interview, which included 

a private room within the School of Social Sciences, Education and Social Work at 

QUB, in an office of one of the nearby statutory or VCS organisations or in another 

safe/private location of their choosing that was deemed suitable by the research 

supervisor3. This allowed the participant to choose which location they felt more 

comfortable in, while protecting both the participant and the researcher by providing 

a secure, safe and comfortable location within which to conduct the interviews, 

ensuring that information was kept private (Edwards and Holland, 2013).  

As in the pre-release interviews, all of the potential participants were given a second 

opportunity to read the information sheet or have it read to them and ask any questions 

they had about the research at the beginning of the post-release interviews (see 

appendix 1). If they were still willing to participate, they were asked to read (or have 

read to them) a consent form, which they were then asked to sign if they voluntarily 

consented to taking part in the research (see Appendix 10). An interview schedule with 

pre-prepared questions was used to guide these interviews (see Appendix 8), with 

 

3 One interviewee requested that their post-release interview be conducted in a private section of 

an empty coffee shop that was located beside the office of an organisation facilitating professional 

interviews in the research.   
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introductory questions being asked at the beginning of the interviews and more open-

ended in-depth questions being asked later on during the interview. The post-release 

interview schedule asked participants about their actual lived experiences of the 

desistance process during reintegration, focusing on how they were being received by 

community members upon their return to their neighbourhood, the barriers and 

enabling factors that shaped their likelihood of desistance as well as their perspectives 

on existing reintegration programmes and the strengths and weaknesses of these 

programmes in addressing neighbourhood-level issues (see Appendix 8).  

Both the pre and post follow up interviews lasted roughly 30 minutes due to the 

structured schedules of the individuals in custody and their lack of motivation to 

engage in lengthy interviews following release. At the end of the interviews, the 

researcher thanked participants for their time and proceeded to ask if they had any 

questions or concerns about their involvement in the study or any of the information 

that had been discussed in the interview. The researcher then gave the participants their 

contact information in case they: 1) wished to discuss any queries that may arise after 

the meeting, 2) wanted to retract a particular piece of information from the study, or 

3) wanted to completely withdraw their contribution to the research. None of the 

participants contacted the researcher following the meetings or withdrew their 

contribution to the research.  

 

Interviews with Professionals 

Fifteen interviews were carried out with professionals who played key roles in 

delivering rehabilitative services and supports within these neighbourhoods, some of 

whom were also involved in the participant observations. Of these interviews, 6 were 

conducted with professionals from statutory organisations, (such as the PBNI, PSNI, 

NIPS and the NIHE), 7 with staff from VCS organisations (including interface project 

workers, floating support workers and youth workers) and 2 with other community 

representatives. Professionals had to meet the following inclusion criteria to be 

considered for participation in these interviews:  

1) Participants must be able to give informed consent 



 66 

2) Participants must have worked with adult males who are returning to these 

neighbourhoods under study upon release from custody for a period of 

more than one year4 

Given this criteria, each of the professionals had notable experiences of working with 

individuals either before they left prison and returned to the neighbourhoods or whilst 

in the neighbourhoods following their release. Indeed, the majority of the professionals 

had worked in a range of different capacities within their organisations during the 

course of their careers that gave them unique insights into the desistance process 

during reintegration and in particular, issues relating to service delivery when working 

with this population. Additionally, 4 of the professionals working within VCS 

organisations had grown up or had lived in the neighbourhoods, giving them added 

insight into life inside the areas which was inherently valuable for the research. 

Importantly, despite their personal religious/political backgrounds and the 

neighbourhoods that they came from or had predominantly worked in, all of the 

professionals emphasised the neutral nature of their work and the services that they 

represented and did not present any strong political/religious dispositions. Instead, all 

of the professionals relayed that their focus lay in providing services that aided 

individuals in different aspects of the reintegration process with the hope of helping 

them to change and desist from crime5.  

These interviews, otherwise known as elite interviews (Harvey, 2011), allowed the 

researcher to obtain the views of professionals regarding whether they believed local 

neighbourhoods may affect the desistance process, if the neighbourhoods’ experiences 

of conflict affected the desistance journey and whether professionals believed that 

existing reintegrative and rehabilitative strategies are able to address the issues 

individuals experience during their return to the neighbourhoods. This in turn created 

 

4 This professional background is required to ensure that those who are interviewed have had 
sufficient experience of working in these neighbourhoods so as to provide the researcher with a 
more in-depth account of the issues those leaving custody are likely to face on their return to these 
neighbourhoods. 

5 It is not possible to give any further details regarding this group of professionals given the 
relatively small size of the neighbourhoods and issues involved with maintaining their anonymity.    
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a more comprehensive account of the research questions being investigated. 

Professionals were purposefully chosen based on their expertise in this area. 

Furthermore, 7 of these interviews were carried out prior to the post-release interviews, 

giving the researcher some insight into key neighbourhood issues that were then asked 

about during the post-release interviews with individuals who were leaving custody 

and returning to these neighbourhoods.  

After receiving the necessary ethical approval from QUB, NIPS and PBNI, the 

researcher began to contact staff within relevant organisations in order to ascertain an 

understanding of which key members of staff and key neighbourhood representatives 

were involved in delivering rehabilitative services and supports in these areas and who 

met the study’s inclusion criteria. Once these individuals were identified, the 

researcher formally contacted them via telephone/email and briefly explained the 

nature and purpose of the research and discussed issues with voluntary participation, 

anonymity, confidentiality and the protection of data. They were also provided with 

an information sheet that outlined this information in more depth (see appendix 2). 

Potential participants were given a short period of time to read through this information 

sheet and respond to the researcher. If potential participants indicated that they were 

willing to take part in the study, a meeting was arranged to conduct the interview. 

Participants were given the option of meeting in a private room within the Social 

Sciences, Education and Social Work at QUB, in their workplace or in another location 

of their choosing that was deemed to be private/safe by the research supervisor. These 

locations helped to ensure that the participants and researcher were safe and 

comfortable, but also that information was kept private.  

Prior to the beginning of the interviews, the researcher reminded participants of the 

nature and purposes of the research and key issues regarding voluntary participation, 

anonymity, confidentiality and the protection of data. They were also given an 

opportunity to re-read the information sheet. If they remained willing to participate 

following this, they were asked to read and sign a consent form indicating their 

willingness to take part in the research. Additionally, with participants’ permission, 

each interview was recorded using a digital Dictaphone to ensure that all of the 

information given by participants was accurately recorded (Fielding and Thomas, 

2008). As with the pre and post-release interviews, these interviews also followed an 
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interview schedule (see Appendix 9). In this interview schedule, participants were 

initially asked about their professional background, before moving on to discuss 

whether they believed the local neighbourhood influenced the desistance process 

during reintegration, if they felt that a legacy of conflict may be affecting this process 

and their views regarding the strengths and limitations of existing rehabilitative 

services and supports in light of these issues.  

In consideration of the schedules/workloads of participants, interviews aimed to last 

no longer than half an hour, unless the participant wished to continue for longer. The 

majority of participants were willing to conduct the interview for longer, with most of 

the interviews lasting between 45 minutes to 1 hour. On completion of the interviews, 

the researcher thanked participants for their time and asked if they had any questions 

or concerns about the information discussed or their involvement in the study. The 

contact information of the researcher was then given to participants so that they could 

contact the researcher if they wished to discuss any queries, wanted to withdraw a 

particular piece of information from inclusion in the study or wanted to completely 

withdraw their contribution to the research. None of these participants contacted the 

researcher about any of these issues nor withdrew their contribution to the research.  

 
Participant Observations – Rationale  
 

Participant observations were carried out alongside interviews to give the researcher a 

broader insight into the physical characteristics of the neighbourhoods under study and 

the lived experiences of those who had returned to these conflict-affected 

neighbourhoods. In addition, these observations helped to inform the development of 

the interview schedules used to conduct the pre and post-release interviews, as well as 

the interviews with professionals. Participant observations involve a researcher 

conducting “close-up, on-the-ground observation of people and institutions in real 

time and space” and during which the researcher “embeds him/herself near (or within) 

the phenomenon so as to detect how and why agents on the scene act, think and feel 

the way they do” (Wacquant, 2003: 5). The aim of this research methodology is to 

become as close to those who are being studied as possible in order to witness first-

hand the natural processes of interaction that occur within their daily circumstances 
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(Goffman, 1989). Using participant observation allowed the researcher to gain a 

greater insight into the ways in which these neighbourhoods appeared to shape the 

desistance process during reintegration through observing: 1) how neighbourhood 

factors may be influencing the occurrence of crime in these neighbourhoods, 2) how a 

legacy of conflict may be influencing the occurrence of crime and opportunities for 

criminal behaviour, 3) what rehabilitative services and supports were available in these 

neighbourhoods, and 4) the extent to which these rehabilitative services and supports 

were designed to help address the potential role neighbourhood factors played in 

contributing to criminality. This in turn provided the opportunity for a more in-depth 

analysis of the research questions than could be obtained through the use of interviews 

alone, which rely on individual accounts of these complex, multi-faceted issues 

(Creswell and Clark, 2011; Punch, 2014). Moreover, this method of observation gave 

the researcher the opportunity to participate in conversations to build rapport with 

professionals so as to improve the likelihood that they would feel comfortable around 

the researcher, increasing the chances of the researcher observing authentic practice 

(Bryman, 2012).  

Although it would have been ideal for the researcher to directly observe the journey of 

those who were leaving custody and returning to these neighbourhoods, a range of 

serious ethical concerns made this option unsuitable for this research project (Yates, 

2004; Goode, 2015). For example, in light of the high rates of re-offending amongst 

those leaving custody within a year of release in NI (DOJNI, 2011; Duncan, 2014), 

the researcher would have been placing themselves at a high risk of witnessing or 

being involved in criminal activity, potentially being accused as a co-conspirator of an 

offence. In addition, conducting this kind of direct observation may have placed the 

participant at risk of harm from others they associate with, who may have been 

opposed to having their interaction with participants observed. For example, those 

associating with the individuals may have been involved in criminal or paramilitary 

activity, especially given higher levels of these activities in the neighbourhoods under 

study. As a result, these associates may have reacted badly to inquiries made about 

this activity during the research, increasing the threat to the safety of the participant 

and indeed the researcher. Recruiting participants and acquiring ethical approval 

would also have been difficult given that individuals would have had to forfeit key 

aspects of their right to privacy for the purposes of the study. For these reasons, the 
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following kinds of participant observations were conducted: 1) observations of 

meetings that probation officers had with individuals returning to the neighbourhoods, 

2) observations of the physical characteristics of the neighbourhoods, and 3) 

observations of key neighbourhood events often associated with anti-social and 

criminal behaviour e.g. parades, bonfires etc..  

Importantly, each of these different types of observations helped to address the 

questions of this study. Firstly, the observations of meetings that probation officers 

had with individuals returning to the neighbourhoods allowed the researcher to gather 

more detailed information regarding the challenges that individuals were facing as they 

returned to these neighbourhoods. On top of this, these observations helped the 

researcher to investigate the extent to which existing rehabilitative services and 

supports were helping individuals to overcome these challenges and desist from crime. 

Secondly, observations were conducted of the physical characteristics in the 

neighbourhoods that individuals were returning to in order to give the researcher more 

insight into the aspects of these neighbourhoods that may have been influencing their 

likelihood of re-offending during their reintegration. These included critical 

observations of neighbourhood characteristics, such as urban space/design, economic 

infrastructure and housing conditions, which have previously been shown to impact 

upon crime and antisocial behaviour (Pullan and Baillie, 2013; Cunningham, 2014). 

Lastly, the observations of key community events, such as parades and bonfires that 

are associated with anti-social and criminal behaviour, were conducted in order to help 

the researcher gain more insight into the particular legacy-related issues that may have 

been shaping an individual’s likelihood of desisting from crime during reintegration.   

Although these different observations comprised a useful means of answering the key 

research questions of this study, participant observations, like any research method, 

carry a range of potential limitations that must be acknowledged and addressed 

(Sanjek, 2013; Punch, 2014). The main overall limitation of participant observations 

relates to the generalisability of the research findings emerging from the use of this 

method. Despite allowing for a deeper analysis of individual experiences of desistance 

during reintegration (discussed in more detail later), the small sample size usually 

associated with participant observation makes it difficult to generalise the research 
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findings (Bryman, 2012). As a result, this limitation should be borne in mind when 

considering the conclusions drawn from the data.  

In relation to the observations of the meetings with probation staff, the main limitation 

related to the more limited insight that they provided. In these observations, the 

researcher could only gain insight into the interactions that the individuals were having 

with staff and their accounts of the reintegration process, rather than first-hand 

experiences of what actually occurred in the neighbourhoods during reintegration. This 

undoubtedly limited the level of insight that the researcher could obtain. However, it 

was for this reason that general observations of the neighbourhoods were conducted 

given that they allowed the researcher to gain more direct insights into how key 

neighbourhood characteristics and cultural events may have been affecting the 

desistance process during reintegration. Additionally, it can be the case that 

researchers struggle to establish high-quality relationships with professionals who are 

under study, affecting the likelihood of the participant acting in the same way that they 

would when they are not under observation (Scott-Jones and Watt, 2010). In an effort 

to address this potential limitation, the researcher met with professional participants 

prior to conducting the observations so that the researcher could be open about who 

they were, the nature of the research, the research questions of the study and what 

involvement in the study entailed, so as to begin to build rapport and trust. Prior to the 

observations, the researcher also met with individuals who were working with the 

probation officer during their reintegration and made them aware of what their 

involvement would entail and the fact that the researcher would simply be observing 

a normal appointment that they were having with their probation officer to help ensure 

that these individuals behaved in the way that they usually would. Although these 

considerations could be made with the probation officers and individuals who were 

working with them during their reintegration, the researcher did not have the same 

opportunity to build rapport and trust with those ordinary members of public in the 

neighbourhoods who were observed during the broader observations of the 

neighbourhoods. This may have negatively impacted upon the likelihood of these 

individuals acting in the same way as they would when they are not under study, 

comprising a further limitation of this method.  
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Moreover, the researcher attempted to guard against becoming so close with 

participants that they lost an objective focus on the study (Jorgensen, 1987). By 

maintaining high-levels of professionalism, regularly reflecting upon the fieldwork 

with the research supervisors and by documenting the nuances of the fieldwork process 

in a daily research journal, the researcher attempted to maintain high levels of 

objectivity that more accurately represented the reality under study (Sanger, 2003; 

O’Reilly, 2012). The researcher also sought to minimise the impact that their pre-

conceptions about the social world under observation may have had on the study 

(LeCompte and Goetz, 1982). Indeed, Whitehead (2005) and Fetterman (2010) argue 

that researcher bias will undoubtedly affect every part of the research process to some 

degree. Due to this, the following considerations were made. Prior to conducting the 

participant observations, the researcher documented their pre-conceived opinions that 

they had regarding the research topic in a research journal (Ortlipp, 2008). This made 

the researcher aware of their pre-conceptions which helped them to engage with people 

with a more neutral mind-set, especially when informally discussing conflict-related 

issues or potentially sensitive narratives of the past. This was then critically reflected 

upon by the researcher throughout the fieldwork and data analysis so that they were 

aware of the potential ways in which these opinions may be affecting each stage of the 

research (Fetterman, 2010). Furthermore, throughout data collection the researcher 

documented the potential impact that their assumed background had on the nature and 

quality of their interactions with participants. This was important as the informal 

markers that individuals in NI use to ascertain an understanding of the person’s 

religious and political identity can affect the information discussed (Finlay, 1999). In 

addition, in instances where the researcher felt that participants were modifying their 

behaviour due to being under observation, the researcher treated this information as 

being valuable to the study, illuminating issues such as how participants sought to be 

perceived and what they thought was important for an outsider to know, potentially 

providing a deeper, more accurate account of the research topic (Monahan and Fisher, 

2010).  

Despite the limitations associated with the use of participant observations as a research 

method, participant observations were still the most suitable method to answer this 

study’s research questions given that they provided the researcher with the opportunity 

to: 1) gain some insight into the way in which key characteristics of the 
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neighbourhoods may affect the desistance process, 2) gather more insight into the 

neighbourhood challenges that individuals face during reintegration, 3) witness first-

hand the way in which individuals interacted with rehabilitative services and supports 

and the extent to which these services and supports could cater for these challenges 

and meet their needs, as well as 4) compare and contrast what was being discussed in 

the interviews with the participant observations to see whether any differences 

emerged between what people said in the interviews and how people appeared to act 

in these neighbourhoods.   

 
Participant Observations - Data Collection and Procedure  
 

Overall, approximately 60 hours of observations were conducted, consisting of 

approximately 4 hours of observations of meetings with probation officers, and 56 

hours of neighbourhood observations. Below is a table summarising the total sample 

of participant observations in the research and the content observed.  

Table 3 - Summary of the total participant observation sample  

 Professional 

Observations   

Neighbourhood 

Observations   

Observations of Key 

Neighbourhood Events  

Number of Hours  4 30 26 

Content Observed   The meetings that 

probation had with 

individuals who 

were accessing 

rehabilitative 

supports during 

their release from 

prison    

Socio-economic 

conditions, housing 

conditions, physical 

layout, urban design, 

visible 

norms/behaviour 

Key cultural events such 

as parades and bonfires, 

and interactions between 

groups, particular those 

relating to sectarian 

behaviour and public 

disorder/rioting 

 
 
Observations of Meetings with Probation Officers  
 

Three observations were carried out with probation officers who were working with 

individuals returning to the conflict-affected neighbourhoods under investigation in 
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this research. Initially, it had been hoped that the researcher could follow two probation 

officers and two VCS professionals working in the neighbourhoods under study. 

However, the professionals felt that that they could not have facilitated such intensive 

observations given the significant workloads of staff, the sensitive nature of their work, 

the nature of their relationships with their clients and the practical challenges 

associated with working with this group of individuals. Despite this, probation officers 

felt that they could facilitate observations of the initial meetings that they have with 

individuals who are returning to the conflict-affected neighbourhoods following their 

release from prison. Probation officers also felt that this would increase levels of 

participation given that some of the individuals returning to the neighbourhoods have 

a legal obligation to meet with them, which was not always the case with VCS 

organisations. As such, these observations were only conducted with probation 

officers and involved observing the initial meetings in which the rehabilitative services 

and supports and needs of the individuals returning to these areas was assessed and a 

plan developed to help support them desist from crime.  

The majority of observations of meetings with probation officers were carried out in 

conjunction with the pre-release interviews. These observations allowed the researcher 

to gain valuable insights into the role of that these neighbourhoods may be playing in 

the desistance process of those who had recently been released from custody. 

Additionally, these observations and the insights gained from them were used to 

inform the questions asked during the post-release interviews. It is conceded that in 

only being able to conduct observations with probation officers, the insights gained 

from these observations are limited and may not reflect the engagement of individuals 

with rehabilitative services and supports provided by those outside of the PBNI, such 

as the VCS. Despite the fact that PBNI has become well-established in the 

neighbourhoods since the end of the conflict in NI (Shirlow at al., 2005), a number of 

individuals returning to the neighbourhoods are unwilling to avail of their help given 

a legacy of distrust of statutory organisations arising from the conflict. However, this 

shortcoming was addressed by the post-release interviews and interviews with other 

professionals beyond the PBNI, given that they provided insight into the experiences 

of individuals who engaged with other rehabilitative supports and services, 

particularly those in the VCS who do not carry the same legacy of distrust. These 

experiences were inherently valuable for the study and were triangulated against the 
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interview data and observations of participants, thereby allowing for a more critical 

exploration of the research questions (Flick, 2004; Punch, 2014).  

In order to conduct the observations of these initial meetings with probation officers, 

the researcher contacted key gatekeepers within the organisation following the gaining 

of ethical approval to conduct the research. Meetings were then arranged with the 

gatekeepers to discuss the purpose and nature of the research, what was involved in 

facilitating the observations and other key issues relating to informed consent 

voluntary participation and anonymity and confidentiality. Following these meetings, 

the gatekeepers identified probation officers who fulfilled the inclusion criteria for 

participation in the study (detailed on pg. 62). The researcher contacted these probation 

officers via email/telephone and gave them a study information sheet to read about the 

research (see appendix 3).  

If the probation officers gave their consent to facilitate an observation of their meetings 

with individuals returning to the neighbourhoods, the probation officer then identified 

individuals who were suitable to take part in observations. Probation officers then 

agreed to initially contact individuals and help recruit them to the study. To do so, the 

researcher provided the probation officer with an information sheet to distribute to 

these potential participants which detailed the purposes and nature of the research, 

what observations would require of them and emphasised other key issues such as 

voluntary participation, anonymity and confidentiality. In addition, posters containing 

details about the purposes, aims and requirements of the research were also created 

and put up within the offices that probation officers were working in, detailing the 

researchers contact details in each of the locations where the observations were taking 

place, helping to inform participants of the research (see Appendix 6). 

If potential participants reported to the probation officer that they were 

willing/interested in taking part in the research, the researcher organised an initial 

meeting with the probation officer and the individual. All of the meetings took place 

in an interview room within PBNI offices that were private and secure. In these 

meetings, the researcher introduced themselves to these individuals who expressed an 

interested in participating in the observations, explained the background to the 

research and emphasised matters of anonymity, confidentiality and the voluntary 

nature of the research. The researcher also gave these individuals an information sheet 
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to read which detailed all of this information (see Appendix 4). If the individuals 

agreed to participate, a date for the observation was agreed. At the beginning of the 

observation, the researcher reminded participants of what had been discussed in the 

previous meeting and obtained verbal permission from them to observe the meeting. 

Participants were also reminded that their participation was voluntary and that they 

could stop the observation at any time or remove themselves from the study.  

During the observations, the researcher made handwritten notes that detailed the 

proceedings and the information discussed. In the meetings, probation officers asked 

questions regarding a broad range of issues, such as the individual’s general profile, 

offending history, experiences of prison, engagement with rehabilitative services and 

supports both in prison and in the community, their activities and experiences since 

release and the challenges that they were experiencing. This gave the researcher insight 

into the rehabilitative experiences of these individuals and the obstacles that they were 

facing. On completion of the observations, the researcher thanked the individuals for 

their time and again asked if they had any questions or concerns about the research or 

their involvement in the study. The researcher then gave the individuals their contact 

information, in case they decided that they wanted to retract particular pieces of 

information from the research, withdraw from the study completely or ask any further 

questions about the study. None of the participants contacted the researcher following 

the meetings.   

 
Neighbourhood Observations   
 

Thirty hours of observations of neighbourhood observations were conducted 

throughout the data collection. These observations were evenly distributed across the 

neighbourhoods involved in the study, with 15 hours being conducted in Mursdon and 

15 hours conducted in Tillsbury. In these observations, the socio-economic conditions, 

housing conditions, physical layout, urban design and visible norms/behaviour were 

focused on.  

As the researcher did not have direct access to the lived experiences of those leaving 

custody, these observations gave the researcher a means of gaining some first-hand 

experience of the conditions in the neighbourhoods that individuals were returning to. 
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This allowed the researcher to better understand life inside the neighbourhoods and 

how key facets of the neighbourhoods that were being raised in interviews and 

professional observations may have been affecting anti-social/offending behaviour 

during reintegration. Similarly, the data obtained from these observations was used to 

inform the questions asked during interviews throughout the data collection, helping 

the researcher to focus on the aspects of neighbourhoods that appeared to be having 

the most effect on (re)offending.   

After receiving ethical approval from QUB, the researcher created an observation 

schedule and began to visit each neighbourhood under investigation in the study. 

During these observations, the researcher made detailed handwritten notes detailing 

visible features of the neighbourhoods such as their socio-economic conditions, the 

physical layout and urban design of the neighbourhoods and visible norms/behaviour 

of people in them. This gave the researcher first-hand experiences of life inside the 

neighbourhoods and the way in which these key facets may have affected anti-

social/offending behaviour during an individual’s reintegration. Given that these 

aspects of the neighbourhoods and those observed in the neighbourhoods during these 

observations were conducting their activities in public spaces, it was not deemed 

necessary to obtain their informed consent to record these observations. However, in 

instances where those under observation enquired about the researcher’s activities, the 

researcher was open and honest about who they were and the purpose and nature of 

the research, as well as other issues regarding anonymity and confidentiality.  

 

Observations of Key Neighbourhood Events  

As well as this, 24 hours of observations of key events in the neighbourhoods were 

conducted during the research. As with the neighbourhood observations, these were 

evenly distributed across the neighbourhoods involved in the study, with 12 hours 

being conducted in Mursdon and 12 hours conducted in Tillsbury. These observations 

lasted for approximately 2 hours and focused specifically on the visible 

norms/behaviour of individuals and different groups at these key neighbourhood 

events that are strongly associated with higher levels of sectarian activity and public 

disorder/rioting, such as bonfires and parades.  



 78 

Given that the researcher could not directly follow individuals as they returned to the 

neighbourhoods during reintegration, these observations allowed the researcher to gain 

some understanding of the way in which conflict-related factors in the neighbourhoods 

may have affected anti-social and criminal behaviour in these neighbourhoods and 

potentially affect an individual’s likelihood of re-offending. As with the 

neighbourhood observations, the data that was gathered from these observations 

subsequently informed interview questions, allowing the researcher to better 

understand how conflict-related factors may have been shaping the desistance process 

among these individuals.   

After ethical approval was granted by QUB, a schedule of key events in the 

neighbourhoods was created by the researcher to guide these observations.  

Handwritten notes were made by the researcher during the events in the 

neighbourhoods, which focused particularly on levels of sectarian and anti-

social/criminal behaviour and the interactions that took place between individuals and 

different groups. Like the neighbourhood observations, it was not deemed necessary 

to obtain informed consent when conducting these observations as individuals 

attending these events were carrying out their activities in public spaces and knew they 

risked being observed by others. However, as in the neighbourhood observations, the 

researcher was open and honest about their identity, the purpose and nature of the 

research and issues such as those relating to confidentiality and anonymity when the 

researcher was asked about their activity by those attending these events.  

 
Media Analysis – Rationale  
 

Lastly, media analysis was another research methodology employed to answer the 

study’s research questions. As the focus of this research related to the ways in which 

neighbourhoods, and a legacy of conflict, may affect the desistance process during 

reintegration, it was important that the researcher could ascertain an understanding of 

the types of environmental issues that could potentially affect this process. In 

particular, this related to the prevalence of different types of crime in the 

neighbourhoods and wider socio-economic conditions that have been shown to have a 

direct correlation with crime and re-offending behaviour, including deprivation, drug 
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and substance misuse and gang-related activity (Sampson and Morenoff, 1997; Kubrin 

and Stewart, 2006; Abrams and Terry, 2017). However, due to a number of practical 

and ethical issues associated with gaining access to individuals participating in these 

events in the neighbourhoods and/or observing this activity, media analysis was used. 

As with the interviews, the media analysis afforded the researcher another means of 

gaining a broader understanding of the prevalence of this behaviour as reported in the 

media and the potential ways in which it may have been affecting the desistance 

process for those returning to these neighbourhoods (Altheide and Schneider, 2013).  

In particular, the media analysis afforded the researcher the opportunity to gain a better 

insight into the way in which paramilitary-related activity may have been affecting an 

individual’s opportunity to desist from crime, when attempting to reintegrate into the 

neighbourhoods. Indeed, during the creation of the literature review of this study, it 

became apparent that there were high levels of paramilitary activity and violence in 

these neighbourhoods and that this activity can have a significant impact upon 

individual’s involvement in anti-social/criminal behaviour, especially among younger 

people (Shirlow et al., 2005; Jarman, 2012; PSNI, 2013, 2015; Home Office, 2016). 

However, as the researcher was not from the neighbourhoods nor had any connection 

to these organisations, gaining access to these groups and their activities would have 

been extremely difficult. This, along with the ethical dilemmas posed by directly 

observing this activity, meant that the researcher could not directly observe this 

behaviour. Therefore, the media analysis gave the researcher a means of ascertaining 

a broader understanding of the nature of paramilitary activity in the neighbourhoods 

under study and the potential ways in which it may be affecting the desistance process 

during reintegration.    

Additionally, the media analysis allowed the researcher to gain some insights into how 

the media were reporting that residents in the neighbourhoods were responding to 

these issues (Altheide, 1996). This provided the researcher with a greater 

understanding of the key social/cultural norms and values in the neighbourhoods that 

appeared to be informing the way in which neighbourhood residents viewed crime and 

paramilitary activity, as well as those involved in these behaviours. Further to this, the 

insights gained via the media analysis were used to inform the questions asked in the 
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interviews, allowing the researcher to inquire about the way in which issues presented 

in the news articles may have been impacting on the desistance process.  

As with the other methods, the use of media analysis is associated with a number of 

limitations. For example, it has been suggested that media analysis can be open to the 

interpretation of the researcher and that the subsequent inferences made from it can be 

too reaching (Altheide and Schneider, 2013). Importantly, it must be noted that the 

media analysis was not used to draw any major inferences from the data. Instead, the 

data obtained served as another representation of particular trends and views which, 

when triangulated with the participant observations and interviews, helped to re-affirm 

and disprove some of the issues that were emerging from the interviews and the 

observations. As such, deeper questions regarding the content of the articles were not 

considered, such as the motivation of the news publisher, the phrasing of words and 

the messages attempting to be conveyed. Further, unless the media analysis is carried 

out in a systematic format, it may be open to allegations of researcher bias and the 

drawing of inaccurate inferences from the data. Despite these limitations, media 

analysis was still used as one of the methods to answer the research questions of this 

study, as well as overcome the practical and ethical issues associated with trying to 

obtain an understanding of the criminal and paramilitary activity going on in these 

neighbourhoods.  

The media analysis was conducted throughout the 12-month period of data collection. 

In total, 135 articles were documented and reviewed. These articles were drawn from 

BBC News NI, the Belfast Telegraph and the Irish News given that they are three of 

the largest news bodies in NI that report most regularly on key issues and events in the 

neighbourhoods under study (Ofcom, 2016). Three news bodies were reviewed in 

order to counteract any inherent journalistic bias that each news organisation had 

(McNair, 2009). Indeed, each of the three bodies lean towards different political 

perspectives, with the BBC being associated with a conservative Unionist persuasion 

(Davies, 2017), the Irish News generally being of Nationalist persuasion, and the 

Belfast Telegraph maintaining a more neutral political persuasion as of recent years 

(Wilson, 2018). Reviewing three news bodies also helped to validate or critique the 

claims being made about the events reported on. In this respect, many of the stories 
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were validated as a high proportion were reported on by all 3 of the news sources who 

recorded similar events/occurrences in the neighbourhoods.  

Only articles that reported on instances of, or responses to the following events 

occurring in the neighbourhoods under study were included in the media analysis: 1) 

severe types of crime (i.e. theft, assault, murder, joyriding, drug dealing), 2) public 

disorder, and 3) paramilitary threats, attacks and security-related incidents, were 

documented given that these issues were the most relevant to the research questions. 

Of the 135 articles collated and reviewed, 28 reported on events occurring in Mursdon, 

100 reported on events in Tillsbury and the remaining 7 documented responses of 

statutory organisations and key community representatives in both areas. More 

specifically, 72 articles related to severe types of crime, 7 to public disorder and 56 on 

instances of paramilitary threats, attacks and security related incidents. Table 4 (shown 

below) summarises the total number of articles reviewed across each of the three news 

sites, along with the focus of the content in the articles.  

Table 4 - Summary of the articles collated and reviewed in media analysis 

 All News 

Sites 

BBC News  Irish News  Belfast 

Telegraph  

Total Number of Articles  135  49 31 55 

Severe Instances of Crime  72 21 24 27 

Public Disorder  7 2 2 3 

Paramilitary Threats, 

Attacks and Security-

Related Incidents  

56 26 5 25 

 

Searches were conducted in the public archives of each of the news sites. Key search 

terms were used in order to identify relevant articles for inclusion in the media 

analysis. These search terms included terms such as “paramilitary attack”, “security 

situation”, “rioting” and “anti-social behaviour” beginning in January 2016 and ending 

in December 2016.  
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Research Design Limitations 

Apart from the limitations of the research design already noted throughout this chapter, 

there a number of other limitations associated with the research design. The first stems 

from the conceptualisation of desistance that is used in this research. As already 

discussed in the previous chapter, this research considers desistance as being the 

change process that is occurring among individuals with an offending background. 

With this in mind, this research adopted a sociological lens that focused on the broader 

ways in which neighbourhoods and a legacy of conflict may affect the change process 

among individuals during reintegration. Although this was appropriate given the key 

research questions of this study, this means that the research does not primarily 

document whether or not individuals were offending during reintegration. This also 

means that the research does not differentiate between participants at different points 

in their offending ‘careers’ at this time, thereby comprising a limitation of the research 

design.   

Additionally, it is conceded that the findings of this research are limited to explaining 

the role of neighbourhoods in the desistance process during reintegration among 

individuals with a prolific background. Therefore, the findings cannot be viewed as 

being generalisable across the ‘ordinary’ offender population. Similarly, as the sample 

for the interviews for those undergoing reintegration was only comprised of adult 

males, the findings of this study cannot be seen to represent the desistance journeys of 

those who are young, female or even elderly individuals reintegrating into these 

neighbourhoods as these individuals often have very different experiences of 

incarceration and reintegration in comparison with adult males (All Party 

Parliamentary Group for Children, 2010; Davies, 2011; The Scottish Government, 

2011; Prison Reform Trust, 2012).  

Moreover, due to the relatively small total sample size and the legacy of conflict that 

has uniquely shaped neighbourhoods under study, the findings are limited in terms of 

their generalisability to other neighbourhoods in other jurisdictions. However, this 

sample did allow for a deeper study of the research questions as more detailed 

observations were taken and analysed of the experiences and opinions of those 

undergoing the desistance process during reintegration, the staff working within the 
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organisations and key members of the neighbourhoods that are involved in this 

process. Nevertheless, despite these limitations, the study still makes an original 

theoretical contribution to our understanding of this area by providing an in-depth 

analysis of the experiences and perspectives of those returning to these conflict-

affected neighbourhoods following custody and the insights given by key 

professionals and community members involved in this process.  

 
Data Analysis  
 
Rationale  

All of the audio recordings from the interviews and notes taken during the observations 

were transcribed verbatim by the researcher which helped the researcher gain a greater 

understanding of the data and contributed to a more detailed and accurate analysis 

(Halcomb and Davidson, 2006). None of the data was analysed until all of the data 

collection was completed and all of the data was transcribed. Once this was done, all 

of the data gathered from the interviews, observations and media analysis was entered 

into a software programme named NVivo, which is frequently used to analyse 

qualitative data (Bazeley and Jackson, 2013). Following this, the researcher went on 

to conduct thematic analysis given that it was the most suitable method of data analysis 

for the research questions of this study (Guest et al., 2011). Thematic analysis was also 

used given that the key research questions of this study aimed to illuminate the 

viewpoints and experiences of those in the sample, rather than addressing underlying 

issues, such as how their views are created, which is common in constructionist and 

contextualist approaches (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Moreover, thematic analysis was 

used given that it is often suited to desistance research, which tends to focus on how 

particular issues and experiences may affect desistance process. As a result, this 

method of analysing qualitative data has often been used in other research projects 

examining desistance (see Best et al., 2008; King, 2013; Carlsson, 2013; Farmer et al., 

2015). Furthermore, thematic data analysis has been viewed as the most suitable 

method of analysis for small-scale projects that aim to establish seemingly unknown 

perspectives on under-researched areas (Ritchie et al., 2013), such as the role of 

conflict-affected neighbourhoods in the reintegration of those leaving custody. 
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The dominant criticism of using thematic analysis centres upon the impact of the 

researcher’s subjective lens (Bryman, 2012). As there is considerable flexibility in 

theme selection, the researcher’s subjective viewpoints may affect what themes will 

be selected, comprising a limitation of the data analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006). In 

order to combat this, the researcher operated with high levels of reflexivity and self-

scrutiny during the interpretation of data, employing checking processes that 

constantly reviewed the conclusions made and ensuring that they accurately reflected 

the data (Pyett, 2003; Ritchie et al., 2013). In addition, an independent rater checked 

the coding and produced an acceptable inter-rater reliability figure of 84%, further 

ensuring that the codes that had been created accurately reflect the data set. This 

reduced the chances of information being selected in order to re-enforce previously 

established ideas.  

 

Process of Data Analysis  

After all of the data was transcribed, 4 separate datasets were created that contained 

the 4 samples that were drawn from: pre-release interviews, post-release interviews, 

professional interviews and observational data. Using an inductive approach, themes 

were drawn from the data in each of the datasets on basis of their importance for the 

overall research questions (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2011). The data was initially 

coded into broad themes that were selected based on their relevance to the questions 

of this research study and the issues identified in the literature review of this project. 

Once this had been completed, sub-themes were then created which focused on more 

specific issues within these broader themes. Following this, all of the coded data was 

entered into one integrated dataset where the same process of thematic analysis was 

conducted, seeing the creation of broad themes and sub-themes. During this process, 

the researcher triangulated the data by reviewing and comparing the different data sets 

that were taken from the interviews, observations and media analysis, resulting in the 

creation of more refined/holistic themes and a more detailed thematic account overall.  

 

Ethical Issues  

A number of ethical considerations were involved in conducting this research. These 

ethical issues included: informed consent and voluntary participation; anonymity and 
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confidentiality; distress; and data protection. These issues and how they were 

addressed are discussed below.  

 

Informed Consent and Voluntary Participation  

Prior to agreeing to participate in the interviews, potential participants were given time 

to read an information sheet and a consent form outlining the aims and objectives of 

the research and what participation would involve. During this period, potential 

participants were also given the opportunity to ask any questions which they may have 

had about the study and participation in the study. For those participants who had 

literacy-related issues, the researcher/gatekeeper read this information to them. This 

ensured that interview participants were fully aware of the research purposes, its aims 

and the voluntary nature of the research before agreeing to take part. This information 

assured interview participants that they were not obliged to participate in the research 

and that their involvement was completely voluntary. Additionally, this information 

emphasised that their involvement in the study was anonymous, and any data obtained 

would be kept strictly confidential, except in instances where staff malpractice, serious 

harm to oneself or others, as well as serious criminal activity had become known to 

the researcher. In these instances, the researcher was obliged to report this information 

initially to the project supervisors and then a relevant authority. All potential 

participants were aware of the limited nature of anonymity and confidentiality 

involved in this project before agreeing to participate and they were reminded of this 

prior to beginning each interview. 

In addition, only those who met the study’s inclusion criteria (previously discussed on 

pages 58 & 62) were recruited to participate in the interviews, while nobody who was 

deemed to be unable to give informed consent, such as individuals experiencing acute 

mental health illnesses or high levels of personal distress, were approached about 

taking part in the interviews. Before participating in the interviews, participants were 

also asked if they were willing to allow the researcher to record the interviews to 

ensure that the researcher collected an accurate account of their perspectives. In cases 

where participants were not happy for their interview to be recorded, detailed notes of 

their responses were taken. On 6 occasions, interviews refused to allow their 

interviews to be digitally recorded so detailed notes were taken instead.  
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During the process of gaining ethical approval, it was not deemed necessary to obtain 

informed consent from those members of the general public who were under 

observation within the public spaces in the conflict-affected neighbourhoods during 

the neighbourhood observations and observations of key neighbourhood events 

(Murphy and Dingwall, 2007). However, it was deemed necessary to obtain informed 

consent from those under observation in the meetings with probation officers. In order 

to gain informed consent from those involved in these observations, the researcher 

took the following steps. The researcher met with probation officers and their clients 

to explain the purpose of the research to them, why the research was being conducted, 

what participation in the research would involve and to talk through the study 

information sheets and consent forms with them (see Appendix 3). The information 

sheet outlined that all information would be kept confidential and anonymous, except 

in instances where staff malpractice, serious harm to oneself, serious harm to another 

or serious criminal activity become known to the researcher. The researcher explained 

these restrictions on confidentiality and anonymity before they decided if they wanted 

to participate or not. Additionally, the researcher assured potential participants that 

their participation was completely voluntary and that they could refuse to take part, 

stop the observation at any point or withdraw themselves from the study at a later date. 

If they were willing to participate in the observations, their informed consent was then 

obtained (see Appendix 10). In this way, the researcher was able to obtain their 

informed consent for conducting the observations of probation officer meetings.  

 

Anonymity and Confidentiality  

Prior to the interviews and observations, the researcher assured participants that their 

contribution would be anonymous, and any information obtained would be kept 

strictly confidential, except in instances where staff malpractice, serious harm to 

oneself, serious harm to another or serious criminal activity become known to the 

researcher. Participants were also warned that while every effort would be made to 

ensure confidentiality and anonymity (except in the circumstances already outlined), 

individuals may still attempt to guess the identify of participants and therefore the 

researcher could not guarantee complete confidentiality and anonymity. This was 

especially the case due to the fact that in NI there is a relatively limited number of 
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individuals who fit the criteria for participation in the research and individuals working 

or living in these areas may attempt to guess the identities of participants’, despite 

efforts to anonymise the data and exclude personally identifying information. Statistics 

indicate that of the 1,800-total population of male prisoners in NI, roughly 236 

individuals come from those neighbourhoods that could be considered as being 

conflict-affected for the purposes of this research (Maruna et al., 2011; Crone, 2015).  

The researcher explained these restrictions on confidentiality and anonymity to all 

potential participants before they decided to give their informed consent to participate 

and the limitations to confidentiality and anonymity were cleared explained in the 

study information sheets and consent forms (see appendices 1-3). For all of these 

reasons, it was not possible to guarantee total confidentiality and anonymity despite 

all of the data being anonymised and any factual information that might identify 

participants being disguised. This involved giving alias names to the two broad areas 

that house the neighbourhoods under study and anonymising the names of particular 

people/neighbourhoods/places/organisations in the transcription and write-up of the 

research. A software programme named AxCrypt was also used to encrypt all of the 

electronic data for added assurance of confidentiality and anonymity and data 

protection (discussed later in this section).  

 

Distress 

Due to the nature of the study’s research questions, it was acknowledged that 

participants may become distressed during the data collection. To minimise the 

possible distress that participants may experience, the researcher ensured that 

participants were fully aware of the nature and purpose of the study, what their 

participation would require, as well as what types of questions would be asked prior 

to deciding whether or not they wanted to take part in this research. Potential 

participants were also reminded that their participation was voluntary and that they 

could stop the interviews or observations at any time, refuse to answer a questions or 

completely withdraw their contribution to the study, at any stage with no negative 

consequences for them or their dealings with criminal justice professionals. During the 

recruitment of potential participants, individuals were also advised that if they believe 
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they are likely to become distressed by the material being discussed, they should not 

participate in the research.  

If participants agreed to take part in the research, the researcher actively monitored 

their body language and their responses to questions for possible signs of distress. If 

participants showed any signs of distress, the researcher planned to follow the distress 

protocol outlined in Appendix 11. In these instances, the researcher planned to ask 

participants what thoughts/feelings they were having and if they wished to take a break 

or stop the interview/observation. If participants still wished to continue the 

interview/observation, the researcher would remind participants of the support 

available to them at the end of the interview/observation and would continue asking 

questions/observing events. However, if participants wanted to take a break, the 

researcher would allow for this and would then: 1) ask participants if they wished to 

continue, 2) end the meeting entirely or 3) reschedule the meeting to alternative date. 

If participants wanted to end the interview or observation, the researcher planned to 

gain informed consent from the participant to contact a relevant professional to offer 

them extra assistance or support. On completion of the interviews and observations, a 

list of available support services was also given to all participants. Furthermore, 

participants were given the researcher’s contact information and were reminded that 

they could ask any questions that they might have, withdraw a particular piece of 

information from the study or withdraw their entire involvement from the research at 

any stage, without negative consequences, should they wish to do so. Although these 

considerations were made, none of the participants became distressed during the 

course of the research and no-one contacted the researcher to withdraw from the study.  

 

Data Protection  

Prior to the data collection, participants involved in the interviews and observations of 

meetings with probation officers were fully informed about how their data would be 

stored and used before consenting to participate given that this was outlined in the 

information sheet and was explained by the researcher at the beginning of each 

meeting. As already noted, participants involved in the neighbourhood observations 

and observations of neighbourhood events did not have to be informed of these issues 

given that it was deemed unnecessary to gain their consent to participate as they were 
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being observed in public. All of the data was stored in accordance with QUB General 

Data Protection Regulations. This meant that all of the hard data was saved in a locked 

filing cabinet that only the researcher had access to, while any electronic data was 

saved on a locked digital file on the QUB Q-Drive, requiring a password to ensure that 

it is only accessible by the researcher and project supervisors, ensuring confidentiality 

and anonymity for participants. All of the collected data was encrypted (as previously 

mentioned) and stored in a location that only the researcher and supervisory team had 

access to. On completion of the research project, the electronic recordings and hard 

copies of the data will be stored securely for 5 years and will then be destroyed by 

QUB, further ensuring confidentiality and anonymity.  

 
Reflective Considerations  
 

As this study drew its sample from members of PUL and CNR neighbourhoods in NI 

that not only have a long history of conflict with one another, but which are also 

multiply disadvantaged (Mesev et al., 2009; Rolston, 2011), key aspects of my 

personal background and cultural opinions and/or beliefs needed to be critically 

considered as a potential hindrance to engagement with participants and a possible 

source of research bias when interpreting the results. Indeed, the neighbourhood that I 

come and my own life experiences from are very different to those of the individuals 

and neighbourhoods that were being researched. I grew up in a cohesive, middle-class 

family unit with two very supportive parents that placed a high value on education. As 

a result, I attended very good schools and achieved a high standard of education. 

Additionally, I grew up in a middle-class neighbourhood that had high-quality 

housing, a high number of local amenities and a strong sense of community between 

residents. With this, there were low rates of anti-social behaviour/crime and I never 

became involved in criminal activity nor had any experience of the criminal justice 

system. The neighbourhood was also situated in a predominantly PUL township of NI 

that experienced little by way of violence throughout the conflict. Although the area 

was predominantly comprised of PUL residents (who undoubtedly had a moderately 

biased view of the events that occurred in the conflict), my parents and those in my 

neighbourhood strongly discouraged sectarian viewpoints, condemned sectarian 

violence and encouraged cross-community activity, particularly in school and youth 
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groups. Moreover, throughout my education, I was taught to maintain a neutral and 

critical approach when attempting to understand the complex events that occurred 

throughout the conflict in NI. Since then, I have never maintained a strong 

religious/political bias and I have always tried to adopt a neutral viewpoint that is 

sympathetic to each of the different narratives that exist surrounding the conflict.  

Importantly, the neighbourhood that I grew up in and my own life experiences directly 

contrast the conditions in the conflict-affected neighbourhoods under study and the 

challenging life experiences that those who were undergoing reintegration had 

experienced. As discussed later in chapters 4 and 5, the legacy of conflict exacerbated 

economic and social deprivation in the neighbourhoods, contributing to issues with 

drug and substance abuse, sectarian activity, public disorder and paramilitarism, which 

in turn increased overall levels of anti-social behaviour/crime. Moreover, as discussed 

in chapter 5, these conditions appeared to contribute to a range of individual 

needs/issues among those returning to the neighbourhoods, relating to challenging 

family circumstances, problematic school experiences and early engagement with anti-

social behaviour/criminal behaviour and the criminal justice system. Critically, it is 

well known that the background and sub-conscious pre-dispositions of researchers can 

significantly affect the level of mutual trust that can be established with participants 

(Bell, 1990). This is especially significant in NI where strangers draw on a number of 

informal markers and cues in order to ascertain an understanding of the other person’s 

religious and political identity (Finlay, 1999). Therefore, in light of my background 

and these contrasting life experiences, it was possible that participants may have made 

assumptions about my views, beliefs and expectations. This may have subtly affected 

their decision to engage or share particular responses, especially those regarding 

conflict-related issues, in the interviews, having the potential to negatively affect the 

depth of the information shared or colour participant’s decisions regarding what 

information they shared with me (Finlay, 1999; McEvoy, 2006). Additionally, these 

assumptions may have impacted upon the way in which individuals behaved during 

the data collection, especially given that I was not from the areas. This in turn may 

have affected the degree to which I was able to observe the authentic behaviour of 

residents in the neighbourhoods.  
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It should also be noted that other characteristics such as my age, gender and socio-

economic status, may have served to create a negative first-impression with 

participants during recruitment, again having the potential to decrease the amount of 

trust and rapport between participants and myself. For example, it could have been the 

case that my young age or assumed middle-class/well-educated status may have 

reduced the chances of individuals engaging in the interviews and observations.  To 

minimise the chances of this occurring, I presented myself in a mannerly, professional 

fashion from the initial point of contact, directed the focus onto the participant, and 

displayed interest in their journey. On top of this, I did not openly discuss my personal 

background with participants and approached both populations in a neutral, 

professional manner, evenly weighting and critically preparing key interview 

questions beforehand with the research supervisors (Mack et al., 2011). When probing 

participants to expand on a particular answer during interviews, I attempted to do so 

in a neutral, indirect manner to help ensure that no inferences were being made about 

conflict-related issues that could translate to a particular cultural, political or religious 

viewpoint that may have been offensive to participants. Furthermore, as previously 

noted, the potential impact of my background on the interactions with those under 

study was critically considered in my reflective journal, ensuring that I was aware of 

how my presence was affecting the research throughout data collection, and was aware 

of the subsequent effect this may have on the data and the findings drawn from the 

data.  

As well as this, my personal beliefs and preconceptions regarding the topic of research 

also had the potential to shape the data collection and analysis, effecting the 

interpretation of the results. For example, given that the research focused on a legacy 

of the conflict in the neighbourhoods, I was conscious of their inherent bias against 

particularly sectarian narratives of the conflict and on ongoing sectarian behaviour. 

Moreover, it was possible that I would become too close/invested in the life stories of 

those returning to the neighbourhoods. Indeed, given the extremely challenging life 

experiences of this group of individuals, I found myself becoming acutely saddened 

when hearing of their life stories. This in turn had the ability to distract my attention 

from the focus of the study, skew my opinion of the issues being discussed or present 

one-sided narratives of their experiences of their neighbourhoods and engagement 

with rehabilitative services and supports. For this reason, I spent time evaluating how 
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each session of data collection had gone and reviewed the data obtained to improve 

levels of impartiality. Additionally, I attempted to guard against bias by operating with 

high levels of scrutiny throughout the data collection and analysing and presenting the 

data in a way that I believe, most accurately reflected what was found. An independent 

coder was also used to mitigate the effect of my potential bias on the coding and 

interpretation of the data. As already noted, in checking the coding of the data, an 

independent rater produced an acceptable inter-rater reliability figure of 84%, re-

affirming that the codes that I had created accurately reflected the data set.  

Although these issues were necessary to consider, I did not feel that characteristics 

such as my age, background, gender nor personal beliefs had a negative impact upon 

the data collection or data analysis. In most instances, participants engaged with me in 

an open and honest way and participated in insightful conversations. Staff in the 

professional interviews appeared to understand the overall value of study and trusted 

me throughout the data collection. In many instances, participants who were returning 

to the neighbourhoods shared deeply difficult experiences with me, reflecting that they 

trusted me and could be open about their challenging life circumstances and journey 

during reintegration. Given these experiences, I felt that I formed good relationships 

with those that I worked with, which contributed to a more in-depth analysis of the 

research questions.  
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In order to understand the possible ways that neighbourhoods, and a legacy of conflict, 

may affect the desistance process during an individual’s reintegration from prison, it 

is first necessary to contextualise life inside the neighbourhoods. This chapter details 

the most definitive characteristics of the neighbourhoods which, as demonstrated in 

more detail later in chapter 5, provided the conditions for individuals not only to 

become involved in anti-social behaviour and crime, but which importantly impacted 

upon their ability to desist from crime following their release from prison. In doing so, 

it is evident that the neighbourhoods are largely defined by economic and social 

deprivation as evidenced by weak economic infrastructures, inter-generational 

unemployment, higher levels of crime and imprisonment, geographic marginalisation, 

limited social mobility, as well as drug and substance abuse. In these respects, these 

neighbourhoods house the types of hallmark conditions that have been repeatedly 

associated with higher levels of crime, imprisonment and recidivism, making them 

comparable to economically and socially deprived areas in other jurisdictions 

(Sampson et al., 1997; Kubrin and Stewart, 2006; Graif et al., 2014). However, 

throughout the chapter particular attention is paid to the exacerbating effects that 

conflict has had on each of these areas and the ways in which the conflict has created 

other unique issues in these neighbourhoods, relating to public disorder and 

paramilitarism that, as shown later in chapter 5, also have unique effects on criminal 

engagement and desistance. Following this, some of the key findings within the 

chapter are briefly summarised. It is worth noting here that despite being physically 

and religious/ethnically divided, the legacy of the conflict ultimately appeared to have 

had a similar impact on the conflict-affected neighbourhoods under study as there was 

little difference between them.  

 
 
Economic Deprivation  
 
 
The most defining features of the neighbourhoods that were examined were the 

economic and social deprivation they experienced. Looking firstly at economic 

deprivation, interviewees and the observations repeatedly highlighted high levels of 

economic deprivation in these neighbourhoods, as demonstrated through high levels 

of unemployment, poor living conditions and a lack of services/amenities. One 
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respondent who had experience of living and working in one of the neighbourhoods 

for many years stated: 

 

“100% the [place name] is dying on its feet. If you get an opportunity to drive 

up or walk up there’s more shops for sale than there is open… people are 

finding themselves in extreme financial crises not knowing what to do” 

(Professional Interview 2) 

 

‘For sale’ and ‘To let’ signs were visible on many of the main streets, and many 

business premises were vacant and remained vacant throughout the research. The few 

businesses and basic amenities that were open were also smaller in size and were often 

grouped together in small parades or were situated on the outskirts of the 

neighbourhoods. High unemployment levels were signalled by high numbers of what 

were assumed to be employable individuals who were moving around in the 

neighbourhoods for long periods of time during normal daytime working hours, 

seemingly carrying out errands in casual dress6. Derelict, vandalised properties were 

also commonplace, as were large uninhabited ‘dead’ spaces that housed the remains 

of burnt materials and old furniture. In addition, the neighbourhoods appeared to be 

poorly maintained given high levels of graffiti, litter and broken glass in the streets. 

Reflecting on these conditions, one interviewee noted:  

 

“There are very high levels of unemployment in those areas and even driving 

around, looking at them, they are really, really neglected, run down.…you just 

think, what is it like to live in this? What must this be like growing up in this? 

Derelict vandalised properties, [the] joy (said sarcastically)” (Professional 

Interview 10) 

 

When questioned about the origin of economic deprivation in the neighbourhoods, 

interviewees frequently cited two explanations: 1) meta changes in industry and the 

labour market, and 2) the damaging outcomes of the conflict. Interviewees explained 

 

6 These neighbourhood observations do not account for the number of individuals who are unable 

to work due to illness or disability. 
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that the neighbourhoods used to have a strong economic infrastructure as they used to 

be situated near large-scale manufacturing industries that employed thousands of local 

residents. However, they stated that the expansion and diversification of the labour 

market in the late C20th saw the subsequent decline in these low-skill manufacturing 

industries. These changes, compounded by the recent UK wide recession, meant that 

many of the larger-scale industries in the neighbourhoods downsized, re-located to 

other areas/countries or closed down. Given these events, interviewees explained that 

most employment opportunities are now situated elsewhere in the city/country, 

contributing to higher levels of unemployment, limited investment and economic 

deprivation. One interviewee reflected on these changes stating that: 

 

“There was a time when…a person who wanted to work in their own 

community could have accessed employment… [business name] for example 

would have employed several thousand people and there was always an 

opportunity and it was usually a family member who got you in, you know 

your dad, brother, cousin worked there... But [business name] has gone to 

[another country] and that opportunity is not there. I mean you go back 

generations to the [ship building era] when there was 120,000 people living on 

[place name] and lots of employment in industries and a lot of people still 

remember the days when at 7.30am, men were seen coming out of their houses, 

walking down [place name], meeting each other and walking down in teams 

with their caps on their heads and their lunch boxes under their arms” 

(Professional Interview 12) 

Interviewees strongly suggested that these negative changes were exacerbated by the 

significantly damaging outcomes of the conflict. Throughout the conflict, the 

neighbourhoods under investigation experienced some of the highest rates of violence, 

death and trauma (Jarman, 2005; Bell et al., 2010). Drawing on this, interviewees 

argued that the combination of the damage to business and property, as well as the 

threat to safety posed by high levels of violence, had significantly hindered economic 

development in the areas both during and after the conflict. Some also noted that this 

had created a kind of stigma, especially on the international scale, deterring businesses 

from moving into the neighbourhoods.  
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“…it comes down to a lack of social investment and a lack of economic 

investment in these communities as a result of the legacy of the 

troubles…Multi-national companies, corporations, businesses small and large 

and international, were all quite fearful of investing in the areas because of the 

damage that was being done through the violence that was taking place…we 

are working through that legacy now. There have been huge attempts to secure 

investment in recent times, which is clearly evidenced by our politicians and 

how they have travelled the world trying to encourage investment in these 

areas. Now to an extent that has taken place in these areas, but we’ve got a long 

way to go yet”.  (Professional Interview 11) 

Although conceding that progress had been made in securing international investment 

throughout the peace process, interviewees still felt that progress was limited as there 

had not been enough employment opportunities created for residents in the 

neighbourhoods, contributing to high unemployment and rendering the areas among 

the most deprived in NI.  

“And you think of 30 and 40 years of European investment and money pumped 

in, and other kinds of investments and all sorts of money that has been poured 

into NI and there has been almost no change in the status of those 

neighbourhoods. There are a lot of resources pumped in, but the resources 

haven’t allowed the people in the communities in need to get jobs.” 

(Professional Interview 14) 

 

Given these issues, interviewees from the areas argued that there was a feeling of 

disenfranchisement among those who were involved in the conflict that their 

neighbourhoods had been failed by the state.  

 

“…the state has let the communities down. [place name] was always the 

bastion of [political/religious group name], so it was always the backbone of 

the community, but see in [place name] here, if I was to ask the question, ‘From 

when the conflict has ended, what benefit have the people in [place name] 

received from it?... the reality is, none. Because they are all still 

unemployed…most people who were involved in the conflict is an alcoholic 
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or addict. You get the odd one here and there who have these top government 

jobs.” (Professional Interview 13) 

 

Others raised concerns about the potentially negative effects of ‘Brexit’ on investment 

in NI and the subsequent effects that this may have on levels of deprivation in the 

neighbourhoods. Some participants felt that if international investment in NI as a 

whole decreased following Brexit, that this may have a trickle-down effect on levels 

of investment in their neighbourhoods, thereby compounding economic deprivation.  

 

In addition, interviewees suggested that economic deprivation may be partly 

perpetuated by social norms regarding employment and education in the 

neighbourhoods. Interviewees argued that a history of readily available employment 

opportunities in manufacturing in the neighbourhoods had contributed to a culture in 

which education was not pursued by the majority of residents, particularly in PUL 

areas where jobs were more readily available. Additionally, the ease with which 

residents could obtain jobs through peer and family networks meant that educational 

attainment was not a requirement, further encouraging residents to pursue employment 

opportunities rather than education. Yet, the decline of these industries meant that 

employment opportunities were reduced, creating gaps in the employment market and 

making existing opportunities harder to obtain. Some interviewees felt that this history 

had created an expectation among local residents that employment opportunities 

would be easily obtained in spite of low levels of educational attainment.  

 

“In Loyalist communities there was no emphasis on education, you just 

followed your father into the shipyard or [business name], or wherever else it 

was, and education wasn't important, it was a waste of time. Those jobs have 

all gone, but you still go into those communities and that attitude is still 

there…there is no emphasis on the need for education. It’s just, ‘It’s not your 

fault, there just is no jobs son’. You know, ‘Can you not do something to 

improve that?’ ‘No, well sure I didn't have an education, it didn't do me any 

harm’. That attitude still exists in those areas” (Professional Interview 3) 
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As a result, some interviewees felt that these social norms, combined with the weak 

economic infrastructure in the neighbourhoods, had generated a culture in which long-

term inter-generational unemployment and dependency on state welfare was common.  

 

“Among the young ones when I was working there, they were probably 4th if 

not 5th generation unemployment. I mean we have 70% benefit dependency in 

our estates and… it would be higher in places and so when you have that, just 

no one has a job, there is no opportunities, there is that sort of cycle” 

(Professional Interview 5)  

 

Interviewees noted that such a lack of employment opportunities forced those with 

higher levels of education and training to leave the areas in order to gain quality 

employment, creating a negative outward cycle where higher-skilled populations are 

drained away from the neighbourhoods, undermining development.  

 

“…a lot of the time we spent building the capacity of young people in the areas. 

But the whole time we kind of knew that the only way that young person was 

going to make it and thrive was to leave the community…and that’s 

particularly true in Loyalist communities. People just leave and so there is 

constant brain drain and talent is constantly drained too.” (Professional 

Interview 14)  

 

Social Deprivation 
 

The findings also suggested that the neighbourhoods can be characterised by high 

levels of social deprivation. Although harder to define, social deprivation appears to 

be an umbrella term that refers to issues such as crime, social exclusion, limited social 

mobility, interaction with other people or groups and reduced access to resources 

and/or opportunities, which negatively affect normal patterns of engagement with 

wider society (Dowswell and Towner, 2002). Interviewees frequently noted higher 

levels of theft, burglary, car-related crime, violent crime and public disorder in the 

neighbourhoods. This was re-affirmed by the media analysis as almost biweekly 

occurrences of these types of crime appeared in news articles across all of the three 
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news sources reviewed. For example, throughout one of the earlier months of the data 

collection, three instances of severe violent assaults, two instances of car theft and joy-

riding and two instances of armed robbery were documented. Additionally, 

interviewees repeatedly associated these types of crime with substance and drug abuse, 

which was viewed as a defining trait of these neighbourhoods.  

 

“Lots of drugs…lots of stolen cars, there was joy riding and all…every night 

fighting, cars, just all people out drinking, beat boxes and all” (Post-Release 

Interview 9 - Mursdon) 

 

Building on this, interviewees strongly suggested that some types of crime were 

socially acceptable in the neighbourhoods, while others were socially unacceptable. 

Acceptable crimes included motoring offences, abuse of the benefits system, lower 

level violent/aggressive behaviour and public disorder. Socially unacceptable or 

‘taboo’ types of anti-social behaviour and crime most commonly related to sexual 

offenses, heroin-use and dealing in heroin, drug dealing ‘un-approved’ by 

paramilitaries and crimes that victimized, or put at risk, local residents and their 

property, such as joy-riding, theft or burglary of local residents property.  

 

Interviewees suggested that higher levels of involvement in anti-social/criminal 

activity contributed to higher rates of imprisonment in these areas when compared to 

the wider population. This, coupled with a legacy of higher rates of imprisonment from 

the conflict, meant that imprisonment was viewed as being a more common experience 

among residents in these neighbourhoods. As a result, it was believed that it may have 

become a norm for some, especially within certain families where it had become a 

kind of inter-generational ‘rite of passage’ (Professional Interview 5).  

 

“It’s more of a norm? ...I think it’s probably sadly more, I don’t know if it’s 

the word, acceptable…this kind of subliminal kind of undertone, you know 

that so many people have done it [been imprisoned] that it's not really that big 

of a deal. Whereas in other areas it is a huge deal, so it’s more of a norm.” 

(Professional Interview 15)  
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For example, interviewees highlighted that socially acceptable types of crime and 

imprisonment were seen as being commendable by some in the neighbourhoods, 

giving individuals a ‘badge of honour’ that makes re-offending during reintegration an 

inevitable reality for those who wish to uphold criminal reputations.  

 

“There are socially accepted crimes and I believe that there are people who 

come out of custody and it's not a stigma, it’s a badge and they come out and 

they have a particular reputation to uphold. The responsibility would then come 

from themselves and from the community that they have to continue, they have 

to get better and increase (their offending)” (Professional Interview 6) 

 

Additionally, these anti-social norms and values were believed to have a damaging 

effect on educational and employment outcomes. It was suggested that problematic 

and anti-social or criminal behaviour throughout school is one of the most common 

norms among younger generations in the neighbourhoods, with under-age drinking, 

smoking and use/dealing of illegal and prescription drugs in the early years of 

secondary school being common. This appeared to result in poor class engagement, 

repeated suspensions and even expulsions from mainstream schools, which had a 

damaging effect on educational attainment. However, these issues were seen as being 

compounded by the perceived poor quality of schooling offered in the area and the 

weak economic infrastructure in the neighbourhoods. It was suggested that low 

educational attainment, reduced access to employment opportunities and engagement 

in anti-social behaviour had helped to create a culture, whereby long-term inter-

generational unemployment and dependency on state welfare was the norm for many. 

 

Respondent 1: “Nah…Most people are on the sick or on the DLA. Like there 

are a couple of people working like…I didn't have anyone to look up to when 

I was younger.”  

 

Respondent 2: “In the likes of [place name] or [place name], you’ve got very 

high levels of unemployment. Well, maybe 3 or 4 years ago, I think they had 

their first male that went to university, straight from school. You know they 

were a mature student. Did their A-Levels and then go into university.” 
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Respondent 1: “Aye, like most of the schools are an absolute waste of time. 

That’s the way I think of it. Like I was the only one out of…I was only one out 

of 5 of us who stayed to even try their GCSEs.” (Post-Release Interview 8 - 

Tillsbury) 

 

Additionally, social deprivation was also reflected in the poor quality of housing and 

the geographical marginalisation of the neighbourhoods. The observations reflected 

that much of the housing was low-quality social or lower working-class housing that 

was older and more dilapidated in nature/style. The neighbourhoods were divided into 

smaller estate-like sections that were densely populated and physically separated from 

surrounding neighbourhoods and from the rest of the city, having few entrances and 

exits. For example, in one of the observations it was noted that: 

 

“The urban design of the area is also particularly interesting. It is an older style 

estate that has a clear circular design around a central space with few 

entrances/exits and dense sections of lower-class housing and social housing. 

The area is also surrounded by main roads and a large bypass (especially [place 

name] situated off the [road name]. As a result, being in them makes you feel 

that you are in a segregated space from the rest of the world”. (Neighbourhood 

Observation - Tillsbury) 

 

This geographical marginalisation was coupled with lower levels of social mobility. 

Given the low-income background of the neighbourhoods, it was argued that many 

availed of social housing. Practitioners noted that in neighbourhoods like these “there 

are up to 40,000 people already waiting for access to social housing” (Respondent 5), 

creating long waiting lists that reduce the possibility for residents to acquire housing 

outside of their neighbourhoods. It was suggested that although private rental 

accommodation had attempted to compensate for the lack of social housing in these 

neighbourhoods, it was often of a low quality. This may be partly due to the 

characteristics of the neighbourhoods such as, high crime rates, deprivation and 

geographical marginalisation, which may deter property owners from investing in 

rental accommodation.  
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“The private rental sector has attempted to, well compensate for the absence of 

social housing in those areas. But a lot of the private rental accommodation 

available would be low quality and at a high cost for the low quality offered.” 

(Professional Interview 11)  

 

Therefore, it appeared that the limitations associated with using social housing created 

few opportunities to move away, making the neighbourhoods very insular in nature as 

there is a fixity in population, whereby the areas have historically been populated by 

the same groups. Interviewees suggested that this limited social mobility had reduced 

opportunities for residents to socialise with different groups.  

 

"It's so inward looking and closed. There is so little churn in the [place name]. 

You know people don't come to live in [place name] ...there’s no outsiders or 

churn of other people… or natural movement. There’s a fairly small ethnic 

minority community there…Plus, to be honest as a social housing tenant their 

chances of moving houses is very slim anyway. You know your life chances 

are restricted in every way. You’re in deprivation socially and in housing.” 

(Professional Interview 5) 

 

Interestingly, interviewees felt that social mobility was further limited by the labelling 

and stigmatization of these neighbourhoods by wider society, due to the high rates of 

unemployment, anti-social behaviour and certain types of crime in these areas. Some 

interviewees who lived in the neighbourhoods suggested that because of this stigma, 

some residents were less likely to leave the area.  

 

Respondent: Most people just say there’s [place name] ones, that’s trouble… 

 

Interviewer: Do you feel that other places…stigmatises places like [place 

name]? Do you feel…labelled or almost looked down upon maybe?  

 

Respondent: Aye, definitely…all these people are writing s***e on Facebook 

and saying [place name] do that, this and the other, so you’re just going to get 

the blame anyway. So why would I go anywhere just for people to talk down 

to you. (Pre-Release Interview 6 - Tillsbury) 
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The urban design of the neighbourhoods, along with limited social mobility and 

geographical marginalisation, may be partly responsible for creating cohesive “tight-

knit” sub-communities that have strong bonds. The observations suggested that the 

small size and estate-like designs forces people to live in close proximity to one 

another, thereby increasing social interaction and visibility:  

 

“The sense of community is intense in this space, both walking and 

driving…there is the sense that you know that you are being watched, 

especially when you walk or enter a shop or business – it’s hard to be 

anonymous.” (Neighbourhood Observation - Tillsbury) 

 

Similarly, given high unemployment rates and lower levels of social mobility, it was 

evident that people spend more time in these areas, which further increased social 

interaction and visibility. Additionally, the lack of ‘churn’ in the population in the 

areas may have made it easier for residents to know everyone in the area, meaning 

that:  

 

“No matter where you go, everyone will know your business like…It’s just a 

small community and place and everyone knows everything and everyone.” 

(Pre-Release Interview 6 - Tillsbury) 

 

Like economic deprivation, social deprivation appeared to have been exacerbated by 

the conflict. Indeed, geographical marginalisation and spatial division worsened 

during the conflict as by-products of efforts to contain the violence. Since the industrial 

period, the neighbourhoods have historically housed predominantly single identity 

populations consisting of PUL or CNR residents (O’Connell, 2012). However, given 

their lower-economic status, the areas were densely populated and contained high 

numbers of interfaces between these two opposing communities, meaning that when 

conflict began, the two communities clashed on their doorsteps, so to speak, vastly 

intensifying levels of violence (Mesev et al., 2009; Cunningham, 2013). In order to 

combat this, a number of structural changes were made to physically divide the 

neighbourhoods during the late 1960’s and early 1970’s (Birrell, 1994), including the 

creation of large security structures, such as walls and industrial security fences 

(Shirlow and Murtagh, 2006). Levels of segregation increased further as people moved 
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into the “heartlands” of their neighbourhoods away from these interfaces, contributing 

to “rampant ethno-nationalism” and intensified sectarianism (Boal, 2002: 691). 

Therefore, the neighbourhoods were not only divided in respect of political/religious 

identity but were physically divided from one another.  

This violence during the conflict helped to fuel larger scale urban re-design. In 1969, 

the Belfast Urban Plan “deliberately tried to depopulate the city” (Planning for Spatial 

Reconciliation Research Group, 2016: 38) given the collapse of industry, the 

subsequent erosion of living conditions in the cities social base and the intensity of 

violence in inner city neighbourhoods (Weiner, 1976). A number of interviewees 

alluded to this, suggesting that the policy of urban dispersal was partly enforced as a 

means of deconstructing those neighbourhoods that had become the “heartlands” of 

sectarianism and violence. For example:  

 “...demographically as well, when you look at that community, there has been 

something like 30,000 people of a population shift in the last 30 years as well. 

And so there has been huge reasons and strategic reasons which have totally 

decimated what people have seen to be the Loyalist heartlands in NI…that is a 

strategic movement of that big population, especially when there’s only 1.8 

million people that live in NI today…30,000 people of a population shift, it’s 

pretty impressive.” (Professional Interview 6) 

Unfortunately, this mass “exodus of people” drastically compounded social and 

economic deprivation in the neighbourhoods where “impoverished communities 

(were) unable to escape…social insecurity and traditional inter-community rivalries 

and violence” (PSRRG, 2016: 36). Later, the 1989 Belfast Urban Plan arguably 

marginalised the neighbourhoods further, physically separating the communities from 

each other and from the rest of the city via major changes to road infrastructures where 

car parks and a “sea of fractured” road networks acted as “buffer zones” (PSRRG, 

2016: 55). Some interviewees agreed that these problematic road structures were used 

in an effort to isolate violence to these neighbourhoods.  

“…the road infrastructure was the biggest segregation tool that was used much 

more so than any of the 88 peace walls...there is absolutely no doubt that as the 

[road name], or down the road as you come into [place name] is, where there 
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is a dead road and a fly over that isn't needed. So, there is no question that the 

road network is a conflict-related road network and there is no question that 

the road links are completely and utterly reinforcing the segregation as well, in 

accessibility.” (Professional Interview 5)  

These changes stagnated social mobility and inter-ethnic exchange further and 

exacerbated issues with territorialism, sectarianism and paramilitary violence/control, 

fragmenting what were already economically and socially deprived neighbourhoods 

(Boal, 2002). Since then, these neighbourhoods have remained physically divided 

from one another and from the rest of the city (PSRRG, 2016). Despite notable 

improvements in relationships between the communities and small reductions in the 

number of security structures (NIE, 2013), the neighbourhoods remain deeply divided 

(McAlister, 2010; Byrne et al., 2012). Each neighbourhood appeared to be populated 

by predominantly PUL or CNR residents as evidenced via visibly distinctive traits 

such as: 

- The colour of kerbstones  

- The denomination of churches  

- The language and statements used in graffiti 

- The titles of businesses and charitable organisations  

- The use of either British/Ulster or Irish Flags and associated paramilitary flags 

- The use of either English or Irish language on street name signs and the names 

of bars, pubs and restaurants 

The neighbourhoods were physically divided by security structures, large walls, gates 

and industrial security fences and by main roads, bypasses, boundaries of estates, large 

empty/uninhabited spaces and parks. Key interfaces where opposing communities 

were situated in close proximity to one another were also evident. As such, it was clear 

that life inside the neighbourhoods is still marked by high levels of social deprivation 

in the form of political/religious and spatial division.  

Unfortunately, these issues appeared to contribute towards higher levels of inter-group 

tensions which have amounted to annual occurrences of public disorder and rioting 

between certain interface communities, especially during public demonstrations and 

parades in light of deeply embedded sectarian ideologies, ethnic divisions and the close 
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proximity of the neighbourhoods (Jarman, 2004; Shirlow and Murtagh, 2006; Nolan 

et al., 2014). Tensions also related to poor/strained relationships with the police, as 

part of a legacy of the conflict, where attitudes towards the police in most of the 

neighbourhoods remain predominantly negative, especially among some members of 

paramilitary organisations. These attitudes, coupled with the higher numbers of police 

officers that are present to police key neighbourhood events, such as bonfires and 

parades, may help to explain why these tensions often spill over into public disorder 

and rioting at these events (Jarman, 2005).  

 

Throughout the course of the data collection, 7 large-scale incidents of public disorder 

were documented by the 3 media outlets covered. One of these incidents was directly 

observed during the data collection. The incident predominantly involved young 

people and resulted in significant harm being caused to different properties, with 

bottles being thrown, and a number of cars and a large building being burnt out 

(Observation of Neighbourhood Event - Tillsbury). Reflecting on these events, 

interviewees suggested that sectarian values are particularly intensified among 

younger generations in the neighbourhoods who often become involved in sectarian 

behaviour, rioting and public disorder.  

 

“There was a band out for the [place name] parade and they came back to the 

bar to have their drink afterwards, and I’ve got a big gable wall, which is lovely, 

and one of the kids sprayed, [organisation acronym] which means 

[organisation name], and then KAT below it which means Kill All T***s7, and 

I said to myself, what is this about.” (Professional Interview 13)  

 

Reflecting on this, participants suggested that these behaviours had become norms in 

the neighbourhoods that the young people had grown up with. Participants frequently 

referred to these behaviours as being ‘normal’ in the neighbourhoods and recited 

numerous experiences of taking part in rioting at interfaces when they were growing 

up, not only during marching season/parades, but also at other times in the year. The 

‘normal’ nature of rioting was perhaps most evident in what research has defined as 

‘recreational’ rioting where young people, who naturally engage in more risk-

 
7 Offensive term used to describe those from a CNR neighbourhood or background 
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orientated behaviour (Steinberg, 2007), are “sucked into” (Professional Interview 2) 

the thrill and excitement of rioting and public disorder, given the deprivation in the 

neighbourhoods and fewer pro-social activities that occur in them. A number of 

younger interviewees undergoing reintegration re-affirmed this, conceding that their 

involvement in public disorder and rioting was partly due to its recreational element 

and eluding to their love of the ‘adrenaline’ that it brought about.  

 

“Aye like and every time we seen the police in the estate, something always 

used to kick off. We used to make roadblocks and all and then block them 

in…F****n mad like…it was just a bit of fun…like we weren't bad or 

anything. But you used to get that adrenaline rush and all on, and I loved it. I 

used to get into it, just to get the adrenaline and all going.” (Post-Release 

Interview 7 - Mursdon) 

 

This transferral of norms onto younger generations may be particularly acute in light 

of the significant power and influence that sectarian-motivated paramilitaries have 

over young people in the communities, who actively encourage them to engage in 

public disorder and rioting. Commenting on this, one participant suggested that 

paramilitary organisations tactically use instances of rioting to incite younger people 

to engage in violence during these events and “get them to do their dirty work” (Post-

Release Interview 7). Indeed, some of the younger individuals who had previously 

been re-convicted for rioting cited that paramilitary pressure was a key factor that 

contributed to their involvement in this behaviour during parades in their 

neighbourhoods (discussed later in chapter 5).  

 

Importantly, some suggested that these norms and values clash with narratives of peace 

that are also prevalent in the neighbourhoods, creating a confusing context for young 

people to navigate. On one hand, interviewees argued that young people grow up in a 

context where they witness higher levels of violence and public disorder and the 

celebration of sectarian violence, which teaches them to become involved in this 

activity. Interviewees suggested this can be seen via the high presence of paramilitary 

displays and murals, ongoing dissident paramilitary activity and the narratives of some 

residents that celebrate sectarian values and sectarian violence as ‘defending 

communities’.  
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Interviewer: “Do you think that they [paramilitary murals and memorials] 

inspire a negative legacy of conflict? 

 

Respondent: They do. There’s no question of it…They create a tone of 

violence…a narrative of anger and aggression and of hatred and you know, 

young people can’t not be affected by that...” (Professional Interview 5) 

 

On the other hand, interviewees argued that young people grow up in a context where 

a number of residents and paramilitaries, some of whom used to engage in violence 

and public disorder, now advocate for peace, reductions in sectarianism and improved 

relationships with the police. However, it was argued that these conflicting narratives 

and behaviours create ‘mixed messages’ about violence, public disorder and peace and 

reconciliation that confuse young people and create space for norms of public disorder 

and rioting to continue.  

 

“When you look at the [place names] that have murals around where…you see 

a picture of someone with a gun and a history where people were defending 

their communities, whichever side…there’s an issue for those people growing 

up…with those stories around you know where people were on one level 

perceived as breaking the law, but it was seen as acceptable by the communities 

and going to prison was seen as acceptable because you were doing something 

for the cause…But then…people run around and are seeing these murals and 

then they are told you know, ‘don't you fall out with the police’ ‘don't you set 

a bonfire alight’ whereas not that long ago, setting a bonfire alight was a 

legitimate thing. If they’re in that community…and then you see that 

community going up against a police line, which was happening for a number 

of years…it’s mixed messages then...” (Professional Interview 1)  

 

Along with this, participants suggested that issues with drug and substance abuse 

compounded these norms of public disorder and rioting in the neighbourhoods, 

especially among younger individuals. In all of the occasions where interviewees were 

involved in this behaviour, interviewees conceded that they were intoxicated via 

alcohol or drugs and other substances (discussed later in chapter 5). A variety of 

sources have suggested that higher levels of drug and substance abuse are often 
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prevalent as part of a “drinking culture” that exists in the neighbourhoods during 

parades and public demonstrations (Young, 2016: 1). Indeed, during the observational 

data collected during this research, found alcohol use to be common, with a number of 

the individuals being visibly intoxicated in the neighbourhoods, especially during the 

observation of key neighbourhood events. This may be due to the celebratory nature 

of the events observed; a significant proportion of communities see the events as 

celebrations of their culture and heritage (Jarman and Bryan, 1996). Given the 

damaging effects of drug and substance abuse on an individual’s propensity to engage 

in violent criminal behaviour (Murdoch and Ross, 1990; Gottfredson et al., 2008), 

participants believed this played a key role in contributing to public disorder and 

rioting. They believed this was especially the case as tensions between communities, 

paramilitary members and the police are already significantly elevated.  

 

Inter-group tensions were evident in what interviewees claimed were increasing levels 

of hate crime towards ethnic minorities that had begun to move into some of these 

neighbourhoods. Indeed, hate crime was evidenced in the language used in graffiti in 

the neighbourhoods, which often relayed racist and sectarian/paramilitary-orientated 

statements aimed at shaming or threatening particular individuals or groups. 

Moreover, the findings reflected that these issues were prevalent in some 

neighbourhoods who shared the same religious/political backgrounds. It was argued 

that in these neighbourhoods, some families and groupings live in conflict with one 

another and attempt to maintain control over “their” territories (Pre-Release Interview 

16 - Tillsbury).  

 

Interviewees suggested that these intra-community tensions were perpetuated by 

paramilitary organisations, particularly in Loyalist neighbourhoods. Although 

different in nature and smaller in size than during the conflict, paramilitary 

organisations are still prevalent and influential in these areas. One interviewee 

explained that these divisions were reflected in the ownership of businesses in the 

areas, suggesting that individuals only frequent premises that are affiliated to the 

organisation that controls their neighbourhood. As a result, interviewees suggested that 

residents live deeply ‘parochial’ lifestyles within sub-communities in these 

neighbourhoods. 
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“There’s a very closed community, but a very deeply bonded community 

within that community. So, the [place name] is not homogenous as an area. It 

is [place name], it is [place name], it is [place name], it is [place name], it is 

[place name], and so they have very separate identifies. And so, they are very 

parochial…people would not move two streets away... So, if you’re from the 

left-hand side of [place name], you will never work or live on the right-hand 

side of [place name]. And some of that is to do with paramilitary control…but 

people choose where they want to live, not just because of the paramilitaries, 

or because you know its Catholic  or Protestant … but people choose because 

you know their mum lives on the street, their kids go to the school, their friends 

are there, they’ve all grown up together, and that circle of community for 

people in [place name] is really narrow. It’s almost like, a series of streets 

so…it’s very closed…there is significant cohesiveness within those 

communities…” (Professional Interview 5) 

 

 

Drug and Substance Abuse  
 

Problems with drugs and substance misuse were also evident. The neighbourhoods 

experienced high levels of both prescription and non-prescription drug use, as well as 

substance abuse, which contributed towards higher levels of anti-social behaviour and 

crime in these neighbourhoods. Interviewees frequently claimed that drug and 

substance abuse had become embedded in the cultural fabric of these neighbourhoods, 

with certain types of abuse and crime becoming tolerated and accepted by a significant 

proportion of residents as a result.  

 

“Communities would have a level of acceptance of drug use within the home 

environment and again there would be…that collusive, inter-familial approach 

to the use of drugs and alcohol” (Professional Interview 11) 

 

“Drug dependencies and issues are very common. Everyone knows who is 

dealing and what they are dealing. They are therefore very easily accessed, and 

no-one sees them as taboo” (Pre-Release Interview 15 - Mursdon) 
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Concerns were raised regarding the higher prevalence of drug and substance misuse 

among young people growing up in the neighbourhoods, especially in their school life. 

Interviewees argued that drug and substance abuse often escalate throughout the 

teenage years, resulting in the use of higher category drugs that were viewed as being 

freely available in the neighbourhoods.  

 

“Many of our young people are being caught up in it in their…early teens, and 

it’s hard to get through your teens without being in contact with drugs. It’s very 

hard to find a young man and a young woman who are not experimenting and 

then moving onto some of the harder stuff. At one point in time it was the E 

tablets…but they've moved onto a lot harder stuff now. There is heroin in the 

community, and cocaine is freely available.” (Professional Interview 12) 

 

Given high levels of demand, interviewees suggested that the illicit drug market in the 

neighbourhoods is large in scale. Interviewees frequently mentioned that they had 

witnessed or knew of large amounts of higher category drugs in their neighbourhoods 

and strongly suggested that these could be purchased for a very cheap price.  

 

“I’ve seen MDMA (ecstasy), f*****n like the size of a boulder and lads 

breaking it up with a hammer in our area…Everything. I’ve seen pure coke 

coming in. Heroin. I’ve seen everything like…it’s flooded with drugs.” (Post-

Release Interview 7 - Mursdon) 

 

Some interviewees felt that given its detrimental effect on key facets of life and 

importantly, anti-social and criminal behaviour, drug abuse has become a “scourge” 

(Respondent 11) on the neighbourhoods. However, others suggested that although 

levels of drug abuse are high, alcohol issues are still the most prevalent.  

 

“There is a massive dependency on alcohol in the area - everyone is drinking 

a lot - people stand at their doors drinking, even young people. There is lots of 

low-level drug use also, but more so alcohol issues” (Pre-Release Interview 15 

- Mursdon) 
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These claims regarding the scale, severity and nature of drug and substance abuse 

issues in the neighbourhoods are well substantiated by previous research. These 

neighbourhoods have experienced disproportionately high levels of drug and 

substance misuse, referrals to services, drug offenses and arrests in comparison to the 

rest of NI in the same period (Belfast Drug and Alcohol Working Group, 2011; 

Northern Ireland Assembly (NIA), 2012a, 2012b, 2016a & 2016b). Strikingly, over 

two thirds of referrals for drug treatment services have come from just a few of the 

neighbourhoods in their regions (Belfast Drug and Alcohol Working Group, 2011), 

leading some practitioners to claim that there is a “drug epidemic” in these areas 

(Campbell, 2017: 1).  

Issues with drug and substance abuse in these neighbourhoods appeared to be 

intrinsically linked with the particular conditions brought about by the conflict. In 

relation to prescription drug use, interviewees suggested that high levels of 

prescription drug use in the neighbourhoods can be partly attributed to the prescribing 

trends experienced during the conflict, whereby health services prescribed medication 

to help individuals cope with the intense trauma of the violence and deal with the 

intense pressure placed on services.  

“…because of the conflict here, a lot of people here have become addicted to 

prescription drugs. And during the conflict doctors found it very easy to just 

give you what you wanted essentially and so unfortunately people have become 

addicted to sleeping tablets and pain killers etc…a very high number of people 

have been affected by that.” (Professional Interview 13)  

 

Anecdotal evidence suggests that prescription drugs were dealt in a free, black-market 

format where residents, predominantly females, shared Valium tablets as a means of 

dealing with their trauma, stress and anxiety (McElrath, 2004). Interviewees felt that 

these high rates of prescribing were still evident in health services today. 

  

“The health agenda is very reactive...they [health care professionals] are very 

symptomatic as well…It’s about short-term fixes now and there’s a lot of focus 

around medicalisation... and what happens then is that you create more social 
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problems where people are becoming a population of poly drug use and illicit 

drug users.” (Professional Interview 6)  

Interviewees agreed that these higher levels of prescription drug use had created a 

medicalised population that has become dependent on drug use, contributing to inter-

generational drug and substance abuse within some families. McAlister et al., (2009) 

agree with this, suggesting that that children who witnessed their parents “bury their 

pain” via self-medication may have “inherited the trauma of their parents” (McAlister 

et al., 2009: 50). In this way, younger generations appear to be inheriting the coping 

mechanisms used by their parents, thereby contributing to a legacy of prescription drug 

use and substance misuse within families, worsened by inadequate support services 

and a reluctance to involve the police.   

“…it’s…the legacy of what’s happened... in [area name] and [area name] they 

have the highest number of interfaces and had the highest levels of sectarian 

murders and deaths, so all of these generations have lived through that and 

particularly in the 70’s when you didn't go to the police and there was 

absolutely no support and so people have lived through that and been damaged 

and have just passed that on….I see a lot of parents the same age as me, but 

they are so addicted because of their experiences and it’s the street drugs, the 

same stuff that the kids are taking…they have self-medicated throughout the 

years and they have just looked to what they can to take it all away… and then 

these people are having kids, and so it’s just becoming generational.” 

(Professional Interview 10) 

With regard to non-prescription illegal drug use, interviewees suggested that illegal 

drug use and the illegal drug market only garnered momentum in the neighbourhoods 

during the late 1990’s, with the proliferation of ecstasy and ketamine tablets that were 

commonly synthesised. Indeed, until 1994, there were low levels of seizures of illicit 

drugs, few arrests made for drug-related offences and small pockets of heroin users, 

rendering illegal drug use uncommon in these neighbourhoods prior to and during the 

conflict (Murray, 1994; McElrath, 2004). However, with the ceasefires, levels of 

illegal drug use increased, especially among young people, as higher category drugs 

became more available (Higgins and McElrath, 2000; McElrath, 2002, 2004; Higgins 
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et al., 2004), meaning that NI no longer had “the relatively low levels of illicit drug 

use it once seemed to have” (NIHA, 1996: 74).  

Prior to the ceasefires, some interviewees stated that paramilitaries vigorously policed 

their neighbourhoods, with illegal drugs being viewed as completely unacceptable by 

paramilitary organisations, so much so that illegal drug use/dealing would have 

resulted in execution. However, after the ceasefires, it was suggested that paramilitary 

control in these neighbourhoods was loosened, creating space for international groups 

to import drugs. 

 

“[Illegal drug use] it’s getting worse… its cause of the ceasefires…when there 

was the [paramilitary organisation], it just wasn't allowed…you’d be shot 

dead…and then once the ceasefire and peace, these eastern Europeans, the 

Russians and Poles and all were able to get an easier foothold.” (Post-Release 

Interview 5 - Tillsbury) 

 

Yet, interviewees went on to argue that since the ceasefires, active paramilitary 

organisations in the neighbourhoods have increasingly become involved in the drug 

market; a suggestion that has been bolstered by a wealth of research conducted 

throughout the past two decades.  

 

“But, we know that there is a lot of denial within the community, especially 

from the paramilitary groups…the fact of the matter is that they’re all 

involved…So drug dealing is a major issue…while the organisations can deny 

that they are officially involved, I know that there is huge amounts of money 

that is sent to their headquarters by people who are dealing drugs in the 

communities… there are some sitting at the top levels of the organisations who 

are not the main dealers, suppliers, but because they know it’s going on, they 

are taking they’re cut and their cut can be 20, 30, 40 thousand pounds a week. 

Huge amounts of money getting handed over.” (Professional Interview 12) 

 

Indeed, some paramilitary members may have become involved in the drug market 

given the difficulties that these groups faced in relation to employment and integration 

when these organisations began to disband (discussed further below). Due to these 



 116 

difficulties, these individuals may have focused their attention on the lucrative 

opportunities provided by the drug market and the and power and status associated 

with their involvement.  

 

 
Paramilitarism 
 

Paramilitarism was another distinguishing features of these neighbourhoods. 

Following the ceasefires, paramilitary organisations began to informally disband, 

disarm, demobilize and reintegrate into society (McEvoy and Shirlow, 2009; Dwyer, 

2012), significantly reducing the numbers of active paramilitary organisations and 

levels of paramilitary-related violence province-wide (Alderdice et el., 2016; PSNI, 

2018). For example, levels of dissident paramilitary violence have dropped by around 

70% since the 1990’s (Tonge, 2014) and numbers of overall paramilitary-related 

deaths have dropped by 95% over the same period (Fay et al., 1997; Nolan, 2018). 

However, despite this significant progress, paramilitary activity continues in certain 

neighbourhoods (PSNI, 2017), including those studied in this research. Recent reports 

suggest that the nature of paramilitarism has changed as various splinter groups have 

emerged and continue to remain active, often using violence to retain power and 

influence over local communities, while benefitting from criminal enterprises 

(Alderdice et al., 2016).  

The majority of interviewees agreed with these claims, suggesting that paramilitarism 

was extremely prevalent in their neighbourhoods. This was re-affirmed by the media 

analysis which showed that during the 12 months of data collection, 56 incidents of 

threats, attacks and security-related incidents occurred in these neighbourhoods. 

Additionally, paramilitary-related drug feuds, threats, attacks and police attempts to 

infiltrate paramilitary organisations and apprehend involved members appeared in the 

media coverage analysed. Interviewees from every sample repeatedly alluded to the 

continuing presence and influence of both Republican and Loyalist paramilitary 

organisations in their respective neighbourhoods, which was evidenced further in the 

observations as paramilitary murals, flags and graffiti were common on street corners 

and on the sides of buildings. Paramilitary flags and memorabilia were paraded by 

many of the bands from the neighbourhoods that were involved in public marches and 



 117 

demonstrations observed during the data collection. Moreover, the following 

statement that was written underneath a paramilitary mural in one of the 

neighbourhoods, appeared to affirm the ongoing activity of organisations:  

 

“[Organisation name] …We haven’t gone anywhere you know” 

(Neighbourhood Observation – Tillsbury)  

 

Reflecting on this ongoing activity, one interviewee suggested that while some 

organisations may have disarmed and had members reintegrate back into the 

community following political imprisonment, total demobilization has not yet become 

a reality in many of these neighbourhoods.  

 

“Now when they [the public] say, ‘Why don't they just disband and go away?’ 

Right, we’ve disbanded, and we’ve went away. But what does that mean? 

…there’s a process called Demobilization, Disbandment and Reintegration 

(DDR) in conflict zones. Demobilization, disbandment, giving away your guns 

and reintegrating back into your community. Only…those two have happened. 

People are reintegrated back into the community and the guns are away”. 

(Professional Interview 2) 

This lack of total demobilization may be related to the difficulties that politically-

motivated individuals released under the Good Friday Agreement (GFA) have had 

when reintegrating. The most important difficulties have perhaps related to legal and 

attitudinal discrimination. In terms of legal discrimination, politically-motivated 

offences were held against these individuals, significantly hindering their employment 

prospects (Dwyer, 2013). In addition, some of those returning to Loyalist 

neighbourhoods also experienced attitudinal discrimination that was not experienced 

by Republican ex-combatants. It has been noted that Loyalist paramilitaries 

experienced higher levels of scepticism and reduced support from their communities 

following the GFA given that their role as ‘defenders’ of the communities had 

disintegrated with the end of the conflict (McAuley, 2004; Rolston, 2007). Indeed, 

Shirlow (2005: 51) notes that “Loyalist former prisoners were still treated by many 

members of their residential community with senses of loathing and mistrust, even 

after a long period of release”. As a result, these individuals may have become 
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involved in criminal activity within their organisations for financial gain and stability 

and as a means of re-instating their power and influence within their local community, 

which as aforementioned, often pertains to involvement in the drug market. 

Furthermore, it is likely that broader political divisions within NI since the end of the 

conflict have had a negative knock-on impact on the ongoing existence of paramilitary 

organisations in conflict-affected neighbourhoods like those under study (Alderdice et 

el., 2016). Given that there has been a lack of true partnership working and political 

agreement surrounding legacy issues between the major Nationalist and Unionist 

parties in recent years, most visibly evidenced by the recent collapse of a functioning 

executive in Stormont in 2017 (Morrow, 2018), NI continues to be a deeply divided 

context in which politically-motivated paramilitary organisations can continue to 

operate (Alderdice et al., 2016).  

Interestingly, some interviewees suggested that individuals had become ‘trapped’ in 

paramilitary organisations. It was argued that despite wishing to leave, some members 

felt the need to remain active due to their familial connections to the organisation, 

while others fear leaving the organisations due to the protection that they afford:  

“A lot of people are still there and are involved because of fear. Some people 

are afraid to leave because maybe they've been involved in incidences within 

that community as part of that organisation, i.e. you’ve carried out punishments 

or whatever else, and if you leave and if you no longer have the security of that 

organisation, there’s a lot of people in that community who may well be 

knocking your door when they know there’s no comeback. It’s just you…and 

a lot of people stay because the organisation doesn't want to let them go, 

because obviously the organisation still needs people on the ground...” 

(Professional Interview 3) 

 

Interviewees argued that in the wake of remarkable personal transformations among 

key leaders in both Loyalist and Republican paramilitary organisations, some 

paramilitary groups have made significant transitions towards peace, gradually 

adopting the role of law-abiding community organisations.  
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“There are people who were part of organisations in the past who earnestly are 

trying to change things for the future…many of these people they have gone 

on enormous personal journeys and have changed. I had a very good 

relationship with [leader name] before he died, and he really wanted to see 

change and I really did think he was genuine…in terms of his personal 

transformation. And there many people like that in both (Loyalist and 

Republican) communities.” (Professional Interview 14).  

 

Despite this, some factions/splinter groups “are reluctant to go on that journey” 

(Professional Interview 11). One interviewee suggested that this was partly related to 

a lack of investment in establishing pro-social alternatives for paramilitary members 

during the peace process.   

 

“Paramilitarism doesn't need to be around anymore. But if during the conflict 

for example, Patten [police reform] done away with 7,000 police and put 200-

odd million into getting rid of 7,000 police officers, how is paramilitarism 

supposed to rid of members? What are they going to do? How to get rid of a 

member? They’re still the candle-maker, they’re still the baker, they’re still 

that person so its people we’re talking about and it’s about having things in 

place in communities that people can attract their energy into doing good for 

that community and that’s happening, but it’s not happening at a level either 

quickly enough or forcefully enough or resourced enough to allow it to 

happen.” (Professional Interview 2) 

 

However, others suggested that this reluctance is more to do with the weak 

infrastructure and deprivation in the neighbourhoods, which facilitates higher levels 

of crime and therefore presents opportunities for these groups to establish criminal 

strongholds and exploit individuals for financial and personal gain. Indeed, this may 

be a particularly enticing incentive for those politically-motivated individuals who, as 

already noted, face legal discrimination in relation to employment and who may be 

particularly tempted by the lucrative nature of these criminal endeavours.  

 

“You have populations where disadvantage is going to drive criminality 

because people then struggle to survive, exist and stay alive…so that creates 
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opportunity for different groups to exploit people…I believe that that’s a 

breeding ground for paramilitaries to take young people who are misdirected 

and misguided and negatively model behaviours that are socially accepted.” 

(Professional Interview 6) 

 

Despite these mixed views on the origin of ongoing paramilitary activity, there was 

agreement that these paramilitary groups attempt to maintain legitimacy and support 

from local residents by presenting surface-level narratives of political motivation and 

pro-community interests. This pertained mostly to politically-motivated violence or 

carrying out violent attacks on those who repeatedly victimise local residents by 

engaging in socially unacceptable anti-social/criminal behaviour that is unsanctioned 

by paramilitary groups (discussed later). Nonetheless, participants unanimously 

agreed that in reality, these paramilitary groups operated as criminal/gang-like 

enterprises in their local ‘territories’, maintaining power and control by fear and 

violence, and economically benefitting via the exploitation of the illegal drug market.   

 

“They are still kind of peddling that [political motivation] to try and get some 

support from you know the communities, but yeah underneath it all they are 

just organised crime, most definitely”. (Professional Interview 10) 

 

Interestingly, some interviewees suggested that in being aware of these activities, local 

communities saw through the mask presented by members of these organisations, 

reducing overall levels of support for the organisations in the neighbourhoods. One 

participant even suggested that they are seen as a ‘joke’ by some residents.  

 

“The paramilitaries do try and be the police, but they can’t. Because they don’t 

have the respect that they used to cause everyone just knows that they are only 

tax men [for drug use] now. That’s all. And they are just beating people and 

shooting people and using excuses saying ‘Awh there’s burglaries in this area, 

we have a reason to move into this area’. (Pre-Release Interview 19 - Tillsbury) 

 

Some suggested that in particular estates, paramilitary organisations have a large 

support-base, but that in the broader context:  
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“Half of them [the community] hate them and half of them like them”. (Post-

Release Interview 8 - Tillsbury) 

 

When asked further about these divided levels of support, a number of interviewees 

felt that some residents who do not support paramilitaries are ‘trapped’ and feel 

powerless to speak or act out against them due to fear of violent retaliation. Therefore, 

it was suggested that paramilitaries retain a level of control over un-supportive 

residents via fear.  

 

“(Paramilitaries) are just gangsters…some of them [the community] are too 

afraid to speak out. Like if something is happening to someone they know, then 

they don’t want it coming back on them.” (Pre-Release Interview 10 - 

Mursdon) 

 

Interviewees also suggested that there has been a legacy of recruitment into these 

groups in which they have historically targeted younger vulnerable individuals in care 

who do not have support structures in their lives and who are more susceptible to the 

incentives of membership and pressure to join.  

 

“We had a big problem in [district name] and [district name] around young 

people being recruited into the organisations, but specifically young people in 

care. And the difficulty was they were joining up not knowing what they were 

joining up to and suddenly they realised that you can’t get out…14 and 15-year 

olds and young people in care who are particularly vulnerable… they had no 

sort of family structure around them and then paramilitaries were offering them 

a family in a sense, ownership, prestige, a bit of power, a sense of belonging 

that they were desperately looking for…And they all joined up without 

knowing what they had really signed up to.” (Professional Interview 3) 

 

In addition, recruitment to these groups was described as has increasingly becoming a 

more manipulative process that was linked to drug use and dealing, whereby young 

people are encouraged to use drugs supplied by paramilitary organisations. However, 

it was suggested that young people then accrue drug debts which they cannot afford to 

pay. In these instances, paramilitaries may force young people to work for them in 
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order to pay off their debt, creating a manipulative kind of recruitment in which young 

people become trapped in organisations that they do not want to be a part of. Indeed, 

this kind of manipulative recruitment has been shown to be common in gangs 

elsewhere (Seymour and Butler, 2008).   

 

“A lot of my clients…the venom that they have towards them [paramilitaries] 

and the hatred towards them…Where they [paramilitaries] hook them in is the 

drugs…they get them drug dealing for them, and that is then about them maybe 

owing a drug debt and its maybe the only way out where if they do them a few 

jobs, then they can get some money out of that or free drugs… especially 

among the younger ones… they don't share their ideologies…or belief 

system.” (Professional Interview 10) 

 

Sadly, interviewees noted that where individuals cannot pay off these debts and are 

not recruited into the organisation, paramilitary threats and violent attacks are 

administered as retribution (discussed below).  

 

 

Paramilitary Threats and Attacks  
 
 
The findings strongly suggested that threats and attacks remain one of the main ways 

that paramilitary organisations attempt to exert control over individuals in the 

neighbourhoods under investigation. Although overall numbers of threats and attacks 

have fallen considerably province-wide since the ceasefires, threats and violent attacks 

continue to be prevalent in deprived neighbourhoods most affected by the conflict and 

have risen in recent years (Napier et al., 2017; Torney, 2016; PSNI, 2018). Moreover, 

the most recent statistics show that paramilitary-style shootings doubled province-

wide between 2015/16 to 2016/17, with one particularly disturbing period seeing a rate 

of almost one attack every nine days (Madden, 2018; PSNI, 2018). Sadly, a significant 

proportion of these attacks took place in the neighbourhoods studied in this research 

(PSNI, 2018). 
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These high rates of threats and attacks in the neighbourhoods were reflected in the data 

collected during this research. In the media analysis, 32 paramilitary-style threats and 

attacks were documented in the neighbourhoods throughout the 12 months of data 

collection, ranging from verbal warnings to severe punishment beatings to shootings 

(shown in table 4 below).  
 
Table 5 - Numbers of paramilitary threats, attacks and security-related incidents in 
media analysis  
 
 Mursdon (PUL) Tillsbury (CNR) 

Threats 0 1 

Beatings 4 7 

Shootings  6 14 

Security-Alerts  5 19 

Total Number  15 41 

 
However, it is important to note that given the volume of attacks believed to be taking 

place in the neighbourhoods by interviewees, and associated issues with under-

reporting, the media articles did not appear to capture the full extent or volume of the 

range of attacks occurring.  

 

In the observations, paramilitary threats and warnings written in graffiti were visible 

on the sides of walls and buildings in the neighbourhoods which targeted particular 

individuals and prohibited them from entering the area. Similarly, all interviewees 

frequently referred to the commonplace and ‘normal’ nature of paramilitary threats 

and violent attacks in these neighbourhoods:  

 

“See the (paramilitary) shootings…you hear about them every day. And in 

some countries, they would be like f**k, breaking news and all. But they aren’t 

here, they are just daily where I’m from like.” (Pre-Release Interview 9 - 

Tillsbury) 

 

Paramilitary threats and attacks appear to have “turned inwards” (BBC, 2018: 1), 

becoming intra-community in nature as they are enforced on individuals deemed to be 

‘problematic’ by paramilitaries, rather than on those from different communities with 
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different religious/political affiliations (Alderdice et al., 2016). Of the 68 Catholic 

civilians killed since 1998, 38 have been killed by Republican paramilitaries within 

their own community; rates that are mirrored in Loyalist communities, especially 

given prolonged spells of feuding between Loyalist paramilitary splinter groups 

(Nolan, 2018). Interviewees agreed with this, suggesting that despite feuding and 

sectarianism being ‘alive and well’ in some neighbourhoods, threats and attacks are 

most commonly administered for two inter-related reasons:  

 

1) Violating paramilitary rules regarding drug dealing and drug use, or not paying 

drug debts  

2) Committing socially unacceptable types of crime/behaviour that has not been 

sanctioned by paramilitaries and which victimizes neighbourhood residents  

 

When describing the current function of paramilitary organisations, almost all of the 

interviewees referenced paramilitary importation and control over the drug market in 

their areas. Interviewees across all of the samples noted that paramilitaries authorise, 

manage and tax drug dealers in the neighbourhoods and that when individuals deal 

without authorisation or do not pay the taxes imposed on them by paramilitaries, they 

are often subjected to threats and violent attacks as retribution.  

 

“…the inter-linking of paramilitarism and drugs and crime is like a bowl of 

spaghetti. A lot of the young people are being shot, even the young man shot 

in [place name] a couple of nights ago, he was an excluded one. He was a drug 

dealer, but he was actually shot because he wasn’t paying taxes to the local 

paramilitaries.” (Professional Interview 14) 

 

Additionally, interviewees highlighted various instances where individuals, often 

younger individuals, were subjected to threats and attacks for amounting drug debts to 

paramilitaries, especially due to the interest placed on the drugs acquired. Particularly 

distressing stories were mentioned of instances where individuals had died as a result 

of severe threats and attacks. 

 

“See a lot of people can’t afford to pay for drugs and then they get into 

debt…debt is a massive problem across all working-class areas because people 
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haven't got the money and borrow from the paramilitaries... Now there is no 

bother borrowing the money, but the problems start when you can’t pay it back 

again. And then it gets out of hand…they’ve nailed people’s hands to work 

tops and they…crucify people to floors” (Professional Interview 13) 

 

Interviewees argued that paramilitary threats and attacks are administered to those who 

engage in socially unacceptable crime/behaviour that is unsanctioned by paramilitaries 

and which victimises local residents. This included theft, burglary, joyriding, violent 

behaviour or using unauthorised drugs. Particular attention was given to the use of 

heroin in the neighbourhoods which was strictly prohibited by paramilitaries and as 

such, resulted in severe consequences. Graffiti on the sides of buildings in some of the 

neighbourhoods even noted that heroin dealers/users would be executed.  

 

“It depends what they’ve done…Like burgling houses in the area, and you were 

caught for it... it’s gotta be something against the area. Something like if you 

smashed someone’s windows or did something to their property or did 

something to someone else in the area.” (Pre-Release Interview 2 - Tillsbury) 

 

“It says in [place name] that any heroin dealers caught selling heroin will be 

executed like, no warnings like…That’s a no go…That’s a different ball game 

that. It’s alright selling a bit of grass or a bit of coke or something like, but 

heroin is just…out of the boundaries, you don’t go near that...” (Pre-Release 

Interview 9 - Tillsbury) 

 

In these instances, interviewees suggested that community norms and values regarding 

‘swift justice’ partly inform the use of paramilitary threats and attacks. Here, 

participants drew attention to the fact that during the conflict, paramilitary threats and 

attacks became accepted norms as appropriate community responses to socially 

unacceptable types of crime. In turn, participants suggested that these norms and 

values had helped to perpetuate an appetite for this kind of response to socially 

unacceptable types of crime among some in the neighbourhoods today. On top of this, 

some participants suggested that a proportion of community members view them as 

being a means of exacting ‘justice’ in a way that is exercised quickly and in a more 

punitive fashion than via the criminal justice system. Interviewees suggested that these 
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residents have become frustrated with the legal system, seeing it as slow and not being 

punitive or effective enough to deal with the severity and volume of socially 

unacceptable anti-social/criminal behaviour that is committed by some individuals. 

Interviewees highlighted that victimised residents have particular concerns regarding 

the frequency of bail being granted to individuals who commit crime, return to the 

neighbourhood and often re-victimise local residents. As such, it was suggested that 

victimised residents turn to paramilitary organisations for help in the hope that they 

will punish anti-social/criminal behaviour quickly and more effectively than the 

criminal justice system.  

 

“...there are frustrations in the community…at the courts and at letting people 

out on bail continually…The local residents do not want them there. At 

all…Who wants people who are robbing, stealing, taking drugs, selling drugs, 

who wants that. And that is why there are so many threats against people…the 

justice system’s not quite enough for them. It’s not impacting enough.” 

(Professional Interview 15) 

 

One interviewee suggested that even the police are understanding of these frustrations 

and sometimes informally recommend that individuals report incidents to 

paramilitaries who may be able to ascertain an answer or solution faster that they 

could.  

 

“And very often if there is a crime situation…even the police would say ‘you'd 

be better going and talking to the 'boys' down the road’ than them deal with it, 

because they know that if they talk to the boys down the road that they are 

going to get a more positive result. The police will have it in the books and 

may never have an answer or a solution, whereas the boys down the road 

would”. (Professional Interview 12) 

 

Interviewees argued that these frustrations are heightened due to the expectations 

brought about by the legacy of paramilitary policing during the conflict, which saw 

unacceptable types of anti-social/offending behaviour dealt with immediately and 

forcefully via paramilitary threats and attacks. Interviewees felt this has created a 

culture where quick and forceful punishment has become an expectation among a 
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proportion of the community. In turn, this was viewed as perpetuating an appetite for 

paramilitary threats and attacks as a means of obtaining justice and retribution against 

problematic individuals who repeatedly victimise local residents. Additionally, this 

willingness to report individuals to paramilitary groups may be exacerbated by a 

history of distrust and reluctance to involve the police in responding to these incidents 

due to the conflict and potential negative repercussions individuals would have faced 

from paramilitaries for bringing the police into these areas.  

 

“Well, let’s say you lived in [place name] and your house got burgled. You 

wouldn’t ring the police. You would go to someone else and they would carry 

out their own justice…They wouldn’t ring the cops like…No one likes the 

cops, they are b*****s…No one gets involved with the cops or says anything 

to them…If there is an incident in the area, then you go and see someone and 

get it sorted quicker. They don’t believe that the police can actually help them.” 

(Pre-Release Interview 9 - Tillsbury) 

 

Interestingly, many of these issues were highlighted by a PSNI officer in a news article 

that was published prior to the beginning of the data collection. In the article, it was 

believed that the combination of a distrust of the police, systematic issues with service 

provision and increasing levels of security threats, victimised residents are more 

willing to approach paramilitary organisations to pursue aid and informal justice 

(O’Boyle, 2017). In light of this, it was argued that “the police have lost control of the 

neighbourhoods”, especially in Republican areas (O’Boyle, 2017: 1). Drawing on this, 

one interviewee felt that those in the neighbourhoods who support and facilitate these 

measures need to patiently engage in a learning curve, where formal channels of justice 

are depended upon instead of paramilitary reporting and where their expectations 

regarding the speed and forcefulness of the criminal justice system need to change.  

 

“There is that learning curve…for those communities that you’re not going to 

have that immediate resolution anymore and yes you are going to have to put 

up with antisocial behaviour to a greater degree whilst the legal process deals 

with it.” (Professional Interview 3) 
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Importantly, some suggested that paramilitaries use their involvement in these 

instances to maintain a reputation as ‘defenders of the community’ and in doing so, 

retain support from parts of the community.  

 

“Paramilitary organisations would be active in those situations as well because, 

for want of a better word, it’s like a catcher and its popular within communities 

because they say well at least they keep the paedophiles out or whatever. That’s 

generally how those organisations want to be seen. They keep the drug dealers 

out or keep certain drug dealers out and allow other drug dealers to operate. 

But yeah, particularly, in and around sex offenders.” (Professional Interview 

3) 

 

However, there appeared to be a marked tension between the attitudes of those 

ordinary members of the community who supported the actions of paramilitary actions 

and the attitudes of interviewees in this study. Given that the interviewees in this study 

were either those returning to the neighbourhoods or those professionals/community 

representatives who were attempting to help these individuals and encouraging them 

to cooperate with the criminal justice system, interviewees frequently expressed deep 

anger and resentment towards those in these organisations who administer threats and 

attacks.  Not only did interviewees draw attention to the damaging effect that these 

action can have on the desistance process (discussed in detail in chapter 5), these 

feelings were also exacerbated by the perceived hypocrisy that was believed to be 

involved in this behaviour. A number of interviewees argued that paramilitaries 

mascaraed as ‘champions of the community’ who ‘deal with drug-dealers’ on behalf 

of their neighbourhoods but simultaneously manipulate, manage and extort individuals 

for personal gain.  

 

“The people who set themselves up as the champions of the community and 

who say they are protecting the community against drug dealers, are actually 

making their money from drugs and they are trying to manage the drugs trade. 

They are not eliminating it…there is a deep hypocrisy there.” (Professional 

Interview 14)  
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When describing the nature of threats, interviewees suggested that they ranged in 

severity and could be administered both informally or formally. Informal threats 

related to verbal warnings given directly via paramilitary organisations of an 

impending attack or threat of death upon entry into an area. Formal threats related to 

those instances where representatives of local communities with connections to 

paramilitary organisations inform the police that a threat has been administered, which 

is then relayed back to the individual by the police. Attacks appeared to differ in 

severity, ranging from beatings that cause minor injuries to severe beatings involving 

weapons and shootings that can result in life-changing injuries. Participants suggested 

that in some cases, punishment attacks were organised between the individual and the 

paramilitaries where a date/time/location was set for the punishment to be 

administered. Some individuals felt that creating this arrangement with paramilitaries 

and assisting in, rather than resisting, their own punishment would lessen the severity 

of the attack and perhaps allow them to stay in the area.  

 

“They’d [the paramilitaries] ring you and say look, ‘C’mon, we’ll break your 

hands and then we’ll leave it at that’…they'll ring you and say, ‘Meet us here 

at 7 at night and we’ll give you flesh wounds, we’ll not do your knee caps, so 

it means that it (the bullet) goes in there (points at the back of the calf) and out 

there (points to the other calf) so you’re only getting 2 flesh wounds’…see if 

you don't go down and meet them, they’re going to batter you first, with 

baseball bats and then they’re going to shoot you…So it’s better going down 

and they'll meet you and…well they'll not just say ‘right, right, we’ve got him 

now, beat the head off him and shoot him’. They’ll say, ‘Right are you ready, 

you can bring tea towels down with you, you get 2 flesh wounds and then 

they’ll leave you a phone and you can ring the ambulance and put your tea 

towels around your legs and then you’re alright.’…Or ‘come down and get 

your hands broke’ or ‘come down and get one of your arms broke’.  

 

Interviewer: And, people are happy for that to get done to them if it means that 

they can stay in the area? 

 

Respondent: Aye. Oh Aye.” (Pre-Release Interview 2 - Tillsbury) 
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However, others were aware of instances where these arranged attacks had become 

arbitrary in nature despite the individual’s compliance with the sanction.  

 

“I interviewed a guy who was in prison who had been shot by the 

paramilitaries…when he got his appointment, he accepted it, he went and 

bought tea towels to bring with him to soak up the blood, but...instead of 

getting 2 shots to the knees, he was shot in the knees and the ankles and has 

been left with a permanent disability because of it and has been left in a lot of 

pain with it constantly.” (Professional Interview 14)  

 

Interviewees suggested that attacks administered without arrangement were 

potentially more severe and could involve being attacked at home or being lifted from 

the street by masked men and taken to areas that had become synonymous with 

paramilitary-style shootings. Their claims were backed up by the media analysis as 

many of the paramilitary-style shootings that were recorded in news articles during the 

data collection took place via forced entry into homes and taking the victim to these 

areas.  

“…they grab you, throw you into the back of a black taxi or something, and 

they make you lie on the floor and take you to a new place away out of [place 

name]. For instance, like up there in [place name], they’ll bring you up there. 

They’ll hit you a few slaps and then they’ll tell you to walk down the alley and 

then they’ll stand at the top of the alley and then you walk down and there is a 

shooter standing at the bottom with a gun waiting to shoot you in the legs like.” 

(Pre-Release Interview 9 - Tillsbury) 

 

Paramilitary attacks could also be extended to peer/family members if the threatened 

individual failed to comply or had evaded apprehension. This predominantly related 

to damage to property rather than assault.  

Unfortunately, the data suggested that threats and attacks most commonly begin from 

a young age. Those who had personal experience of being threatened or attacked 

explained that they had experienced these traumatic events from around the age of 14. 

It was agreed by interviewees across the sample that although they are not exclusively 
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administered to younger generations, threats and attacks are predominantly enforced 

on individuals under the age of 21.  

“Over half of the victims are under 21, most of the others are kind of between 

25 and 35 and they are people who have been accused of ASB [anti-social 

behaviour] in their local communities” (Professional Interview 14) 

 

Interviewees suggested that more violent/serious threats and attacks would generally 

not be carried out until individuals reach the age of 16, as doing otherwise would 

damage the reputation of paramilitary organisations within the neighbourhoods. As 

such, interviewees suggested that violent threats and attacks could be administered for 

past anti-social or criminal behaviour, even if the individual had dis-engaged from 

such behaviour. It also appeared that the severity and numbers of threats or attacks 

escalated with an individual’s age and the severity and volume of the offenses that 

paramilitaries they were believed to have committed. Individuals who self-reported 

being involved in prolonged offending behaviour or who had committed more serious 

offences generally reported experiencing more threats and beatings that were more 

brutal.  

“The first time I was about 14, 14. It wasn’t a proper hiding like, it was just a 

few slaps like…but then…they beat me with bats and hammers, and that was 

when I was 17. Two weeks before my 18th birthday. Was only that age.” (Pre-

Release Interview 10 - Mursdon) 

 

Due to these findings, it was evident that paramilitary threats and attacks remain to be 

a key mechanism by which these organisations both establish strongholds in these 

communities via fear and attempt to exert control over ‘problematic’ individuals in the 

neighbourhoods. Sadly, it appeared that these actions were, at times, supported by the 

rhetoric of ‘swift justice’ within the neighbourhoods given frustrations with the 

speed/intensity of the criminal justice system. Yet, it was also clear was that some 

residents in the neighbourhoods reserved a deep resentment towards paramilitaries 

given their duplicitous character as drug-dealers and taxmen who ‘masquerade’ as 

‘champions’ of the community. Despite this, paramilitary threats and attacks of 

varying degrees/types continue to be a common reality for these neighbourhood 

residents, especially for those individuals who are deemed to be ‘problematic’ because 
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of their involvement in socially unacceptable crimes/behaviours and/or their violation 

of informal paramilitary rules and expectations.  

 

 

Summary 
 

This chapter used the findings of this research to create a necessary contextual 

background to the neighbourhoods. In doing so, it was evident that the neighbourhoods 

were largely defined by economic and social deprivation. With regards to economic 

deprivation, it was apparent that as a result of the decline of industry and the damaging 

effects of the conflict, the neighbourhoods housed weak economic infrastructures that 

facilitated high levels of un-employment (some of which was inter-generational and 

related to norms and values regarding education), a lack of opportunities and poor 

living conditions. Social deprivation was also evidenced via inflated levels of certain 

types of crime, anti-social behaviour and imprisonment, geographical marginalisation, 

limited social mobility, as well as higher levels of inter-group tensions. Additionally, 

these issues appeared to be solidified and perpetuated by cycles of outward, rather than 

inward, mobility where groups and resources that had the capacity to contribute to the 

development of the neighbourhoods often leave them.  

 

Research has frequently documented that these concentrated disadvantages are 

common characteristics of urban ‘problem places’ that display disproportionate levels 

of crime, imprisonment and recidivism (Hancock, 2001; Braga and Weisburd, 2010: 

221). Indeed, neighbourhood crime research undertaken from a variety of different 

perspectives in major cities within the UK and US, such as Dublin, London, Glasgow, 

Chicago and Los Angeles, has repeatedly identified the combination of these 

characteristics in urban spaces and their correlation with higher rates of victimization, 

exposure to crime, incarceration and recidivism (Sampson et al., 1997; Kubrin and 

Stewart, 2006; Burchfield and Silver, 2013; Healey, 2013; Rodriguez, 2013; Graif et 

al., 2014). Comparisons may even be drawn between aspects of the operation and 

activities of paramilitary organisations and gangs in these areas, especially given their 

involvement in drug markets (Bunker and Sullivan, 2014), creating further similarity 

between these criminogenic urban neighbourhoods. Given this, it can be argued that 

although these neighbourhoods have had a unique experience of conflict which has 
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contributed to the development and exacerbation of these issues, these neighbourhoods 

still share similar traits with crime-prone neighbourhoods of concentrated 

disadvantage elsewhere, thereby making them a useful sample from which to consider 

the potential ways in which these types of neighbourhoods may shape the desistance 

process during reintegration.  

 

Moreover, in light of ongoing legacy issues regarding public disorder and 

paramilitarism, it appeared that the neighbourhoods contained an added dimension of 

conflict-related factors that added a unique set of challenges and barriers to desistance 

during reintegration. In the next chapter, the ways in which these neighbourhood 

factors and issues relating to a legacy of conflict in the neighbourhoods interacted with 

individual characteristics to affect the desistance process during reintegration are 

considered.  
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Building on the contextual background detailed in the previous chapter, this chapter 

considers the ways in which these neighbourhoods, and a legacy of conflict, appeared 

to affect the desistance process during an individual’s reintegration from prison. Like 

most complex social behaviour, desistance from crime has been shown to be 

influenced by the interplay between both individual and environmental factors. With 

this in mind, the first part of this chapter outlines the way in which these disadvantaged 

neighbourhoods shaped the experiences that individuals had growing up in them. In 

doing so, it was evident that these experiences contributed to the development of a 

range of needs among these individuals that both increased their propensity to become 

involved in anti-social/criminal behaviour and affected their likelihood of desisting 

from crime during reintegration. Building on this, the second section of the chapter 

aims to demonstrate the ways in which these needs interacted with the environmental 

conditions and conflict-related issues detailed in chapter 4 to affect the desistance 

process during reintegration. Here, it appeared that criminogenic norms and values had 

a notable effect on drug use, public disorder and opportunities to engage in crime, 

which increased the propensity to re-offend during reintegration. These norms also 

shaped the way in which residents responded to individuals with different offending 

histories during their reintegration, affecting their experiences of social integration and 

paramilitary threats and attacks, which in turn, shaped the behaviour of these 

individuals. The final section of the chapter then considers the ways in which the needs 

of these individuals interacted with broader neighbourhood factors relating to 

employment and housing to affect the desistance process during reintegration. This is 

followed by a summary of the key findings of the chapter. 

 

Individual Experiences and Needs  
 
 
As a result of growing up and living in these deprived neighbourhood contexts, many 

of the individuals who were imprisoned had experienced multiple deprivations that 

had made them more susceptible to becoming involved in criminal activity and which 

reduced their likelihood of desisting from crime during reintegration. These inter-

related experiences and needs were predominantly associated with four key areas: 1) 

challenging family life, 2) problematic school experiences, 3) early engagement with 

the criminal justice system, and 4) drug and substance misuse, as well as mental illness.  
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Most of the individuals came from either broken homes or single parent families that 

lacked stability. In particular, most grew up in homes where the father was not present, 

with the result that many had spent little time with their fathers growing up or had 

never met them due to parental imprisonment. Interviewees felt that these family 

experiences had become an inter-generational norm in the neighbourhoods where 

individuals often have children at a young age, despite having unstable backgrounds 

and rarely living with or having stable relationships with their partners. Indeed, this 

appeared to be the case among the imprisoned interviewees in this study, given that 

most of them had their own children at a young age, despite having unstable 

relationships, housing and/or employment. Additionally, individuals reported being 

victimised by some form of neglect, abuse or trauma in their home environments, 

especially given high levels of drug and substance misuse in their families.  

 

“Most of them have broken homes because family life has changed radically 

in the last 20 years, where a lot of young men that we work with…would be 

single parents and it just seems to be for them that…when you are 16 or 17, 

you end up becoming a father or a mother. You don't get married. You don't 

even live with each other. So, the situation is no family stability. We had a 

situation where there were 16 young men…and one of the questions that they 

were asked was ‘how many of you can honestly say that your father was a 

positive influence on you?’ and only one person raised his hand and that was 

one of the instructors….A lot of them…are brought up by their mothers and 

would just see their fathers from time to time and now they've got that same 

life, just seeing their kids from time to time.” (Professional Interview 12) 

 

Importantly, research has shown that this type of home environment has a variety of 

ramifications on crime and desistance. Issues such as fatherlessness, a lack of stability 

and maltreatment have each been shown to have significantly adverse outcomes on 

cognitive and emotional development, problem-solving, coping, self-control and 

educational disadvantage (Radl et al., 2017), which have been found to play a 

significant role in crime and desistance (Loeber et al., 1991; Baumeister et al., 1994; 

Fergusson et al., 2004; Hay and Meldrum, 2015). Indeed, these issues were apparent 

among those imprisoned given that many had developed learning difficulties and 

reported issues with mental illness, poor coping and problem-solving skills, as well as 
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violent/aggressive behaviour from an early age. Experiencing these complex needs can 

in turn increase the risk of an individual becoming involved in crime and anti-social 

behaviour from an early age and can contribute to re-offending behaviour following 

release from prison and throughout their life (Moffitt, 1993; Bales et al., 2017; 

Farrington, 2017).  

 

Interviewees explained how experiencing these issues meant that they lacked 

concentration, struggled to engage, disliked authority and began to become involved 

in problematic behaviour, contributing to adverse school experiences and a lack of 

educational attainment. Interviewees also attributed their lack of engagement to a 

limited view of the importance of engaging in education, especially in light of the 

cultural norms and attitudes of those in their social networks in their neighbourhoods 

(discussed in chapter 4). However, interviewees drew particular attention to the 

negative impact of their early exposure to drugs and substances within negative peer 

groups in school on their engagement and behaviour in mainstream education. 

Frequently, it was argued that the drug culture in the neighbourhoods (examined in 

chapter 4) had filtered into school life, whereby a number of pupils brought drugs they 

had acquired from their homes and neighbourhood peer groups into school. Exposure 

and experimentation with these drugs and substances at an early age was viewed as 

having a detrimental impact on their educational engagement and exacerbating their 

already problematic behaviour. As a result, the majority of the interviewees claimed 

that they had been moved to ‘second-chance’ schools8 in the early years of their 

secondary-level education, following repeated suspension and eventual expulsion 

from mainstream schools for a lack of engagement and behaviour that was often anti-

social, criminal, violent or aggressive.  

 

“Got threw out of [primary school name] and then went to [primary school 

name] …. I was always getting suspended, smoking and s**t…I was never in 

[secondary school] …I got expelled in first year but…let back in third 

 
8 In NI, ‘second-chance’ schools are specifically designed educational centres that work with at-

risk young people who have been expelled from mainstream education given their problematic 

behaviour and complex needs (Gallagher, 2009). 
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year…and then went to (second-chance school) for 5th year…it was just 

suspensions I was getting done for. I just done what I wanted, when I wanted 

… I done a lot wrong…I just had a bad temper…Only went there (second 

chance school) a couple of weeks and then got thrown outta there too.” (Pre-

Release Interview 10 - Mursdon) 

 

Unfortunately, their lack of educational attendance/engagement and problematic 

behaviour appeared to worsen in these institutions, given their exposure to groups that 

were involved in more serious drug and substance misuse and disruptive/aggressive 

behaviour. Nearly all of the interviewees undergoing reintegration conceded that in 

light of these experiences, they had developed significant issues with drugs and other 

substances by the time they had reached their mid-teens. Indeed, many described it as 

being a somewhat defining feature of their lives that had played a significant role in 

perpetuating their engagement with negative peer groups and certain types of anti-

social/criminal behaviour, which had negatively impacted on their physiological and 

psychological wellbeing.  

 

“Drug misuse has the effect of destroying an individual’s functioning. So, if a 

person is misusing drugs…it increases their capacity to continue to engage in 

offending behaviour and reduces stability within their lifestyle and the 

communities that they are in.” (Professional Interview 11) 

 

Concerns were raised about increasing levels of prescription drug abuse among these 

individuals, which was viewed as damaging their wellbeing and functioning.  

 

“The whole nature of misuse of substances is changing dramatically. Offenders 

have moved from using solvents, alcohol and illicit drugs, to abusing 

prescribed and unprescribed medications and it appears that that area is 

becoming increasingly an area to manage…in terms of how they are impacting 

people both psychologically and physiologically...” (Professional Interview 

11)    

 

Building on this, practitioners felt that in many cases, these individuals had developed 

dependencies on drugs and substances as a means of coping with the combination of 
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adverse experiences that they had experienced throughout their lives. Practitioners 

believed that these dependencies were indirectly linked to the higher prevalence of 

prescription drug abuse in the neighbourhoods that existed as a by-product of inter-

generational conflict-related trauma (previously discussed in chapter 4). In turn, some 

argued that this reflected a continuation of the coping-related drug culture that existed 

during the conflict.  

 

“99% of them are going to be addicted to something…its drugs that keep 

people going. Whether it's the legal highs, whether its prescription drugs or 

smoking dope or whatever, but most of them are high on stuff.” (Professional 

Interview 13)  

 

With this in mind, professional interviewees suggested that these drug and substance 

dependencies worsened already low levels of emotional and verbal intelligence and 

distorted cognitions. It was argued that when these individuals experience challenging 

situations or negative emotions, they either display violent/aggressive behaviour or 

resort to drug and substance misuse as a means of communicating their feelings or 

coping with them. This was often viewed as a significant factor that contributed to 

problematic anti-social/re-offending behaviour.  

 

“There’s real problems there, lots of frustration and real difficulty…they only 

recognise the sadness and anger in there and when they get frustrated, they get 

angry and they lash out rather than communicating that need or unmet need or 

what’s really going on in their head.” (Professional Interview 10) 

 

The combination of issues caused by difficult home environments, negative school 

experiences and drug and substance abuse hindered their engagement in school and 

their attainment of basic literacy and numeracy skills, which had a negative knock on 

effect on their ability and willingness to pursue training or obtain employment. A 

number of interviewees suggested that as their problematic behaviour worsened 

throughout their school years, they had gradually become “caught up” in different 

forms of anti-social/criminal behaviour that they felt was “all around” them in their 

social networks in their schools and neighbourhoods (Post-Release Interview 8). In 

these groups, individuals suggested that they became exposed to more opportunities 



 140 

to engage in certain types of crime, contributing to their view that these behaviours 

were normal to some extent. One example related to public disorder and rioting. 

Interviewees suggested that the legacy of sectarian violence, rioting and public 

disorder in their neighbourhoods (described in chapter 4) had established these 

behaviours as norms, especially among younger individuals. Indeed, one interviewee 

argued that public disorder and rioting were daily occurrences between some groups 

of young people in their neighbourhood and that this behaviour was learned from older 

generations. As such, these kinds of violent behaviour were viewed as being just 

another part of growing up in these areas.  

 

 “Me and my mates, we used to go down and riot with the [other community] 

so we did…Every single day...Wherever we could meet each other without the 

police getting there too quick…Threw stuff at them, fought with them, 

everything…we were young... Two different sides so we just thought 

aye…growing up there was bigger ones in our estate that did that, and I think 

that just rubbed off on us and then we did it.”  (Pre-Release Interview 7 - 

Tillsbury) 

 

Interviewees also felt that they were surrounded by more opportunities to engage in 

other forms of crime in their neighbourhoods, including joyriding, drug use and drug 

dealing, referring again to what they believed to be the ‘normality’ of these behaviours 

in their peer groups. Some even alluded to their involvement with paramilitary 

organisations who supplied drugs to them or who employed them to carry out 

particular types of offenses. These kinds of opportunities were viewed as being 

lucrative, especially when considered against the lack of educational qualifications 

individuals had, and the difficulties they faced in attempting to gain high-quality, 

secure employment. It should be noted that given the lack of social mobility in their 

families and neighbourhoods (discussed in chapter 4), these individuals rarely left this 

context or integrated with other social groups, which likely solidified their exposure 

to anti-social influences as they grew up.  

 

As a result of their involvement in anti-social/criminal behaviour from an early age, 

the majority of interviewees undergoing reintegration had experienced either the 

formal criminal justice system (i.e. police, courts, juvenile justice centre) or the more 
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informal criminal justice system that was overseen by paramilitaries (outlined in 

chapter 4) by the time they had reached their teens. Importantly, these experiences 

appeared to be mediated by the types of offenses that they had committed. Individuals 

who had committed crimes that were considered to be socially acceptable, or that were 

sanctioned by paramilitaries, in these neighbourhoods tended to share experiences of 

dealing with the police and youth justice system, which had sometimes resulted in 

imprisonment. However, others who had committed behaviours generally perceived 

as being socially unacceptable in these neighbourhoods reported experiences of 

dealing both with the formal justice system, as well as with the informal justice system 

which involved them being socially excluded in their neighbourhoods and/or 

threatened/assaulted by paramilitary members. As such, those who had been involved 

in socially acceptable types of crime appeared to be more socially integrated and 

included in these neighbourhoods compared to those who were involved in socially 

unacceptable behaviours.  

 

Sadly, the combination of these experiences contributed to repeated involvement in 

offending (often on an escalating scale), a “cycle” of imprisonment (Post-Release 

Interview 6 - Tillsbury) and worsening levels of mental and physical health. Of the 29 

individuals interviewed for the pre and post release interviews, almost all of the 

interviewees had been imprisoned on multiple occasions prior to the research, while 

11 self-reported having physical or mental health problems. Additionally, these 

interviewees suggested that as their criminal activity escalates and their 

physical/mental health deteriorates, their ability to maintain access to basic resources 

such as housing decreases, contributing to prolonged periods of homelessness and 

“sofa-surfing” (Professional Interview 5) which are known to perpetuate re-offending 

behaviour (discussed later in this chapter).   

 

Despite their experiences of these chaotic lifestyles and negative/traumatic events, 

individuals viewed them as being a somewhat routine feature of their lives. As such, 

interviewees were relatively de-sensitised by these experiences and relayed being 

undeterred by formal and informal punishments and the risks associated with their 

behaviour. Indeed, a high number of individuals referred to the ‘revolving door’ of 

imprisonment, arguing that given their repeated experiences, prison had a relatively 

minimal deterrent effect on their re-offending behaviour during reintegration 
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(discussed further in chapter 6). Indeed, interviewees appeared to be more willing to 

engage in certain types of re-offending behaviour during reintegration, despite the 

risks associated with this behaviour. For example, a number of interviewees noted that 

they would be willing to engage in drug dealing (a fairly risky behaviour) in future. 

Reflecting on these attitudes, professional interviewees argued that these individuals 

find it difficult to rationalise their behaviour and think through the long-term 

consequences of their actions.    

 

“…they can’t rationalise it at all…they just see it as a wee opportunity. Some, 

you know, if someone buys 100 quid of dope, and they’re going to sell 40 or 

50 quid of it on, very often they don't have the money to pay for it, so they will 

take it on tick (by loan) so they're told you gotta get that 100 quid in within a 

week or so. So how are they going to get that 100 quid — they go, and they 

sell it and they might sell 5 portions for 20 quid so they’re getting their own 

drugs free. But once that’s found out then…but they just see that as an 

opportunity, and they don't rationalise the danger.” (Professional Interview 12)  

 

Their cognitions and ability to rationalise their actions were also likely to have been 

damaged/distorted by their history of drug and substance abuse given the damaging 

effects of drugs and substances on their executive functioning, emotional stability and 

ability to rationalise risk (Bechara, 2001; Krawczyk, 2002; Goodwin et al., 2017; 

Kajanoja et al., 2018). Moreover, despite the fact that some expressed a desire to 

change, most expressed a sense of hopeless inevitability about their life circumstances, 

given the extent of their individual deprivation and the criminogenic neighbourhood 

contexts that they were returning to. Indeed, although a number of interviewees 

reported a desire to gain meaningful employment upon their release from prison and 

viewed employment as being the main mechanism by which they could desist from 

crime, most were highly sceptical of their ability to gain the kind of employment that 

they desired. Most remained dependent on benefits and social housing in their 

neighbourhoods upon their release and a high number expressed low motivation to 

engage with services to address their behaviour as they believed that their 

circumstances would not change (discussed later in chapter 6). These circumstances 

and experiences were believed to contribute to sensation-seeking behaviour, such as 
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drug and substance misuse and impulsive criminality, as a means of escaping the 

realities of their everyday lives.  

 

Criminogenic Norms: Drugs, Public Disorder and Desistance  
 

The data reflected that these individual issues were compounded by a wide variety of 

the neighbourhood conditions discussed in chapter 4, forming significant hurdles to 

the desistance process during reintegration. As aforementioned in the previous chapter, 

certain anti-social/criminal behaviours were socially acceptable in the 

neighbourhoods, including particular forms of drug and substance misuse. 

Interviewees frequently expressed that these norms and values had contributed to the 

development of a large drug market in their neighbourhoods, which as previously 

noted, had significantly expanded following the conflict. Importantly, the data 

reflected that the size of the market in their neighbourhoods and number of individuals 

deemed to be using substances increased the individuals’ accessibility and proximity 

to drugs and substances during their reintegration, significantly increasing their 

temptation to use them. Interviewees who were leaving custody suggested that given 

the size of the market, they could easily obtain a variety of prescription and illicit drugs 

from familial networks, social groups and neighbourhood associations. For example, 

one interviewee argued that these substances could be obtained at the “click of the 

fingers” (Pre-Release Interview 8) during their reintegration, while another noted: 

 

“Every street I could call to a house and see people who sell different kinds of 

drugs. Every single street…Like people go to the doctor and fill the doctors 

head full of s***e to try and get on the drugs they want too” (Post-Release 

Interview 8 - Tillsbury) 

The data also suggested that the low cost of drugs and substances in the 

neighbourhoods heightened the temptation for these individuals to purchase these 

drugs and substances during their reintegration. Interviewees highlighted that both 

prescription and non-prescription drugs were cheap, given the size and variety of the 

market. Academic work on addiction suggests that where illegal drugs are affordable, 

individuals are more likely to purchase and use them, especially in low-income 

neighbourhoods (Becker et al., 1991; Saffer and Chaloupka, 1995; Joshua, 2017; 
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Rengert, 2018). This appeared to be the case among those returning to these 

neighbourhoods as these individuals indicated that the low-cost of these drugs and 

substances increased their temptation to use them during reintegration, thereby 

reducing their likelihood of desistance.  

Additionally, the data reflected that this temptation to use was enhanced further by the 

social networks that individuals were returning to, as people in these social networks 

were often involved in drug use, drug dealing and drug-related crime. Indeed, 

individuals often relayed that these groups encouraged individuals to use drugs and 

substances during their reintegration as this was viewed as somewhat normal 

behaviour. As a result, individuals were exposed to more opportunities to commit 

drug-related crime. For example, a number of interviewees undergoing reintegration 

suggested that as their peer networks were involved in drug dealing, they would be 

more willing to deal lower category drugs and substances given their increased 

exposure to opportunities to do so. Indeed, part of this willingness to deal appeared to 

relate back to the financial constraints this population faced, as drug dealing was noted 

on various occasions as being relatively easy and lucrative given the demands of the 

market and the accessibility to drugs in their neighbourhoods. These findings correlate 

with research that suggests that these types of anti-social/criminal associations ‘pull’ 

individuals towards re-offending (Sampson and Laub, 1993; Giordano et al., 2003; 

Farrall et al., 2010: 556). Those interviewees undergoing reintegration frequently cited 

the negative ‘pull’ or temptation posed by their peer groups towards re-offending 

during reintegration, especially in relation to drug and substance misuse and 

subsequent anti-social/criminal behaviour. These issues were further evidenced in the 

story of one interviewee who was re-convicted for criminal activity they had engaged 

in during their reintegration as a result of these peer-related influences:  

 

“Well about a week after release, I seen all my friends in town, and then I 

smoked a few draws off a joint and then just, ended up going back on it so I 

did…Legal high so it was…Yeah. But some house got robbed so it did...and 

they [friends] wanted the car you see…They just decided to do it…but I got 

caught.” (Post-Release Interview 10 - Tillsbury) 
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It was evident that these individuals tend to return to groups that are more likely to 

possess and use drugs and substances. This increased their proximity and temptation 

to use, especially among those who have attempted to stop abusing substances during 

their prison sentence. Given the central role of drug and substance abuse in impulsive 

offending (Young et al., 2017), it contributed to these individuals becoming involved 

in further offending during their reintegration, including becoming involved in public 

disorder and rioting behaviour (discussed later in this chapter).  

Along with drug and substance abuse, the data also indicated that public disorder and 

rioting were considered as being socially acceptable types of crime in the 

neighbourhoods that had a damaging impact upon desistance during reintegration. As 

already detailed in chapter 4, the neighbourhoods experienced higher levels of public 

disorder and rioting behaviour, especially during key cultural events/celebrations such 

as parades and bonfires. It appeared that these norms helped to encourage individuals 

to become involved in this behaviour during their reintegration into the 

neighbourhoods. Four interviewees had become involved in public disorder and 

rioting during relatively recent experiences of reintegration, resulting in their re-

conviction. These individuals conceded that the combination of higher levels of 

sectarian activity, a distrust of the police and the acceptability of public disorder and 

rioting that was “all around” (Post-Release Interview 8) them in their neighbourhoods 

exposed them to more opportunities to engage in this behaviour during their 

reintegration. Professionals in VCS organisations working in the areas argued that 

those who lived close to flashpoints and interfaces were at an even greater risk of being 

drawn into these opportunities and were repeatedly “getting into trouble with rioting 

at certain points every year” (Professional Interview 1).  

   

On top of this, some participants argued that they felt coerced into taking these 

opportunities to engage in public disorder and rioting by paramilitary members in their 

neighbourhoods. As previously discussed in chapter 4, paramilitary organisations have 

significant influence and control over residents, especially younger individuals with 

offending histories. During key neighbourhood events, it was argued that paramilitary 

members incite violence among young people and encourage them to become involved 

in public disorder and rioting. Participants argued that this heightened their likelihood 

of engaging in this behaviour. For example, one interviewee who was returning to the 
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neighbourhoods even suggested that he felt tempted and coerced into this behaviour 

by his friends and by local paramilitary members during one of these key 

neighbourhood events:   

 

“A riot broke out at [key interface name] between marchers and onlookers. He 

was drawn into the riot as his friends and [paramilitaries] men with hoods and 

balaclavas screamed at him to throw bottles and ‘get into them’ (them being 

protestors and the police force). He suggested that there was no sectarian 

motivation in his offence, but rather the pressure and coercion of the mob and 

his friends that were in the riot.” (Observation of Meeting with Probation 

Officer 1 – Mursdon)  

 

Although agreeing that these were contributing factors to their involvement in public 

disorder and rioting, these individuals attributed their involvement predominantly to 

drug and substance misuse. In all of the occasions where interviewees had been 

involved in this activity, they noted that they were intoxicated via alcohol, drugs or 

other substances. They argued that given the celebratory nature of the parades and 

events in the neighbourhoods, they often participated in a party culture where they 

would drink excessively or misuse drugs and substances prior to the events. However, 

given the damaging effects of drug and substance abuse on an individual’s propensity 

to engage in violent criminal behaviour (Murdoch and Ross, 1990; Gottfredson et al., 

2008), interviewees agreed that this made them more willing to engage in the 

opportunities and norms presented by these events and commit criminal offences. In 

some cases, individuals even suggested that they did not remember their involvement 

due to their levels of intoxication.  

 

Interviewer: “Tell me about what brought you here [prison]?  

 

Respondent: Rioting. I had too much drink and drugs. And then just was out 

rioting on [key parade day]…I was out on the drink for about 4 days, and then 

went out on the [day of the parade] then I was f****n off my head like, and 

then ended up down at [names neighbourhood interface]….like the bands 

wanted to come up and pass [road name] and then a lot of trouble started, and 
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I ended up in the middle of it…I threw like 16 bottles or something…at the 

cops like… but I didn't remember…” (Pre-Release Interview 8 - Mursdon) 

 

Crucially, however, as these individuals already had significant issues with drug and 

substance misuse prior to their imprisonment, they were arguably more susceptible 

and likely to act on these temptations during their reintegration. This is due to the 

negative impact of drug and substance issues on levels of impulsivity, distorted 

cognitions and decision-making skills that are central in issues with temptation, 

addiction and re-offending behaviour (Kinworthy, 2016; Foroozande, 2017). 

Moreover, the low cost of and accessibility of substances may heighten the temptation 

for these individuals to use these substances as means of coping with the challenges 

formed by the difficult circumstances that they return to during reintegration. From 

this, it therefore appeared that the complex needs individuals experienced were 

exacerbated by these neighbourhood conditions, hindering their ability to desist upon 

their release from prison.  

 

 
Social Integration and Desistance  
 

The anti-social norms and values that existed in these neighbourhoods also had an 

impact on the way that those who had committed: 1) socially acceptable and 2) socially 

unacceptable types of crime, were treated upon their return to the neighbourhoods, 

which shaped their desistance journey. For those who had committed socially 

acceptable crimes, it appeared that anti-social/criminal norms and values mediated any 

potential stigma associated with their imprisonment, thereby aiding their social 

integration during reintegration. Research has documented that individuals often 

struggle to be socially accepted back into their communities during reintegration given 

the adverse effects of the stigma attached to their offending history (Moore et al., 

2016). However, this was not the case for those with a history of socially acceptable 

types of crime in this research. Given the social acceptance of particular types of anti-

social behaviour/crime and the high rates of imprisonment in the neighbourhoods, 

interviewees who had committed socially acceptable types of crime reported that they 

were usually not stigmatised by those in their social networks or local residents. 

Instead, these interviewees relayed positive experiences of social reintegration, 
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suggesting that they simply re-joined their social networks. These individuals also 

appeared to be more integrated in their neighbourhoods before they were imprisoned 

as they were not viewed as being involved in activity that would harm or victimised 

local residents. This was exemplified by the experiences of one interviewee who had 

committed what were viewed as being socially acceptable crimes and who was 

undergoing reintegration:  

 

“The neighbourhood treat you well generally on return. People don't look down 

on you or think of you as any different as most (of them) have been in custody. 

People are in no way shocked by any of the crime that is occurring in the area, 

so there is no sense that prisoners are reintegrating - they just come back in.” 

(Pre-Release Interview 16 - Tillsbury) 

 

Research suggests that increased levels of social support are conducive to desistance 

during reintegration (La Vigne et al., 2004; Shinkfield and Graffam, 2009). The 

findings of this research partly re-affirmed these suggestions. Almost all of the 

participants in the research reported that they had some source of support in their social 

networks during reintegration. Although this support most commonly came from 

family members, it could come from friends, statutory agencies, voluntary community 

sector agencies and employers. Interviewees recognised that this support had exercised 

a positive influence on their behaviour and encouraged them to desist from crime by 

making them feel welcome, encouraging them to develop a structure and routine and 

helping them to find housing and access services. Particular attention was given to the 

motivating role that children played in encouraging desistance during reintegration. 

Most of the participants were parents and expressed sincere regret that they had been 

separated from their children, whilst in custody, and relayed a genuine desire not to 

spend any more time apart from them because of imprisonment. As such, it was 

evident that some individuals within the neighbourhood were exerting a positive 

influence on the desistance process by supporting these individuals as they attempted 

to desist.  

 

However, the positive effects of this welcome influence of pro-social supports clashed 

with the negative influence of other anti-social groups and norms within their 

networks. As well as being presented with more opportunities to re-offend, 
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interviewees that were involved in socially acceptable types of crime appeared 

undeterred by the higher levels of informal surveillance that existed in their 

neighbourhoods. Neighbourhood crime theories have frequently hypothesised that 

higher levels of informal surveillance and natural guardianship reduce levels of crime 

by increasing visibility and reducing an individual’s willingness to avail of 

opportunities to commit crime (Cohen and Felson, 1979; Tilley and Sidebottom, 

2017). In contrast to this, it appeared that individuals were undeterred from committing 

socially acceptable types of crime in these neighbourhoods due to the social norms 

previously outlined in these areas (see chapter 4). As such, it appeared that the norms 

and values in the neighbourhoods shaped the way in which behaviours are perceived 

and responded to by those in the neighbourhood and in turn, had a mediating effect on 

informal surveillance.  

 

This was further evidenced in the experiences of those who had committed socially 

unacceptable types of crime. In light of the determining effect of norms and values on 

the community response to those returning to the neighbourhoods, those involved in 

socially unacceptable behaviour often relayed experiences of being stigmatised, 

excluded from social networks and threatened and attacked by paramilitaries; 

experiences that all formed significant barriers to successful reintegration and 

desistance. These interviewees frequently drew attention to instances where they felt 

negatively labelled by residents who wrongfully assumed that they were responsible 

for socially unacceptable crimes committed in the neighbourhood. Individuals felt 

unfairly condemned and labelled due to their previous offending behaviour, which in 

turn negatively affected their view of themselves and reduced their level of motivation 

to desist from crime. This was exemplified in the story of one individual who had 

recently returned to one of these neighbourhoods:  

 

“I was in jail and people were calling round to my dad’s door and saying such 

and such ‘your son’ did this and my dad’s going you’re f****n full of s***e 

my son is in jail. The other week there, I have a tag on. A 9pm tag. Now my 

mate…his other wee girl has a moped, and that wee moped was stolen the next 

night at 4am around the corner. I got the blame of it. They still think it was me. 

Only his ma knows me cause the fire brigade says it was burnt at 4am, and I 
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wasn't allowed out until 7am…I hate it like… there is stuff that they think I 

done, but I haven’t.” (Post-Release Interview 8 - Tillsbury) 

 

Indeed, desistance research has frequently demonstrated the frustrating effect that 

negative ‘offender’ labels like these can have on an individual, as they reduce the 

capacity to adopt a new pro-social identity and an individual’s motivation to change. 

Giordano et al., (2002: 1001) emphasise that in part, individuals need to be able to 

envisage and move towards the adoption of “an appealing and conventional 

replacement” identity in order to desist from crime. However, the negative labels 

applied to these individuals appeared to reduce their ability to experience or take steps 

towards this shift in identity during reintegration. Some interviewees with similar 

experiences also expressed that they had simply adopted this criminal identity over 

time and had even increased their offending behaviour, thereby reflecting the ‘self-

fulfilling prophecy’ established in previous research (Tannenbaum, 1938; Maruna et 

al., 2004). In these instances, it was understandable that some individuals returned to, 

or formed new, anti-social networks in their neighbourhoods and in the hostels that 

they moved into (discussed later) where they could be accepted, further increasing 

their opportunities to commit crime and reducing their likelihood of desisting. 

 

Nonetheless, it did appear that higher levels of personal social capital could help offset 

some of the negative impact of their offending histories. More specifically, for 

individuals with connections to particularly influential local residents, such as 

members of paramilitary organisations, this could facilitate a level of social acceptance 

back into the neighbourhood.  

 

“I just used my cousin’s name…they see you different, so they do…but since 

I’ve got out and got my cousin, they have treated me alright, you know, didn’t 

do nothing that bad really.” (Post-Release Interview 10 - Tillsbury)  

 

In light of this, it appears that some of the negative effects of committing socially 

unacceptable crimes in these neighbourhoods may be partially mitigated if those in 

their social networks had social influence in the area. However, the effect of this on 

the desistance process was unclear from the data.  
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Paramilitary Threats and Attacks  
 
Those who committed socially unacceptable types of crime also had more experience 

of being threatened and attacked by paramilitary organisations, both before 

imprisonment and during reintegration. Of the 29 individuals interviewed as part of 

the pre and post-release interviews, 19 had direct experience of being threatened or 

attacked by paramilitary organisations, 4 of which had live threats against them by 

paramilitaries during the research. Most of these interviewees cited multiple 

experiences of paramilitary threats and attacks, while some noted that they had often 

heard others from the neighbourhoods share similar experiences whilst in custody. The 

findings suggested that paramilitary threats and attacks had particularly damaging 

effects on mental and physical health, substance misuse, housing, community tensions, 

identity and motivation, hindering desistance. Research has repeatedly documented 

that physical and mental health, as well as drug and substance misuse problems are 

often exacerbated by the challenges associated with reintegration (Petersilia, 2001; 

Mallik-Kane and Visher, 2008; Western et al., 2015; Prison Reform Trust, 2017). 

Interviewees reported that the trauma of experiencing paramilitary threats and attacks 

exacerbated their mental and physical health issues, with these threats and attacks 

exacerbating paranoia, post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety and depression.  

Interviewer: “That’s quite a traumatic experience…How did you deal with 

that?  

 

Respondent: …Just hit the drugs even harder…I was off my head on tablets 

every day like… like I have bad mental health problems now…I’m paranoid 

and struggling…I’m f****n paranoid as f**k, my head is gone. See like 

walking about, I’m constantly looking over my shoulder…” (Pre-Release 

Interview 8 - Mursdon) 

 

These threats and attacks seemed to dull their emotions and de-sensitise them to violent 

behaviour, as they had come to view these events as a ‘normal’ part of growing up in 

their neighbourhoods.  
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“They [threats and attacks] were just part of growing up there. Every one of 

my mates was shot at some point by the paramilitaries” (Post-Release 

Interview 5 - Tillsbury) 

 

Despite describing these events as traumatic experiences, interviewees shared these 

stories with the researcher in a very calm and collected way, arguably reflecting that 

they had become desensitised and normalised to violence. Research has frequently 

highlighted that such exposure and experience of violence from a young age 

normalises this behaviour, meaning that individuals disproportionately move from 

being a victim to becoming the instigator of this behaviour, thereby increasing their 

likelihood of re-offending (Western, 2015). Interestingly, this appeared to be the case 

among some of the individuals given that some interviewees suggested that they would 

be more likely to engage in violent behaviour during reintegration because it was a 

norm in their neighbourhoods. One interviewee suggested that growing up in a culture 

in which violence and deprivation are common may negatively affect an individual’s 

ability to rationalise the danger of becoming involved in behaviour that may result in 

paramilitary threats and attacks, using unapproved drug dealing as an example.  

 

Interviewer: “And then you’ve obviously grown up in a culture where violence 

is normal, given paramilitaries and the legacy of the conflict and all that. Do 

you think that its maybe easier for you guys then to get involved in violence?  

 

Respondent: Aye of course, if its round you then aye. You’ll get into it. It’s all 

about…nurture isn’t it”. (Pre-Release Interview 10 - Mursdon) 

 

These experiences of violence, combined with mental illness, poor coping skills and 

impaired cognitions/decision-making abilities (discussed at the beginning of this 

chapter), may therefore increase an individual’s likelihood of engaging in crime, 

hindering desistance.  

 

Others alluded to the negative effects of being supervised and monitored by 

paramilitary organisations during reintegration on existing mental health problems. 

Many who had experienced paramilitary threats and attacks suggested that if they were 

allowed to return to their neighbourhoods, paramilitary organisations ‘kept a close eye’ 
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on them and policed their activities. However, interviewees suggested that this 

heightened their existing feelings of isolation, paranoia, fear and anxiety, exacerbating 

their substance misuse.  

 

“I don’t leave the house now. See cause…of the serious and heavy crimes I’ve 

done, I’ve been told to keep my head down…So that’s where the fear and the 

paranoia come in for me…I know they’re all watching me… cause my mate is 

in and out of my house. And he came to me and said look, they’re watching 

you and they’ve told me to keep an eye on you… he’s reporting back to them 

ones about me.” (Post-Release Interview 6 – Tillsbury) 

 

Interviewees agreed that these issues subsequently increased the likelihood of 

individuals engaging in substance misuse and re-offending as they used these 

substances as a coping mechanism to deal with the fears and anxieties they were 

experiencing. Practitioners believed that when intoxicated, these individuals can 

become defiant and act out against local paramilitaries who attempt to control them, 

resulting in aggressive and disorderly behaviour. It was therefore suggested that the 

desired deterrent effect of paramilitary threats/attacks on re-offending is undermined 

as these outcomes perpetuate, rather than reduce, re-offending.   

 

“It [paramilitary threats and attacks] has the opposite effect. It just makes them 

so defiant and obviously it increases their drug use because they are frightened, 

they have nowhere to go, no safe space, so they self-medicate and they take 

drugs which make them feel invincible and then the anger comes out in them… 

90% of them are saying ‘if they are not putting me out of my community, then 

I’m out on the street, shouting’ and they’re just making themselves so visible, 

almost like saying, ‘stuff you’. But it’s obviously increasing the risk to 

themselves and the risk to others because…in that frame of mind, they are at 

more risk of re-offending. Whether it be a disorderly, an act of violence or 

whatever.” (Professional Interview 10) 

 

Some interviewees noted that the fear, paranoia and anxiety brought about by 

paramilitary threats and attacks had an impact on individual’s engagement with space. 

Interviewees with these experiences stated that in light of the high numbers of poorly 
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lit areas, ‘dead’ spaces, and back alleys with low levels of natural surveillance that 

provide opportunities for attacks to happen in the neighbourhoods (discussed in 

chapter 4), they would take precautions to reduce their chances of being apprehended. 

These included not staying out late in the evening, keeping their hoods up, taking 

different routes and avoiding areas with low levels of natural surveillance. This further 

reduced their social mobility, as individuals struggled to leave their neighbourhoods 

given the fear of being attacked, which in turn limited their ability to travel to support 

services and employment opportunities in other areas that aided reintegration and the 

desistance process (discussed in detail later).  

“It’s partly that fear of maybe meeting people who are enemies, as they like to 

say. Well those ones would say in [neighbourhood name] if you’re under threat 

then it’s the [neighbourhood name] the shooters that come to get you and so 

you wouldn't want to bump into the shooting squad who are going to scoop 

you up into the back of a van and take you off… like it’s almost better the devil 

you know so if I go outside of this, who am I going to see, am I going to see 

someone.” (Professional Interview 10) 

 

As a result, this may have reduced their capacity to access the kinds of support services 

and opportunities that comprise “hooks for change” (Giordano et al., 2002; 992) across 

areas such as identity, lifestyle, financial stability, housing and time spent with pro-

social peer groups during reintegration, which have each been shown to significantly 

improve desistance outcomes (McNeill et al., 2012).  

In addition, some interviewees drew attention to the negative outcomes of paramilitary 

threats and attacks on physical health. It was argued that severe attacks, especially 

shootings, can often result in life-changing injuries which may impair physical 

movement or cause long-term pain. These interviewees argued that this: 1) reduces an 

individual’s likelihood of engaging in employment given their trauma and the potential 

to self-medicate through substance misuse, and, 2) reduces their ability to engage in 

more labour-orientated employment opportunities that are more readily available for 

reintegrating individuals. Therefore, it was suggested that this can reduce the 

likelihood of an individual pursuing or acquiring employment during reintegration, 

which, as will be discussed later, is a key mechanism for desistance (Visher et al., 
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2008).  

“…there are the physical effects of that [paramilitary attacks] …people have 

an inability to walk…or there may be few areas of work that they really 

struggle to do, especially manual labour. You know people have pins in their 

legs, pins in their arms and so forth and they just find it very difficult to move 

on past that.” (Professional Interview 4) 

 

Paramilitary threats and attacks also appeared to add another layer of difficulty to 

already substantial challenges relating to housing (discussed in detail later in this 

chapter). Interviewees noted that given the threat to their safety, individuals must be 

re-located into a new neighbourhood when they are threatened, especially in cases 

where individuals receive threats of death. However, interviewees suggested that 

despite its necessity, re-location can have a number of negative effects on desistance. 

The first related to the loss of support networks. Interviewees suggested that when 

individuals re-locate, they lose access and proximity to close support networks, such 

as family and friends, isolating them from those that may support and encourage 

desistance during reintegration. This may be particularly important regarding an 

individual’s access to their families, children and partners, who were often described 

as being some of the biggest motivating factors for desistance. This loss of access to 

these networks may de-motivate individuals, isolating them from these key incentives 

for change.  

 

“They don't have their friend network anymore. They’re isolated from their 

family. It’s an area that they don't know. They're not settling and so yeah that 

creates a lot of difficulties for people” (Professional Interview 7) 

 

Some practitioners raised particular concerns about the loss of these support networks 

among those who have low levels of emotional and verbal intelligence and severe 

mental illness, suggesting that they may not be able to cope with independent living.   

 

“Well the individual that I am working with who has just come out of [prison 

name], I have just received a notification today that he is under threat... Now 

he does have accommodation in [place name] but his mental state means that 
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he can’t live alone…he is getting the best support, you know, from his mum 

and dad.” (Professional Interview 7) 

 

Interviewees who had undergone re-location suggested that the loss of these support 

networks and associated feelings of isolation had negatively impacted upon their 

mental health and wellbeing. They reported that given the threat to their safety by 

paramilitaries, they lived an isolated lifestyle to maintain a low-profile and avoid 

coming into contact with either criminal associations who may ‘pull’ them back into 

re-offending or paramilitary members who may attack them. This feeling of isolation 

was also evident among individuals who had re-located into another area for a period, 

and had subsequently been allowed to return to the neighbourhood under paramilitary 

supervision:  

“Paramilitary threats/intimidation and subsequent re-location has created a 

sense of paranoia in the participant’s life where he feels judged and condemned 

by everyone that he comes into contact with. He is also nervous about bumping 

into people from the estate everywhere he goes” (Observation of Meeting with 

Probation Officer - 2) 

It was argued that paramilitary threats that have been given on short notice following 

an individual’s release from prison had a significantly frustrating effect on the 

quality/speed of the re-location process, as individuals cannot return to the address that 

has been approved for them by statutory organisations, causing delays in acquiring 

housing placements.  

“…especially those younger guys, a lot of them would get threats when they 

are leaving custody and they think they are coming home. Like a young guy I 

had, within two hours of leaving custody, the police were round delivering a 

threat and he didn't know where he was going to go because as far as he was 

aware, he was going back to his home in [place name].” (Professional 

Interview 9)  

 

Some interviewees suggested that these delays often lead to the use of temporary hostel 

accommodation which, as detailed later, had a range of particularly damaging 

outcomes for desistance. Others suggested that particularly chronic offending histories 
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could disbar individuals from using hostel-type accommodation, leading to 

homelessness which, like hostel use, significantly increased their likelihood of re-

offending.  

 

“I had a young person shot and critically injured at the age of [late teens]. So, 

from then he was homeless. Moving from place to place. Couldn't find a home 

in [place name]. Sleeping on the streets. The hostels wouldn't take him because 

the threat against him was significant and would put other residents at risk. So 

that is really, really complicated.” (Professional Interview 9) 

 

Experience of paramilitary threats and attacks increased tensions with paramilitary 

organisations, hindering desistance during reintegration. Naturally, those who had 

experienced threats and attacks reported a hatred of paramilitary organisations, even 

though they understood why they had been subjected to these threats and attacks. 

Phrases like ‘scumbags’, ‘taxmen’, ‘hypocrites’ and ‘gangsters’ were frequently used 

to describe paramilitaries. Given these emotions, some individuals were keen to prove 

they were unafraid of paramilitaries, continuing to offend upon their release as a means 

of challenging the status and control of paramilitaries.  

 

“They may be inclined to react to the threats in that they may commit more 

crimes in order to frustrate those who made the threat.” (Professional Interview 

11)  

 

Various interviewees suggested that these tensions often spilled over into prolonged 

conflict with paramilitary organisations, whereby returning individuals felt ‘tortured’ 

by paramilitaries. Interviewees strongly suggested that they knew those who had 

attacked them, even in instances where perpetrators attempted to mask themselves, as 

they were identifiable via the sound of their voice. This knowledge, coupled with the 

small size of the neighbourhoods, meant that individuals reported daily contact with 

those who had attacked them.   

 

“Aye like I see them ones every day…I have to walk past them ones and I’m 

constantly looking over my back when I’m walking down my street like.” (Pre-

Release Interview 8 - Mursdon) 
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Interviewees suggested that these experiences not only exacerbated issues with 

paranoia, fear and anxiety, but also made it harder for them to escape the criminal label 

that they felt had been placed on them by paramilitary organisations where their “past” 

was always being “held against” them (Post-Release Interview 8 - Tillsbury). These 

feelings of being labelled were said to be heightened by the community acceptance 

and lack of a response to paramilitary threats and attacks. Interviewees felt that despite 

high levels of natural surveillance in their neighbourhoods, given the architecture of 

the areas, a ‘see no evil, hear no evil’ attitude was adopted by the majority of residents, 

adding to their feeling of being labelled and marginalised.  

 

Interviewer: “And do you think, because of the type of architecture in the area, 

people always see everything? So, people are always watching, even out of 

their houses or?  

 

Respondent: Aye, but the funny thing is that they ‘never’ see someone getting 

shot or beaten. But they see everything else (laughs)” (Post-Release Interview 

8 - Tillsbury) 

 

Some interviewees suggested that younger individuals who have experienced 

paramilitary threats and attacks can sometimes see these experiences as giving them a 

“badge of honour” (Respondent 15) within their peer groups where they gain a form 

of respect for their offending history and injuries, reflecting an outward acceptance of 

a criminal label.  However, other interviewees were more sceptical of this claim, 

suggesting that such an acceptance may be a façade that is used by younger individuals 

to cover up their trauma, fear and anxiety, so as to avoid giving the impression that 

paramilitaries have ‘won’.  

 

“There is a bit of bravado among young men where it’s almost like a rite of 

passage, where it’s almost like that their scars are like a badge of honour. But 

that is indeed superficial. They are frightened, scared, damaged young men.” 

(Professional Interview 14)  
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These experiences may therefore increase an individual’s propensity to re-offend 

during reintegration not only by worsening mental health and substance misuse issues, 

but by encouraging individuals to maintain a ‘criminal’ identity which would likely 

require the continuation of offending behaviour.  

 
Sadly, those who had repeated experiences of paramilitary threats and attacks 

described a sense of hopeless inevitability about the ‘vicious cycle’ of re-offending 

and punishment that they were caught in. This sense of hopelessness de-motivated 

individuals from attempting to turn their lives around as they did not believe that their 

life circumstances would change.  

“These stories [of threats and attacks] have marked my entire life…there was 

never a hope for me in getting out of the vicious circle of crime and formal and 

informal punishment… this chaos that existed in my neighbourhood… 

massively increased my chances of re-offending every time I was released from 

custody.” (Pre-Release Interview 11 - Tillsbury) 

 
 
Surveillance  
 

The behaviour of those individuals who had committed socially unacceptable crimes 

was also impacted upon by higher levels of informal surveillance. It appeared that for 

this group, higher levels of informal surveillance had a mediating effect on their 

perceptions of, and willingness to take, opportunities to commit socially unacceptable 

types of crime, such as theft and robbery, in their neighbourhoods. This was in spite 

of the fact that their neighbourhoods could be considered “high-opportunity crime 

contexts” (Tillyer and Walter, 2017; 17) as they housed prime opportunities for these 

events to occur, given the high prevalence of unrepaired, derelict or abandoned 

properties, remote car parks, high-rise blocks of flats and secluded rear access 

alleyways (previously discussed in chapter 4). Indeed, research suggests that these 

“untended conditions” (Kelling and Wilson, 1982: 2), provide key opportunities for 

crime to occur by reducing visibility (Clarke, 1997; Colquhoun, 2004; Bottoms, 2007; 

Tilley and Sidebottom, 2017). Despite these prime opportunities to engage in criminal 
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behaviours, interviewees suggested that informal surveillance deterred them from 

committing these types of crime in their neighbourhoods.  

 

Interviewees reported that along with higher levels of informal surveillance were 

higher levels of CE that helped to deter individuals from engaging in socially 

unacceptable crimes/behaviours. CE describes the willingness of residents to intervene 

in criminal activity and is believed to be strongly associated with strong bonds between 

local residents. Research indicates that areas with higher levels of CE experience less 

crime (Sampson et al., 1997; Sampson et al., 2007). Indeed, these conflict-affected 

neighbourhoods displayed evidence that they had higher levels of CE given that 

participants frequently referred to strong bonds between local residents. Interviewees 

argued that if they were found engaging in socially unacceptable behaviour, residents 

would either personally intervene or, more importantly, report their offensive 

behaviour to paramilitaries; the latter of which would likely result in paramilitary 

threats or attacks especially when related to unauthorised drug dealing or the 

dealing/use of socially unacceptable drugs such as heroin.  

 

“Awh if that [heroin] gets sold around our way you get shot dead. It’s a dirty 

drug so it is…You’d be getting watched like” (Pre-Release Interview 5 - 

Tillsbury) 

 

“Everyone has each other’s back…Aye they would [step in and stop someone 

offending]. But only as long as it was someone they knew in the estate or…like 

it was one of the respected people in the community…They just look out for 

their own, their own people.” (Pre-Release Interview 7 - Tillsbury) 

 

Despite this, interviewees did not believe that these higher levels of informal 

surveillance and CE in their neighbourhoods would necessarily contribute to 

desistance. Instead, it was argued that they contribute to displacement as individuals 

described committing these crimes in other areas with lower levels of surveillance, 

particularly those ‘neutral’ neighbourhoods that did not house paramilitary 

organisations. Moreover, interviewees suggested that given the deprivation in their 

neighbourhoods, more rewarding targets for crimes, such as robbery or theft, naturally 
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lay in more affluent areas elsewhere, further encouraging the displacement of these 

crimes. As one interviewee noted:  

 

“Do it [crime] elsewhere and nobody will really ever suspect you in that 

area…As long as you know the streets and know how you can get in and out 

of everywhere…but I like to keep it [crime] out of my area. You don’t s**t on 

your own doorstep like. You don’t bite the hand that feeds you” (Pre-Release 

Interview 19 - Tillsbury) 

 
In sum, these findings reflected that the neighbourhoods’ social norms and values 

impacted upon the likelihood of an individual desisting from crime during their 

reintegration from prison in a number of different ways. The findings suggested that 

the social acceptance of certain behaviours and higher prevalence of these activities in 

the neighbourhood helped to normalise particular types of offending behaviour and 

increased the overall number of opportunities that individual had to take part in these 

crimes. Subsequently, these issues appeared to increase an individual’s likelihood of 

re-offending during reintegration. These findings appeared to be relevant to all of those 

who were released back into these neighbourhoods. Yet, these social norms and values 

seemed to have a differential impact depending on the extent to which the individual 

was involved in committing socially acceptable or unacceptable crimes in their 

neighbourhood. Figure 1 below summarises the way in which involvement in these 

different types of crime helped to determine the experiences that individuals had of 

social integration during reintegration:  
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Figure 1 – Experiences of social reintegration based on type of crime committed 

 

Accordingly, it appears that the type of crime that an individual has been, or is involved 

with, plays an important role in influencing the effects of these mechanisms on 

desistance. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that while these mechanisms may have 

affected these two groups differently during reintegration, both groups ultimately 

returned to a context that heightened their likelihood of re-offending, thereby 

frustrating the desistance process. The next section considers how other 

neighbourhood factors, relating to employment and housing in these neighbourhoods, 

impacted upon the desistance process.  
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Employment and Housing  
 

Neighbourhood factors relating to employment had a significant impact upon the 

desistance process during reintegration. Finding stable employment is one of the most 

important factors in enabling desistance during reintegration from prison for a 

multitude of theoretical and practical reasons (Visher et al., 2008; McNeill et al., 2012; 

Lageson and Uggen, 2013). These include the role of employment in increasing levels 

of crime-free activity, pro-social networks, formal and informal social control, social 

and fiscal capital, as well as routine/stability. Research has frequently shown that all 

of these reasons contribute towards increases in pro-social behaviour and the adoption 

of a pro-social identity (Sampson and Laub, 1990; Maruna, 1999; LeBel et al., 2008; 

Tripoidi et al., 2010; McNeill et al., 2012). In short, individuals who gain employment 

during reintegration have significantly higher chances of desisting than those who do 

not. These findings were re-affirmed in this research as almost all of the interviewees 

agreed that finding employment during reintegration would significantly help with 

desistance due to its ability to:  

1] facilitate the earning of a legitimate income to afford a better quality of life and 

create a real opportunity to ‘settle down’ and/or have/support a family;  

2] bring structure to daily life (which is often lacking or non-existent in many cases);  

3] help motivate individuals to reduce or stop substance misuse;  

4] develop a sense of purpose and inclusion in pro-social life;  

5] create a sense of pride, self-belief and maturity that motivates individuals to ‘stay 

straight’ 

This was further evidenced in the stories of a few participants who had been employed 

by some supportive local employers in the neighbourhoods. Participants suggested that 

in the neighbourhoods there were a few local employers who were willing to accept 

some individuals with offending histories and give them a ‘second chance’. In these 

instances, participants suggested that they were aware that they had been given an 

opportunity to prove themselves and were motivated to make the most of it. As a result, 
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participants felt that these opportunities motivated them to desist from crime as a mark 

of respect for their employers who they believed were giving them a work placement 

that they did not necessarily deserve, especially given that employers rarely offer these 

kinds of chances to individuals with an offending history. Furthermore, participants 

suggested that these opportunities had not only increased their income and improved 

their ability to gain a higher quality of life for their families but had also brought a 

structure to their lives which they felt was missing before.  

However, individuals who desired legal employment but who did not have experience 

of receiving these kinds of opportunities relayed that their poor educational 

backgrounds, and problems with employer stigma/discrimination and limited social 

mobility, created barriers to their accessing of training and employment. These 

experiences are not exclusive to this study. Research has shown that often, individuals 

returning from prison struggle to access and maintain training and employment 

opportunities as a result of their poor educational attainment, criminal records, 

employer stigma, and the complex needs they struggle with (Social Exclusion Unit, 

2002; Tripodi et al., 2010; Harding et al., 2014; Prison Reform Trust, 2017). Yet, the 

findings also suggested that a range of broader environmental issues relating to the 

availability and accessibility of employment and training opportunities in their 

neighbourhoods created an added layer of difficulties for these individuals during their 

reintegration. Interviewees unanimously agreed that in light of the weak economic 

infrastructure in their neighbourhoods and the reduced number of larger-scale 

businesses that offered employment opportunities to residents, employment was more 

difficult to find in their neighbourhoods. As alluded to in chapter 4, the 

neighbourhoods were economically deprived given the collapse of industry and the 

devastating effects of the conflict. This resulted in a significant reduction in the 

number of legitimate businesses in the area, creating a weak legal economic 

infrastructure. Interviewees leaving custody argued that this deprived context provided 

fewer employment opportunities, making it less likely that they would obtain legal 

employment during reintegration in the local area, especially when considered 

alongside their limited educational attainment and employer stigma.  

Additionally, it appeared that the nature of employment opportunities that were 

available in the neighbourhood did not appeal to these individuals. Research suggests 
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that the nature of employment opportunities is central in their ability to bring about 

desistance. Ramakers et al., (2017) and Apel and Horney (2017) suggest that certain 

characteristics of employment opportunities, such as job stability and higher 

occupational level, create higher levels of desistance as they appeal to individuals more 

and inspire commitment. This in turn increases their time spent in crime-free activity 

and reduces their likelihood of re-offending (Ramakers et al., 2017; Apel and Horney, 

2017). As a result, it is argued that “not just any job” will create desistance (Ramakers 

et al., 2017: 1811). These suggestions were mirrored in the findings of this research as 

interviewees indicated that for opportunities to create motivation and facilitate change, 

they need to: 1) be meaningful to the individual, consisting of something that they 

enjoyed doing, had an interest in or were passionate about, and 2) offer a lifestyle that 

is of a higher quality than what they had experienced through their criminal activity. 

“They are going to end up working in [supermarket name], working at tills or 

stacking the shelves at night in garages. But they are more likely going to be 

robbing the garage than working in…A lot of them [employment 

opportunities] are soul destroying because they just don't see that there is any 

way beyond that…And it’s like where do you go from there? And so, if that’s 

what they have to look forward to then sadly there’s not much here”. 

(Professional Interview 12) 

 

Unfortunately, interviewees suggested that few of these types of employment 

opportunities existed in their neighbourhoods, as those few opportunities that are 

available are often low-skill and short-term in nature, which do not have the capacity 

to motivate individuals or instil longer-term change. As a result, these opportunities 

may only affect minor change in relation to desistance during reintegration, by 

reducing an individual’s free time and reducing their opportunity to commit crime. In 

most cases, interviewees noted that the types of opportunities that could fulfil the 

above criteria are located elsewhere in the city due to the weak economic infrastructure 

in their neighbourhoods. It was therefore argued that individuals have to leave their 

neighbourhoods to access these higher-quality, desistance-facilitating opportunities. 

Nonetheless, as previously described, a combination of social and practical factors 

made it more difficult for individuals to access these opportunities. For example, 

interviewees stated that due to their offending histories, they had created enemies’ in 
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lots of other neighbourhoods, painting a ‘target’ on their back which enhanced their 

fear of going elsewhere. 

 

“I feel an underlying threat when I go elsewhere, like I am always being 

watched and that a target is on my back all of the time. As everyone knows 

everything that is going on, there is also the added stigma of being elsewhere 

and associating with others from different backgrounds.” (Pre-Release 

Interview 13 - Tillsbury) 

 

On top of these concerns, practitioners highlighted that in light of the extremely 

‘parochial’ and cohesive sub-communities that these individuals are from (as 

previously discussed in chapter 4), individuals can be more reluctant to leave these 

neighbourhoods as they are unaccustomed to other areas and other groups of people. 

This sense of unease was associated with the fear that individuals from these conflict-

affected neighbourhoods often have of being stigmatized by new groups, given the 

‘bad’ reputation that they have and that the ‘bad’ name that these neighbourhoods tend 

to have in wider society. Lower levels of social mobility and inter-ethnic exchange 

were also associated with this reluctance to leave the areas, especially given that most 

of the individuals come from single religious/political identity neighbourhoods. On 

top of this, it was suggested that unfamiliarity with the employment market may 

further reduce these individuals’ likelihood of pursuing employment during 

reintegration. As previously noted in chapter 4, the neighbourhoods house high levels 

of inter-generational unemployment meaning that individuals returning to these 

neighbourhoods were not familiar with employment. Interviewees argued that this 

unfamiliarity, coupled with low levels of educational attainment, mean that few 

individuals leaving custody are likely to have experienced long-term, stable 

employment. This in turn may reduce their chances of gaining desistance-promoting 

employment during reintegration.  

 

“…within [place name] you have long term generational unemployment…For 

many of the offenders that we engage with, the concept of work is alien to them 

because their fathers have never worked, their mothers have never worked and 

beyond that, their grandparents have never experienced work. So, on that basis, 

that concept is quite alien to them and they wouldn't move into the area of work 
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because it’s an area that they aren't comfortable with or familiar with. So that 

would reduce a person’s potential of accessing employment.” (Professional 

Interview 11)  

  

These issues were further compounded due to practical difficulties relating to 

transportation. As discussed in chapter 4, the neighbourhoods were physically 

separated from each other and from the rest of the city via security structures and 

problematic road infrastructures in a bid to quell the concentrated and intense violence 

that was occurring both in and around these interface areas during the conflict. As a 

result, the neighbourhoods are located further away from most of the more developed 

areas that offer employment opportunities and retain issues with accessibility given 

their complex layout (PSRRG, 2016). In examining these issues, urban planning 

research has determined that this design heavily promotes a dependence on personal 

vehicles (PSRRG, 2016). Yet, the data reflected that in most cases, individuals leaving 

custody do not legally own private vehicles due to: 1] limited personal finances, 2] the 

high price of insurance in their neighbourhoods given high crime rates and, 3] driving 

bans placed on individuals as part of their punishment for their offending behaviour.   

 

“It’s all this…about how postcodes effect…car insurance and things, which 

it’s not excusing it. But if you are trying to work and legitimately put a car on 

the road and you’ve got to pay £4,500 and you’re 21, are you going to take the 

risk and drive without it? Because you need to go to work and things so 

it’s…much tougher.” (Professional Interview 10) 

 

Consequently, it was argued that these individuals often depend on public transport to 

access employment and training opportunities outside of their neighbourhoods. 

Nevertheless, issues with clashes in dates/times of opportunities, the timings of public 

transport, their overall lack of personal finance, the cost of transport and the limiting 

effects of probationary conditions (such as curfews) added an extra layer of difficulties 

in accessing these opportunities.  

“There were a couple of guys (ex-prisoners) who got jobs in [company name] 

okay, in the store room...but couldn't go because the job started at 6am. They 
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could not physically get from [place name] to [place name] on public transport 

for 6am, they couldn't do it.” (Professional Interview 5) 

 

Unsurprisingly, these difficulties involved in accessing and maintaining meaningful 

training and employment opportunities were viewed as increasing the likelihood of 

individuals being involved in more acquisitive types of crime during reintegration in 

order to overcome a lack of personal finance. Interviewees also argued that these 

difficulties created more free time in daily life and therein increased levels of boredom. 

Subsequently, this was viewed as increasing an individual’s likelihood of re-joining 

anti-social/criminal peer groups that encourage party lifestyles and engaging in crime 

as a means of passing time and bringing about some thrill/excitement.  

 

“You know…there’s nothing as interesting, or attractive or sexy in their lives 

as going and doing that (offending)…the single biggest transformation for 

people is access to employment. Totally and utterly believe that.” (Professional 

Interview 5)  

 

A range of issues relating to housing also appeared to have a significant effect on 

desistance among these individuals. Like employment, research has frequently 

emphasised that securing appropriate accommodation provides “the cornerstone for 

beginning a life free from crime” during reintegration (Shelter, 2010: 1), especially in 

light of the destructive effects of homelessness on re-offending (via development of 

anti-social relationships, prolonged drug and substance misuse, survival-theft and 

mental illness), (Homeless Link, 2011; Gojkovic et al., 2012; Williams et al., 2012; 

Ministry of Justice, 2013). These findings were largely re-affirmed in this research as 

interviewees suggested that housing is a key need for individuals as it provides a 

‘stable base’ from which their ‘chaotic lifestyles’ can be addressed during 

reintegration. Despite this, most of the individuals returning to these neighbourhoods 

were of an age where they wanted to live independently (i.e. 18 and over). Given their 

low-income backgrounds, they often sought access to independent social housing upon 

release from custody. However, securing social housing proved to be very difficult. It 

was suggested that individuals, especially younger males, leaving custody struggle to 

gain access to what social housing that is available given the eligibility criteria and 

points system used. Their lack of being in ‘priority need’, the conditions of probation 
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licenses (where applicable), and the problems caused by their anti-social/criminal 

behaviour during previous tenancies, undermined their likelihood of obtaining social 

housing upon release.  

 

“Often the young single males are not eligible [for social housing] and they fail 

that vulnerability test of homelessness. And then the next test is intentionality. 

So, of course, if you have made yourself homeless intentionally by your 

actions, or anti-social behaviour or criminal activity…so…a lot of guys who 

have come out, and I’ve said guys cause, it mostly is, coming out of prison 

would be sofa surfing or going back into family homes”. (Professional 

Interview 5) 

 

On top of this, it appeared that the lack of available social housing in the 

neighbourhoods makes securing social housing more challenging. This, and the low-

quality of private rentals offered in these neighbourhoods for a high cost, meant that 

those leaving custody are unlikely to pursue private rental accommodation, especially 

given their dependence on benefits and limited personal finances. Practitioners warned 

that these difficulties in accessing housing create substantial instability in the lives of 

those leaving custody in what is already a turbulent period of transition, increasing 

their likelihood of re-offending.  

 

“The main needs are around…addressing the chaos and chaotic lifestyles that 

they have with instability ...(but) they are often excluded from a lot of social 

housing, so they don't really have a stable base to address those issues from” 

(Professional Interview 9) 

 

Given that many individuals therefore cannot access housing on release (unless they 

were under paramilitary threat), it was highlighted that they often have to be placed in 

temporary accommodation (i.e. hostels) while they wait for a more suitable long-term 

housing option to become available and be approved. Indeed, of the 13 individuals 

who participated in post-release interviews and observations of meetings with 

probation officers, 6 were living in different forms of hostel accommodation.  

A range of issues associated with living in hostels appeared to significantly frustrate 
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the desistance process. The first related to the location of hostels and the difficulties 

associated with transitioning individuals from the conflict-affected neighbourhoods 

into them. Given the insular nature of the neighbourhoods that these individuals come 

from, it was stated that some of the individuals find the transition into hostel 

accommodation in a new neighbourhood difficult given the loss of their social 

networks. Practitioners expressed that without their close peer groups and familiarity 

with their surroundings, individuals are isolated from those who may encourage 

desistance. Additionally, practitioners argued that this can contribute to feelings of 

frustration, which can in turn make individuals more vulnerable and unstable. It is 

likely that these feelings are intensified, given the lack of experience that many may 

have in forming new social networks, as a result of the social insularity of life inside 

their neighbourhoods (previously discussed in chapter 4). This vulnerability, coupled 

with their complex needs, was believed to heighten the chances of these individuals 

engaging in substance misuse and/or impulsive behaviours, hindering the desistance 

process. In this respect, it was believed that these individuals often ‘gravitate’ towards 

‘what they know’ as a means of coping when they enter hostel accommodation.  

“Sometimes we say we can get you a hostel in [place name], 20 miles down 

the road. They say, where is that? No. And you may get them down there for a 

night and then they gravitate towards what they know. They don't have that 

compass, they haven't been to school. They haven't maybe mixed with as many 

people as they should have and haven't had as many extra-curricular 

opportunities as they should have or pro-social activities in their lifestyle. So, 

they’re kind of living in their peer group and their tiny community is their life 

but if you take that away as well, then they’re very vulnerable, they are very 

isolated, so then they kind of gravitate to…crime.” (Professional Interview 9) 

As well as this, it was suggested that other individuals who are not as vulnerable 

“gravitate” to “who they know” to overcome the possibility of isolation (Respondent 

10). Interviewees suggested that many residents have similar negative life experiences, 

e.g. prolonged issues with drug and substance misuse, homelessness, fractured 

relationships, anti-social behaviour, a history of offending behaviour, recent 

experiences of imprisonment and difficulties finding housing, which may make it 

easier for them to form relationships with other hostel residents. Some suggested that 
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this social environment meant that anti-social/criminal networks would naturally 

develop in hostel-type accommodation, increasing the probability of individuals 

engaging in crime.   

“…you are placing offenders in environments whereby there are large numbers 

of pro-criminal, substance misusing peers and that then exposes them to an 

environment where they may be influenced to behave in a criminal manner.” 

(Professional Interview 11) 

 

Findings such as these have been found elsewhere in the UK, whereby placing 

vulnerable/unstable individuals into hostel-type accommodation can facilitate the 

development of criminal networks, increasing exposure to “risky situations” and 

involvement in crime (Sapouna et al., 2011: 32). Interviewees strongly argued that 

drug and substance abuse largely characterised hostel life, as many residents were 

involved in this behaviour, contributing to a drug/party culture in some sites.   

 

“Aye hostel life is bad like, so it is. It’s not something you want to be involved 

in…Partying and all 24/7, drugs, taking drugs. People dying and all. It’s a crazy 

wild mad old lifestyle like…I’ve had some of the best parties of my life in 

hostels like. I swear like.” (Post-Release Interview 9 - Mursdon) 

 

This culture was seen as being toxic for desistance as it tempts individuals leaving 

custody (many of whom who are likely to have already had substance misuse issues), 

to (re)engage in abusing substances and crime. This was related to increased proximity 

and accessibility to drugs and the social acceptance and encouragement of drug use 

among hostel residents. This toxic environment was particularly damaging for 

desistance among individuals who had managed to either reduce or stop misusing 

substances during their prison sentence, as they had to overcome intensified 

temptations to relapse. Reflecting on these issues, one practitioner noted that: 

 

“People are just out of prison, they are scared, they’ve got no support, they’re 

maybe in a hostel that’s far away from anything that they know, they have a 

drug addiction, moved to a hostel that is miles away, can’t see their own GP, 

no support, they are going to take drugs and miss the curfew and next thing 
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they know, they are kicked out. And the hostels are full of drugs as well and 

that’s not unexpected given the profile of people that are in them”. 

(Professional Interview 9) 

 

It was noted that despite having local rules and conditions, many hostels do not have 

the “resources or the capacity” (Professional Interview 11) to fully address or change 

the behaviour of residents, making it easier for individuals to engage in drug use/party 

lifestyles during reintegration from prison.  

 

Reflecting on all of these issues, interviewees noted that they had repeatedly witnessed 

a negative cycle of substance misuse, re-offending and imprisonment in the lives of 

those who had left prison and who were placed in hostels. Indeed, this cycle was 

reflected in the experience of one interviewee who had previously been re-convicted 

due to their criminal behaviour in hostel accommodation during their reintegration:  

 

“Awh, just got wrecked (intoxicated) and then wrecked the place…it was the 

hostel that I was staying in. My two mates were trying to help me back into the 

hostel cause, I was intoxicated but then, the hostel guys told the two guys to 

get off the property cause, they didn't live there. But I took it as if they were 

being cheeky, and then I just flipped and then ended up inside for f****n 4 

months. *Laughs* That’s how easy it is like.” (Post-Release Interview 9 - 

Mursdon)  

 

Given these issues, pre and post-release interviewees felt that using the 

accommodation in a more isolated manner, i.e. leaving all day and coming back at 

night, dissociating from other residents, living on a site with separate flats etc., would 

significantly improve their chances of desisting from crime.  

 

 “You just keep yourself to yourself. You have your own flat like. It’s just like, 

a big massive block of flats. I go out first thing in the morning and come back 

in the evening and just keep myself to myself.” (Post-Release Interview 7 -

Mursdon)  
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Moreover, these interviewees drew strong comparisons between prison life and hostel 

life, describing the particularly discouraging process of being released from a higher 

security prison, to an “open prison” (Post-Release Interview 7) that they have to pay 

to live in. This appeared to make them feel disenfranchised as the reality of having 

served their time and earned their freedom was effectively undermined by these poor 

living conditions and their lack of personal finances to move to better sites. These 

factors appeared to be de-motivating for desistance, as individuals felt ‘set up to fail’. 

This made them stress that they could only survive in hostels for a brief period in the 

knowledge that it was a short-term solution to homelessness.  

 

 “This here [hostel] is f****n like…a dump. Like I need to get out of here, I 

want my own house cause, I’m a free man now, and I’ve got no bail and got 

no license, no nothing. But in here there’s so many rules like you’ve to be in 

here for 9 o’clock at night and if you’re not in by then, then you can’t get back 

until 1 o'clock the next day… like I wouldn't stay in here all day (the hostel) 

because it’s like jail. Like in here’s like jail. Like you’re not allowed a TV in 

your room… like you commit a crime, you go to jail, you get handed a TV, 

know what I mean? Like here’s £77 a fortnight and you’re not even allowed a 

f****n TV in your room, know what I mean? Like, the room is like a cell, the 

room has a metal sink and all and it’s like a cell, it’s crazy you know?” (Post-

Release Interview 2 - Tillsbury) 

 

Given these findings it appears that the lack of available/suitable housing placements 

in their neighbourhoods and the subsequent issues associated with the use of 

hostel/temporary accommodation created a number of added barriers to desistance 

during an individual’s reintegration from custody.  

 

Overall, the findings relating to employment and housing indicate that individuals who 

are returning to these neighbourhoods face higher levels of social and economic 

exclusion that hinder desistance. Farrall et al., (2010) suggest that that these 

experiences of exclusion ultimately serve to reduce an individual’s access to two key 

mechanisms that create change i.e., having a decent job and living in stable 

accommodation. Therefore, those “real opportunities” for change, which are often 
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desired by individuals, are made more difficult to access given the constraints imposed 

by social structures (Farrall et al., 2010: 526). 

 

Summary  
 

Using the findings of this research, this chapter sought to evaluate the ways in which 

these neighbourhoods, and a legacy of conflict, appeared to affect the desistance 

process during an individual’s reintegration from prison. In doing so, the findings 

reflected that the desistance process during reintegration into these neighbourhoods 

was significantly affected by the complex interplay between individual factors and 

environmental factors. Although interviewees were asked about what factors could 

facilitate or encourage desistance, their accounts were overwhelmingly focused on the 

barriers to desistance that were created by the combination of their needs and 

challenging neighbourhood circumstances. Indeed, it appeared that as a result of 

growing up within these multiply deprived neighbourhoods, they were more 

susceptible to becoming involved in offending behaviour, especially given issues in 

their family life, problematic school experiences, early engagement with the criminal 

justice system, drug and substance misuse and related mental health issues. As a result, 

individuals had complex needs that had to be carefully managed for desistance to 

occur. These complex needs were compounded by a range of neighbourhood factors 

associated with life in their neighbourhoods that made it even more difficult for them 

to desist from crime during reintegration.  

 

For example, the findings suggested that individuals return to contexts that tempt them 

to become involved in particular types of crime, given the high prevalence of these 

particular types of crime in their neighbourhoods, the number of opportunities they are 

exposed to and the social acceptance of some criminal activities these areas. This was 

particularly relevant to involvement in substance misuse and public disorder that were 

socially acceptable in these neighbourhoods. As a result, it appeared that these 

individuals, who already have significant issues with substance misuse, mental health 

and psychological problems relating to impulsivity, impaired cognitions and decision-

making abilities, returned to contexts that added another layer of temptation to re-

offend. Moreover, it appeared that the types of crime that an individual was involved 

in prior to their imprisonment helped to determine their experiences of social 
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integration upon return from prison. Indeed, those who had committed behaviours that 

were more socially acceptable in their neighbourhoods were accepted back into their 

neighbourhoods, which although positive in some respects, exposed them to similar 

kinds of increased temptations to re-offend as noted above. However, those who had 

committed socially unacceptable types of crime experienced negative community 

responses pertaining to labelling, stigmatization, marginalisation, paramilitary threats 

and attacks, and surveillance; all of which appeared to have frustrating impacts upon 

desistance via their damaging impact on physical and mental health, integration, 

mobility, substance misuse, as well as the displacement of criminal activity.  

 

Finally, the findings reflected that a wide variety of issues relating to employment and 

housing had similarly frustrating effects on desistance. Indeed, individual issues 

regarding poor educational attainment, limited employability opportunities, criminal 

records, employer stigma, substance misuse, as well as their complex needs were 

compounded by the lack of ‘meaningful’ employment opportunities available in the 

neighbourhoods and a range of difficulties with accessing employment and training 

opportunities elsewhere. The lack of social housing in the neighbourhoods, higher 

levels of hostel use and the wide variety of criminogenic conditions that were 

associated with hostel use, appeared to compound individual issues with substance 

misuse, impulsive behaviour and mental health issues. As a result, it appeared that 

individuals were less able to avail of the kind of employment opportunities and 

housing conditions that are known to cultivate desistance during reintegration.  

 

Given these findings, it was evident that the barriers to desistance among these 

individuals were comprised of not only their complex individual needs, but the 

neighbourhood conditions that they were returning to. Following on from this, the next 

chapter considers the extent to which current rehabilitative theory and practice can 

address these factors and bring about desistance among those returning from prison to 

the neighbourhoods.   
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In the previous chapter, the findings demonstrated that neighbourhood factors 

exacerbated the complex needs of these individuals and added another dimension to 

the challenges that they face during reintegration from prison. Building on these 

findings, this chapter questions the extent to which rehabilitation theory and current 

practice among service providers can address these aspects of conflict-affected 

neighbourhoods and cultivate desistance. In order to do so, this chapter is divided into 

three main sections. The first section begins by focusing on the traditional concept of 

deterrence that has guided criminal justice practice in many jurisdictions. Here, it is 

suggested that in light of the complex needs of the individuals, and the extent of the 

difficulties that they faced in their neighbourhoods, the majority of individuals were 

not deterred by imprisonment. In particular, it appeared that prison provided these 

individuals with some resources and opportunities that they did not have in their 

neighbourhoods relating to stability, access to basic resources, the development of a 

sense of community and having a basic level of safety. Additionally, the data reflected 

that: 1) the loss of freedom/liberty, 2) negative conditions experienced in prison, and 

3) the negative effects of the ‘revolving door’ on perceptions of imprisonment, had the 

capacity to worsen issues with mental health, substance misuse and motivation to 

change, contribute to re-offending. Building on this, section two addresses ‘what 

works’ and ‘what does not work’ in current rehabilitative service delivery. Although 

attention is given to the four key aspects of service delivery that were believed to 

‘work’, participants predominantly focused on the aspects of service delivery they 

believed did not ‘work’ to bring about meaningful engagement or desistance. 

Particular attention is paid to the limitations of the current ‘individualistic’ ideology 

underpinning rehabilitative services as these issues appear to reduce the ability of 

services to engage these ‘hard-to-reach’ individuals and address their needs and 

challenging neighbourhood circumstances. Consideration is then given to the idea of 

‘reintegration hubs’ as one means of overcoming the issues identified. The final 

section provides a summary of the key findings of the chapter. 

 

 
Imprisonment, Deterrence and Desistance  
 

The findings of this research questioned the utility of imprisonment as a deterrent for 

this group of individuals. Deterrence is one of the fundamental theoretical concepts 
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that has historically informed sentencing and the use of imprisonment in the UK 

(Gelsthorpe and Morris, 2002; National Archives, 2018). This concept suggests that 

individuals become discouraged from engaging in re-offending as sentence length and 

the number of restrictions imposed on an individual are increased (Carrabine et al., 

2004). The data reflected that while imprisonment could deter older individuals who 

had children to some extent, it generally did not act as a deterrent for the majority of 

the individuals given their complex needs and the extent of the difficulties that they 

faced in their neighbourhoods. In accordance with maturational and social control 

theories of desistance (discussed in chapter 2), older interviewees strongly suggested 

that individuals find prison harder given increased levels of maturity, as individuals 

begin to reflect on the time that they have ‘wasted’ in prison and ask more fundamental 

questions about the direction of their lives. Along with this, it was suggested that 

individuals develop more serious relationships as they age; relationships which 

become significantly strained by the separation caused by their imprisonment, making 

prison more difficult. These relational difficulties were viewed as being particularly 

acute when they related to separation from their children, with these relationships often 

being described as the biggest factor deterring the interviewees from re-offending.  

“Two and a half years is easy for a young man… But like as you get older, it 

starts to get a wee bit harder. Like you have a relationship. You have kids. 

That’s when you start to see men breaking down in the prison. Like they’ve 

got into that circle, it's a vicious circle, and once you’re in that circle, it’s very, 

very hard to get out of it…like I’ve done more than enough jail you know…Am 

I going to go back to jail? I don’t think so. I don’t think there’s another jail 

sentence in me.” (Post-Release Interview 6 - Tillsbury) 

Beyond this, the findings suggested that the majority of participants did not believe 

that imprisonment could deter them from re-offending, given their complex needs and 

challenging neighbourhood circumstances. On the whole, individuals of all ages 

conceded that although imprisonment was a negative experience, life inside their 

neighbourhoods was still significantly more challenging than life in prison, making 

prison an ‘easier’ option.  
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“See to be honest, they need to do something with this place (prison). This 

place is a joke…it’s just madness. It’s not hard enough to stop you coming 

back.” (Pre-Release Interview 10 - Mursdon)  

Indeed, when compared to their lifestyles in the neighbourhoods, it appeared that 

certain aspects of the prison regime enhanced their quality of life. For example, 

participants argued that the prison regime provided them with stability and resources 

that they did not have in their neighbourhoods. Some argued that given their chaotic 

lifestyles and the number of particularly destructive episodes that they have had with 

drug and substance misuse in their neighbourhoods, prison had “probably saved (their) 

life a couple of times” (Post-Release Interview 5 - Tillsbury) by providing some form 

of stability and increased proximity to help/care.  

 

“Like jail can help. It’s helped me a few times like you know where I've been 

on the rip bad, like drinking, partying, full of drugs. Like a wee sentence helps 

you. You get in, you train, you get clean and you come out…It can help... If 

you get a wee routine, it’s definitely good for people like.” (Post-Release 

Interview 5 - Tillsbury) 

 

Additionally, it appeared that in more extreme cases, individuals are sometimes unable 

to access basic resources in their neighbourhoods, as a result of their chronic offending 

behaviour and chaotic lifestyle. Therefore, a number of interviewees argued that the 

prison regime can bring about a level of basic stability that individuals from the 

neighbourhoods often do not have, making imprisonment beneficial to their lifestyles.  

 

“…sometimes for them, it’s better. You know life gets hard…And in there, I 

know I’ve got a roof over my head, I know I’ll get 3 square meals a day. And 

it’s not nice, and the first few days are a bit difficult, but they know exactly 

what to expect every day and they know that they are under supervision...” 

(Professional Interview 10) 

 

As well as this, some of those who had committed crimes that were socially 

unacceptable in their neighbourhood argued that, whilst in prison, they had access to 

some social networks which they may not have in their neighbourhoods, given issues 
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with exclusion and marginalisation. Indeed, some interviewees with more prolonged 

offending histories suggested that in prison, they had even developed a sense of 

community among particular staff members and other imprisoned people who know 

them, which in some cases supported them, and provided them with feelings of respect 

and esteem lacking in their lives outside of prison. This sense of community appeared 

to be more easily developed in prison given that the prison population was viewed as 

being comprised of the “same faces” from the “same neighbourhoods” (Respondent 

40), meaning that individuals had similar backgrounds, with shared experiences and 

sometimes already knew those detained in prison. Some interviewees explained that 

they had previously re-offended on release from prison in order to return to prison and 

escape the sense of alienation they experienced in their neighbourhoods upon their 

release.   

 

“Aye it [prison] does get easier. It becomes like a second home. Like when I 

got from that last big one there the last time, I wanted to go back in again. I 

started to feel alienated out here, I started to feel weird. Even walking along 

the road, I started to get paranoid and anxious because in there you’re in your 

wee bubble…Like I’m not going to know anyone then. It’s easier in jail. You 

know everyone. There is no hassle.” (Post-Release Interview 6 - Tillsbury) 

 

On multiple occasions, interviewees who had experienced imprisonment alluded to the 

fact that there are generally high levels of social cohesion and support between 

prisoners in prison. This was likely due to the fact that, as in hostels, a large proportion 

of the individuals in prison share negative life experiences i.e. prolonged issues with 

substance misuse, homelessness, fractured relationships, anti-social behaviour, a 

history of offending behaviour, recent experiences of imprisonment and difficulties 

finding housing (discussed in chapter 5). Additionally, individuals are more likely to 

have come from similar neighbourhoods given the higher levels of imprisonment in 

conflict-affected neighbourhoods in NI (Maruna et al., 2011). These shared 

backgrounds and life experiences may have in turn facilitated the development of 

relationships between those imprisoned, improving levels of social cohesion. As such, 

the deterrent effect of prison may be further minimized as individuals view prison as 

being a relatively ‘good’ option when compared to the isolated and chaotic lifestyle 

they led upon their release from prison.  
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Prison was also viewed as ensuring a basic level of safety by some, especially those 

under active threat from paramilitary organisations. A number of interviewees 

explained that they had been denied bail as prison was viewed as being the safest 

option for them, given the severity of paramilitary threats and attacks that they faced 

in their neighbourhoods. One respondent even cited instances where they had 

voluntarily admitted to their offenses and handed themselves in to the police, using 

prison as an opportunity to “hide” (Respondent 32) from paramilitary organisations. 

As such, it was argued that the relative safety provided by prison was particularly 

important for those who had experience of paramilitary threats and attacks in their 

neighbourhoods. Further, it seemed that prison was experienced as a lesser punishment 

in comparison to the paramilitary threats and attacks experienced by these individuals 

in their neighbourhoods.  

 

“You know it has its negative side too but it’s better than running around 

looking over your shoulder being in absolute terror most days.” (Professional 

Interview 10) 

 

“When I was [certain age], I got really bad in [place name] and I got a death 

threat for selling drugs. I was selling drugs…and got a death threat for it…they 

came through my door one day and, well they kicked the head off me basically 

and then…wrecked my whole flat. That’s why I went into [prison] in the first 

place, for my own safety. So, they didn’t give me no bail or nothing like that, 

it was for my own safety that I wouldn’t go back out into the community.” 

(Pre-Release Interview 18 - Mursdon) 

 

As a result, it appeared that these aspects of prison provided these individuals with 

some experiences and resources that they did not have in their neighbourhoods, 

reducing the deterrent effect of prison and its potential to contribute to desistance 

during reintegration.  

 

Along with this, a number of negative aspects of imprisonment appeared to indirectly 

increase an individual’s propensity to re-offend, either within prison or during 

reintegration. Although interviewees from across all of the samples agreed that 

imprisonment provided them with some resources and opportunities that they did not 
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have in their neighbourhoods, they still agreed that it is a significantly negative 

experience due to: 1) the loss of freedom/liberty, 2) negative conditions experienced 

in prison, and 3) the negative effects of the ‘revolving door’ on perceptions of 

imprisonment. Firstly, participants referred to the difficulties brought about by losing 

their freedom/liberty during imprisonment. Even though many of the individuals had 

chaotic lifestyles in their neighbourhoods (as discussed in previous chapters), most of 

the interviewees who had experience of imprisonment suggested that the loss of 

freedom/liberty was one of the most difficult parts of imprisonment. This was 

particularly relevant among those interviewees who had good relationships with 

family/spouses or who had children. These interviewees relayed a strong sense of guilt 

regarding separation from them, arguing that they felt that they could not ‘be there’ to 

help their families/partners or watch their children develop. This sense of guilt was 

intensified among some interviewees who recognised the possible negative effects that 

this separation could have on their children, including the loss of stability for their 

child and the involvement of social services in their children’s lives, if their family 

circumstances were deemed to be unstable/unfit for their children following their 

imprisonment. Consequently, these interviewees argued that these feelings of guilt and 

the difficulties caused by their experiences of separation exacerbated existing issues 

with mental health, self-harm, substance misuse and self-control, which have been 

shown to increase an individual’s propensity to re-offend (Goodwin et al., 2017; 

Kajanoja et al., 2018).  

 

Interviewees also pointed to some negative conditions experienced in prison that 

compounded this loss of freedom/liberty and had similar effects on mental health and 

substance misuse issues. Here, particular reference was made to the length of time that 

individuals could spend being locked in their cells in adult prisons. Interviewees 

suggested that due to operational issues, such as under-staffing, they had experience 

of being locked up in their cells for long periods of time (up to 23 hours per day) and 

argued that this experience of feeling ‘trapped’ in a cell undermined their ability to 

stay in a positive mindset throughout their imprisonment. Interviewees claimed that 

these long periods of lock-up and feelings of guilt/shame worsened existing mental 

health issues and substance misuse, particularly by encouraging individuals to 

continue to engage in substance misuse as a means of coping or simply ‘passing the 

time’.  



 183 

“Some clients…who would be deemed as high risk… leave custody with 

bigger issues upon exit than upon entry in terms of like drug addiction, mental 

health and so on.” (Professional Interview 6) 

 

“Aye well nobody is trying to get off drugs in here like… there is a big [drug] 

issue… Stuck in 4 walls all day, 23-hour lock ups like. So, you have to do 

something to pass your time. And you see people, and see their heads going 

then after a while then.” (Pre-Release Interview 17 - Tillsbury) 

 

On top of this, the findings suggested that the high levels of fear and worry of being 

imprisoned that are associated with deterrence decreased, as the cycle of re-conviction 

continued and became a norm in the lives of individuals. As noted in chapter 5, many 

of those interviewees who were imprisoned had multiple reconvictions and had range 

of experience of different forms of imprisonment from a young age. Interviewees 

reflected back on the significant fear and worry that they had prior to being imprisoned 

for the first time, as they did not know what to expect. In particular, younger 

interviewees expressed particular concern about being placed in adult prisons when 

they were over the age of 21, given that they believed that they would experience 

harsher conditions. However, the findings reflected that as the cycle of re-offending 

and re-conviction became a norm in their lives, individuals knew what to expect as 

prison life became “drilled into you” (Pre-Release Interview 17 - Tillsbury). This 

repeated exposure to prison regimes effectively reduced the fear and worry associated 

with being imprisoned and therein decreased the possibility of these thoughts and 

feelings bringing about a deterrent value that could contribute to desistance during 

reintegration.  

 

“It’s their lives. And it then becomes the norm for them. You get so many of 

them, you know at 21 going ‘I don't want to go to (prison site), that’s me 

(done)’ but then when they’re there, they think it’s not so bad… and then its 

maybe another 10 years before they will stop.” (Professional Interview 10) 

 

Building on these suggestions, interviewees strongly believed that their lives reflected 

the reality of the ‘revolving door’, where the same groups of individuals leave and 

return to prison regularly. Sadly, although all of the interviewees who were undergoing 
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reintegration were adamant that they did not want to go back to prison in the future, 

most expressed a hopeless inevitability about their likelihood of re-offending and 

returning to prison due to their circumstances. In this respect, it was believed that the 

perceived risks of being imprisoned were overshadowed by the norms of re-conviction 

and hopeless outlooks that defined much of their lives, thereby reducing prison’s 

potential role in contributing to desistance during reintegration.  

Importantly, these findings highlight that the complex needs and challenging 

circumstances experienced by these individuals limited the potential deterrent effect 

of imprisonment and its ability to contribute to desistance during their reintegration 

into conflict-affected neighbourhoods. These findings broadly correspond with a wide 

body of research evidence from deterrence literature, which suggests that 

“imprisonment has, at best, no effect on the rate of re-offending and often results in a 

greater rate of recidivism” (Ritchie, 2011: 2). Yet, in digging deeper, the findings 

suggested that prison was the ‘lesser of two evils’ for these individuals when compared 

to life in their neighbourhoods, especially given that it provided individuals with some 

resources and opportunities that they did not have outside of prison. However, the data 

also raised wider theoretical questions regarding the degree to which they could ever 

be deterred by experiences of imprisonment given that individuals appeared to be un-

deterred from re-offending during reintegration by paramilitary threats and attacks 

(which are significantly more traumatic than imprisonment). From this, it could 

therefore be suggested that the deterrence ideology may not be the most effective 

ideological construct from which services should be developed from if they are to 

reduce re-offending among individuals with these experiences.  

 

Rehabilitative Service Delivery – What Works?  
 

These findings mirror that of international research evidence which suggests that 

deterrence via sentencing alone does not have the capacity to reduce levels of crime 

and re-offending, but rather, that a combination of rehabilitative interventions, social 

supports and punishment have a more significant impact (Colvin et al., 2002; Berenji 

et al., 2014). Findings like these have contributed to the ‘What Works’ literature which 

has identified a number of rehabilitative strategies and programmes that work to 
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reduce re-offending (Maguire, 2013). As a result, many jurisdictions have increasingly 

incorporated more rehabilitative methods of dealing with individuals within their CJS. 

These methods are generally underpinned by a rehabilitation ideology which, unlike 

the concept of deterrence, focuses on exposing individuals to a wide range of 

rehabilitative services that should help to address the underlying causes of their 

offending behaviour (Wilson, 2003; Grimwood and Burman, 2012; MOJ, 2015). More 

specifically, these services have been predominantly informed by the RNR model of 

rehabilitation which suggests that for programmes to ‘work’ to reduce re-offending, 

they need to adequately address an individual’s risks, needs and challenging 

circumstances. As part of these moves, greater concern has been placed on 

rehabilitative service provision post-release. Here, practitioners have endeavoured to 

provide ‘through the gate’ services and programmes that see the continuation and 

development of service delivery that was started in prison, built upon during 

reintegration so as to better meet individuals’ needs and reduce their likelihood of re-

offending (HM Inspectorate of Prisons, 2016: 5; National Audit Office, 2016). The 

findings of this research recognised a number of positive attributes associated with 

rehabilitative service delivery both pre and post-release, that were believed to ‘work’ 

and contribute towards desistance during reintegration among individuals returning to 

these neighbourhoods.  

The first aspect of service delivery that was believed to ‘work’ related to the 

personalised approach adopted by services and the variety/scope of services offered. 

On the whole, interviewees agreed that using a personalised approach to service 

delivery comprised the best course of action for designing and implementing the type 

of action plans that could facilitate desistance during reintegration. Practitioners 

believed that this approach helped to ensure that individuals were given specifically 

tailored programmes that addressed their offending behaviour and their specific needs. 

Indeed, interviews in the pre and post-release interviews re-affirmed that these kinds 

of individual plans had been created for them at some stage throughout the course of 

their imprisonment. Additionally, evidence of the use of this approach appeared most 

clearly in the observations of meetings with probation officers as probation officers 

conducted detailed assessments of their clients, upon their first meeting, to ensure that 

an accurate profile of the individual was gathered and from which a tailored 

programme of service delivery could be made. This assessment was then continued 
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throughout future probation meetings, with the officer assessing the progress of the 

individual and if necessary, reviewing and editing the programme accordingly.  

Importantly, practitioners argued that in order for this personalised approach to work, 

a wide variety of rehabilitative services and supports needed to be available. Interviews 

and observations confirmed this was the case as the availability of rehabilitative 

services and supports had increased in the last few decades. Those who had experience 

of imprisonment for longer periods added that this increase in the number of available 

services had in part, reflected a cultural shift within the CJS towards rehabilitation. 

This was viewed as giving individuals more opportunities to access a broader variety 

of services that could better address their specific needs and complex challenges that 

they faced during reintegration, thereby improving the probability of desistance 

occurring. These programmes included educational courses, vocational skills training, 

peer mentoring, employment schemes, drug and alcohol interventions, as well as 

mental health courses.  

Most of the interviewees were aware of the variety of rehabilitative services and 

supports that were being offered and were either actively participating in, or had 

previously taken part in, these programmes. Pivotally, interviewees generally agreed 

that these programmes each had benefits that could contribute to desistance during 

reintegration. These included improvements in education, vocational skills, recovery 

from addiction and mental illness and changes to attitudes towards the consequences 

of offending behaviour.  

 “Aye like it helped me think straight. Like I’ve a year off drugs and I’m a lot 

better now like…I go to appointments now and again to see an actual mental 

health nurse…like I do wee classes with her and stuff…I was on medication 

and all before I came up here and now it’s all stopped. My head is clear 

now…I’ve done it all in here like. The education is sweet like… and see before 

you get released, they do set up places for you to go like. Like drug and alcohol 

counsellors and all, stuff like that, and give you stuff to do so you don’t fall 

back into crime…I never thought I’d say it like but the jail, like see 

[programme name] and all, like they helped me like. They helped me stop 

taking drugs and all.” (Pre-Release Interview 9 - Tillsbury) 
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“The victims awareness course is very helpful as it helps you think about the 

damage caused by your offending behaviour. Otherwise, consequences are 

never really thought about by most offenders.” (Pre-Release Interview 15 - 

Mursdon)  

 

In tandem with this, practitioners believed that strong working relationships existed 

between the wide variety of statutory and VCS agencies involved in delivering these 

programmes. These relationships were believed to help improve information sharing 

between organisations, giving them a better capacity to meet the needs of those being 

released from prison. Staff unanimously recognised the importance of these strong 

relationships and an inter-agency approach to service delivery, citing a number of 

incidents where positive outcomes were only obtained due to this information sharing. 

To add to this, examples of providers attempting to do their best to meet the needs of 

their clients, improve their life circumstances and reduce their re-offending were often 

evident.  

 

“There is a real willingness (to work together), certainly from ourselves and 

from our partner agencies and from anybody that I have ever been involved 

with. I mean I have been at meetings with the Attorney General in relation to 

anti-social behaviour in [neighbourhood names] and so it’s gone to the highest 

levels…I mean last night I was covering [neighbourhood names] frontline and 

we had a high-risk missing person who thankfully turned up. But you know the 

amount of services that went into that. You know technical support services, 

local policing, neighbourhood, dog call sign, helicopter, fire and rescue, 

ambulance, financial investigator, telecom advisor.” (Professional Interview 

15)  

 

These generally good levels of communication between organisations also helped to 

reduce the potential for individuals to misinform services about their behaviour or 

engagement. This was viewed as being a particularly important aspect of service 

delivery when working with those returning to the conflict-affected neighbourhoods 

given their chaotic lifestyles, complex needs and hard-to-reach status. It was argued 

that prior to the adoption of this approach, individuals could more easily misinform 
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services about their life circumstances post-release, thereby reducing the ability of 

services to meet their needs and affect positive changes.  

 

“We have information that is very useful to other partners and vice versa, and 

it helps me make the decisions that I make. Or also whenever we go to court to 

present a particular case…And then also, its good from the perspective of the 

person who is committing the crime as they know that they…can’t tell us one 

thing, and (organisation name) another, and think they can get away with it.” 

(Professional Interview 15) 

 

Additionally, it was argued that in the past, statutory organisations had taken 

precedence over those VCS services that were engaged in rehabilitative service 

delivery. However, interviewees felt that statutory services had increasingly 

recognised that VCS agencies could address particular issues in the conflict-affected 

neighbourhoods that they could not as easily address, due to a legacy of statutory 

agency mistrust in these areas. As such, it was felt that the VCS had been given more 

credence in the last two decades, thereby improving relationships and developing 

better inter-agency working between the VCS and statutory services.  

 

“…for maybe too long community organisations were poo-hoed by statutory 

agencies and maybe not given the understanding that maybe they should have. 

But that partnership working seems to be being built on and it seems to be 

working…and can make a big difference… one of the things from, well not 

just for (neighbourhood name), but right across (place name) and NI…we were 

forced to have a good strong community infrastructure because we were 

helping each other to develop and grow and move on. And you find that in an 

area like this, you would be in a meeting with probably the same people two 

or three times a week but talking about different issues and wearing different 

hats. Cause it’s the same people that’s usually involved, either in a paid 

capacity or a volunteer capacity, willing to go that extra mile to help the people 

in the communities in which they're living” (Professional Interview 2) 

 

These improvements were viewed as being important for the desistance process given 

that VCS organisations could better engage with the issues and context-specific 
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circumstances that had historically been harder for statutory services to address. For 

example, it was noted that VCS representatives in the neighbourhoods were able to 

engage with paramilitaries in a way that was not possible by statutory organisations. 

This was viewed as being particularly important in relation to addressing issues 

surrounding paramilitary threats and attacks which, as noted in chapter 5, were 

common among this population and which could hinder the desistance process. It was 

suggested that VCS involvement had helped statutory organisations better respond to 

these issues, giving them more coherent mechanisms of verifying threats quickly and 

accurately, providing better emergency care and re-location measures, and increasing 

the likelihood that an attack could be avoided; all of which were viewed as indirectly 

improving desistance outcomes.  
 
Further to this, interviewees believed that more intensive types of service delivery 

facilitated desistance among those returning to these neighbourhoods. Practitioners 

frequently highlighted that flexible one-on-one work was pivotal in delivering services 

that can respond quickly to the complex needs and chaotic lifestyles that individuals 

face when returning to these neighbourhoods. For example, practitioners frequently 

reflected on how the combination of mental health issues, substance misuse, low levels 

of social mobility and practical transportation issues that these individuals report, 

meant that they struggled to fully utilise the opportunities available to them without 

this intensive one-on-one support. In particular, they felt that a holistic rehabilitative 

service that provided practical support, such as transportation and pastoral aid, was 

particularly beneficial.   

 

“Generally, day to day practical issues… things that we might think are easy 

to sort out ourselves…to give you an example, if someone’s coming out but 

aren't on any benefits, but yet they'd be entitled to those benefits, they’re going 

to have to apply for them. If successful, they'll have to have a bank account to 

get the benefits paid into. Not always straight forward. To get a bank account 

you need to have photographic ID, proof of address and people don't tend to 

have these things. And so, what might seem a small issue to some of us can be 

a very big issue to others, and so it’s about giving that practical support…their 
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success in reintegration is sort of dependent on that level of support” 

(Professional Interview 4)  

 

Interviewees suggested that this more intensive kind of service delivery needed to be 

underpinned by a relationship where individuals returning to these neighbourhoods 

trusted staff or else individuals would not ‘buy into’ the process and utilise the supports 

available to them. Therefore, it was believed that when practitioners managed to build 

trust between themselves and reintegrating individuals, participants were more likely 

to be willing to avail of the supports given to them, improving desistance.  

 

“If they are willing, we are able to build those relationships with them and there 

is a level of trust, and they will stay, and they will buy into the process and 

they will pick up the phone and say, you know, right, this is happening, I’m 

homeless and I think I’ll go on a bender. Well right, stay where you are, I’m 

coming. You know, I’ll meet you. Come on we’ll go to McDonalds and we’ll 

try and get you somewhere to live and contact the Housing Executive, and 

we’ll try and get you into a hostel.” (Professional Interview 10) 

 
Given these findings, it appeared that the most positive attributes of service delivery 

that were believed to promote desistance during reintegration related to: 1) the 

personalised approach utilised by services and the wide ‘net’ of services that offer a 

broad range of programmes, 2) inter-agency partnership working between different 

services (which is underpinned by good communication and statutory and non-

statutory service provision), and 3) more intensive/flexible one-on-one service 

delivery that is built on strong relationships between staff and clients and which can 

more readily react to the complex daily circumstances that these individuals find 

themselves in. Notably, the incorporation of this personalised approach to service 

delivery reflected that services were orientated around the fundamental premises of 

the RNR model of rehabilitation aforementioned. The premises of RNR emphasise 

that a “one-size-fits-all” approach (Maloic, 2016: 145)  does not ‘work’ and that 

rehabilitative programmes should instead be specifically designed around the 

individual’s risks, needs and circumstances, if they are to bring about reductions in re-

offending (Cullen, 2012; McNeill, 2012). Moreover, in recognising that the success of 
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this approach hinged on inter-agency service delivery, services appeared to be 

informed by a large body of research that emphasises that reductions in re-offending 

are “directly related to the availability of support following release” (Malloch et al., 

2013: 4). Similarly, in emphasising that service delivery needed to be more one-on-

one and flexible in nature in order to be most effective, practitioners appeared to be 

informed by international research that has stressed the utility of more holistic supports 

with higher-risk individuals who have multiple/complex issues during reintegration 

(Harding et al., 2014; Morenoff and Harding, 2014; Jason et al., 2015; Annison and 

Moffatt, 2015; Brand, 2016). In light of this, the findings indicated that rehabilitative 

service delivery was largely operating in accordance with the principles of the RNR 

model of rehabilitation and international desistance and reintegration research.   

 

 
Rehabilitative Service Delivery - What Does Not Work?  
 

Despite delivering rehabilitation services and supports in line with RNR theory and 

international research on desistance and reintegration, it appeared that certain aspects 

of service delivery did not ‘work’ to bring about desistance among this particular group 

of individuals given their needs and challenging neighbourhood circumstances. These 

findings broadly correspond with the growing pool of ‘What Does Not Work’ 

literature that has come about as the counterpart of the ‘What Works’ movement 

previously discussed. Within this literature, a number of systematic reviews have been 

published in multiple jurisdictions, emphasising that a range of interventions do not 

‘work’ to bring about reductions in re-offending (Barnett and Howard, 2018). For 

example, Asos et al.’s (2006) analysis of 291 interventions in the US highlighted that 

prison diversion programmes for people with multiple disorders, intensive supervision 

and surveillance, boot camps, electronic monitoring and restorative justice for lower-

risk adults had little, if any, positive effects on reductions in re-offending. Since then, 

research in the UK and elsewhere has produced similar findings, emphasising that on 

the whole, interventions that are characterized by surveillance and control are largely 

ineffective in reducing recidivism (Lipsy and Cullen, 2007; MacKenzie and 

Farrington, 2015). Commenting on this, Barnett and Howard (2018: 112) suggest that 

this body of work has helped to illuminate “the enormous level of resource ploughed 
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into services and interventions that bring us no closer to protecting the public nor 

helping people who have committed crime to live safe and law-abiding lives”. The 

findings of this research identified a number of negative attributes of rehabilitative 

theory and service delivery that reduced the ability of services to fully address those 

aspects of conflict-affected neighbourhoods that cause significant barriers to 

desistance during reintegration. From the outset of this section, it must be noted that 

despite the unique myriad of challenges posed by working with this group and the 

limitations of service delivery, the research documented commendable examples of 

highly motivated service providers attempting to do their best to meet the needs of 

these individuals, improve their life circumstances and reduce their re-offending. 

 

Agency, Motivation and Desistance  
 

The first set of factors that appeared to reflect problematic elements of service delivery 

related to the ideological philosophy that underpinned existing service provision. 

Existing services seemed to be largely predicated on the idea that even in the midst of 

chaotic lifestyles and difficult neighbourhood circumstances, individuals had to 

choose to change before real behavioural change could begin. Service providers 

seemed to believe that individuals cannot be made to change their re-offending 

behaviour, but rather, their change begins when they choose to take positive steps away 

from anti-social/criminal behaviour. Interestingly, this perspective was shared by most 

of the individuals returning to the neighbourhoods who felt that despite the benefits of 

engaging with services, they ultimately had to make the decision to change and 

become ‘ready’ and open to change in order for the services to significantly aid the 

desistance process, particularly in attempts to overcome substance misuse issues.  

 

“They have to be ready or willing to work so that we can get them to a point 

where they are ready. So, if they are kind of motivated, even with that chaos, 

we can make some changes. If they are willing, we are able to build those 

relationships with them and there is a level of trust, and they will stay, and they 

will buy into the process.” (Professional Interview 9) 
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Indeed, this ideological approach appeared to be based on desistance literature and 

aspects of the RNR model of rehabilitation that have frequently identified the 

important role that agency, motivation and openness plays in the desistance process. 

This approach suggests that those who understand that “change is both desirable and 

needed” (McNeill et al., 2016: 6) are more likely to desist from crime than those 

without these beliefs (Giordano et al., 2002). It is argued that individuals who 

understand the need and desirability for change can then recognise ways ‘out’ of re-

offending, which are in part, provided for by services (Giordano et al., 2002; Farrall, 

2002). For example, Doekhie et al.’s (2017) recent research reflected that there was a 

direct correlation between the prevalence of this mind-set pre-release and levels of re-

offending post release.  

In many cases, it appeared that individuals had to demonstrate their willingness to 

change/reduce their re-offending behaviour in order to access, and maintain access to, 

services. However, the individuals coming from the conflict-affected neighbourhoods 

under investigation in this research rarely demonstrated a belief that they would be 

able to live, or sustain the motivation required to live a non-offending lifestyle given 

their complex needs and the challenges posed by their environments. Some 

interviewees therefore suggested this requirement for individuals to ‘prove’ their 

readiness to change and make positive choices hindered their access to services.   

“Rather than saying that you’ve got to prove to me…cause that’s what is seems 

to be, you’ve got to prove to me that you’re ready for society, you’ve got to 

prove to me that you’re ready to start a new life, you’ve got to prove to 

me…well the person, let’s get past all that, let’s give the person a chance.” 

(Professional Interview 13)  

 

For example, the data reflected that some of the individuals did not have the self-

confidence nor willingness to engage in educational and vocational training 

programmes in custody or continue these pursuits in the community following their 

release. Employment is known to be one of the biggest factors that improves levels of 

desistance during reintegration. However, as previously noted in chapter 5, most had 

very low levels of educational attainment and few basic qualifications given their 

neighbourhood background, associated needs and poor educational experiences and 
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engagement. Additionally, few believed that there were many ‘real’ opportunities in 

their neighbourhoods for meaningful employment, or that employers would hire them 

given their offending histories (previously noted in chapter 5). Accordingly, 

individuals questioned their ability to begin/sustain a journey of education or 

employment and the extent to which services could help to meet their needs and 

address the challenges presented by these neighbourhood factors. This subsequently 

hindered their willingness to engage with these services and programmes.  

 

Consequently, it appeared that these services and supports were not orientated or 

designed in such a way as to undertake the initial work that was needed to bring 

individuals to a place where they: 1) believed that their lives could change, 2) could 

‘recognise’ ways out of offending, and 3) were convinced that services could 

meaningfully help to address their needs, and 4) tackle the wider challenges posed by 

challenging neighbourhood circumstances. As such, it appeared that the work of 

services started from a point in the desistance process that the majority of these 

individuals were not at due to these issues. This reflected a gap between the ideological 

position of services and the position of individuals returning to the neighbourhoods 

which hindered the ability of services to engage these ‘hard to reach’ individuals and 

cultivate desistance among them during reintegration.  

This ideological gap was perhaps most evident in the practical difficulties that 

individuals had in gaining and maintaining access to a variety of rehabilitative 

services. Entry criteria often outlined that in order to participate in programmes, 

individuals were not allowed to present with multiple ongoing problems that were 

simultaneously occurring, such as a combination of mental health problems, substance 

misuse issues, unstable/anti-social behaviour and low motivation. Unfortunately, 

given the complex nature of problems faced by these individuals, and their chaotic 

lifestyles, especially regarding substance misuse and mental illness, they often 

struggled to fulfil these criteria. Programme criteria could also require individuals to 

stay in contact with services, honour commitments to regular pre-arranged meetings 

and to engage meaningfully with practitioners. Yet, this could be challenging for those 

returning to conflict-affected neighbourhoods due to their complex needs and 

challenging circumstances. For example, service providers emphasised that 

engagement was largely sporadic and superficial among a high number of these 
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individuals. Indeed, the researcher observed first-hand as individuals missed 9 pre-

arranged appointments with staff and the researcher throughout the course of the data 

collection. Although interviewees commonly cited that issues such as substance 

misuse contributed to this behaviour, they also pointed to broader neighbourhood 

issues that hindered levels of engagement. These issues included those relating to the 

location of services and transportation difficulties, a lack of belief in the ability of 

services to meet their needs and tackle the neighbourhood challenges they faced, and 

indeed the increased levels of fear and paranoia associated with leaving the 

neighbourhoods, especially among those with experience of paramilitary threats and 

attacks.  

“We understand that it’s difficult to do the underlying work with them if they 

are off their heads but they’re never going to be drug free unless they have 

some hope that someone will help them and get them to a point where they are 

ready and not frightened of it. Sometimes it’s years to get someone to talk about 

these things, and then they get there, and door is slammed in their face and the 

way that they do it is very tactless.” (Professional Interview 9)  

 

“When I go to mental health, I go to the same person and it’s the same thing. 

They say there’s nothing we can do until you are off drugs for 6 months 

because we don’t know if it's a substance issue or a mental health issue.” (Pre-

Release Interview 18 - Mursdon) 

In instances where the individuals failed to meet these commitments, practitioners 

warned that individuals commonly fall prey to cycles of re-referral where waiting lists 

for services are long. Due to this, it was argued individuals often end up going on the 

“merry-go-round” (Professional Interview 9), whereby service provision becomes 

more exclusive and slower to respond. This in turn means that the needs of individuals, 

and the underlying causes of their offending, are not effectively or promptly addressed, 

which undoubtedly has a negative impact upon desistance. Indeed, previous research 

re-affirms that these kind of delays in service provision allow individuals to “fall 

through the cracks” and reduce access to some of the key services that promote 

desistance, particularly those relating to substance misuse as well as mental and 

physical health (Cohall, 2016: 972). 
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“And then in terms of dealing with their alcohol and drug issues, there are a 

wide range of services available. However, the waiting lists are quite lengthy. 

It’s the waiting lists. And then also, because of the nature of the clients that we 

work with, if they miss appointments, they are discharged but because of the 

very nature with our clients, as you saw today, the clients don't always turn up 

because there are other things going on and I suppose that that’s a difficulty 

because after they miss one or two appointments, they are discharged and 

they’re having to go back to square one again and be re-referred in.” 

(Professional Interview 7) 

 

“It’s…a long drawn out process going to your GP for mental health referral, 

wait 12 weeks, then they say well you’ve taken drugs, so wait another few 

months, or it’s not a mental health issue, go to community addictions. Then 

you go to them and they make you wait 6 weeks for a referral, then you’re in a 

group but you can’t go to the group because you are so anxious and stressed 

and who wants to sit in a group and talk about what they’ve experienced 

anyway, so you need to address the underlying causes of your use, so then 

you’re kicked off that…” (Professional Interview 9) 

 

Some argued that individuals can be subjected to more severe penalties on particular 

programmes, such as the loss of benefits or even re-calls to prison. This was 

particularly common among those who had experiences of being released on licenses 

that required abstinence from drugs and attendance at appointments. However, criteria 

like these were seen as being difficult for individuals to maintain given the chaotic 

nature of their lifestyles, thereby resulting in recalls into custody. In some cases, 

individuals felt that these disrupted periods of desistance where they had temporarily 

desisted from crime and attempted to build a life free from crime.  

 

“It can’t be about sending people back to jail…if I get out of here, I’ll have 

probation, and if I miss probation 3 times because I’m sick, they’re not going 

to care, they’re just going to be like right f**k you, away back to jail. And then 

I’ll go back to jail then for another sentence, and everything that I’ve tried to 

build out there is gone. Like if I got out and I got a job? Gone. And what’s the 
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chances of that employer hiring me back then after that. It’d be silly.” (Pre-

Release Interview 19 - Tillsbury) 

Interviewees felt that these periods of desistance, which can be hard for individuals to 

obtain given their complex needs and challenges posed by their neighbourhood 

circumstances, were under-valued and unrewarded by services as they ultimately end 

up being penalised for problematic engagement and behaviour. It was argued that 

when this happens, individuals perceive that they are being labelled and 

disenfranchised by services, especially given their low levels of emotional and verbal 

intelligence, substance misuse and mental health issues, that can make it more difficult 

for them to cope with criticism and the ramifications of their behaviour. Interviewees 

argued that these feelings can de-motivate individuals and contribute to their view that 

services “set them up to fail” (Post-Release Interview 3) with targets that they feel are 

unlikely to be met, contributing to a “self-fulfilling prophecy” where “the person 

becomes” the offender that they are “described as being” (Tannenbaum, 1938: 22).  

“…what is happening more and more now is that if people don't avail of 

opportunities that are given to them…so say someone is on a job track 

programme for a certain length of time and then they’re mandated to (a) 

programme, if they don't attend or miss appointments, their benefits are 

sanctioned….(but) people that are likely to miss appointments are those ones 

who…are having issues getting out of the house, or with mental health issues 

etc. and so perhaps should be on different ones (programmes)…the hardest to 

reach people will be the hardest hit...” (Professional Interview 4) 

 

“They feel judged when they are asking for help and so it can be a self-fulfilling 

prophecy where, ‘You’re telling me I’m bad…you’re telling me I’m no 

good…so stuff you, because I try, I try really hard and it never works and no 

one sees the good, they don’t see that I’ve gone 6 months without offending, 

which is the first time I’ve done that since I was 12, and I’ve committed an 

offence and everyone is shouting at me and turning their backs on me so I’ll 

just go back to crime” (Professional Interview 9)  
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As a by-product of this, interviewees suggested that they lost confidence in services 

and their ability to meaningfully help them, discouraging future engagement. This was 

viewed as perpetuating the problem whereby those in most need of help from services 

dis-engage with them, reducing the ability of these services to effect substantial change 

and reduce re-offending. In light of these findings, it appeared that many of the services 

available to those leaving prison were mostly designed to support and assist those who 

were beginning their own journey towards desistance. Yet, this tended to be a minority 

of those returning to these conflict-affected neighbourhoods due to the combination of 

their complex individual needs and challenging neighbourhood circumstances.     

As well as this, services were unclear as to how to best transition an individual into 

other services when they were making progress and were taking positive steps away 

from crime. For example, it was argued that in some instances, individuals had been 

making progress on particular programmes, especially more intensive VCS 

programmes that could provide higher levels of one-to-one support. It was felt that 

when individuals progressed through these programmes and were referred onto more 

mainstream statutory programmes that did not provide the same level of support, they 

can disengage and revert back to anti-social patterns of behaviour and re-offending.   

“So, you know to get people onto the likes of a mainstream programme was a 

big step…sometimes people found that difficult. You know they might not 

have had the same level of support that they might have had…Once you get 

someone into mainstream, they’re maybe working with people that might not 

have the same specific knowledge of what their issues might be and that can 

be difficult for people…” (Professional Interview 4) 

It appeared that there was a lack of clear strategy as to how best to collectively 

transition these individuals between services in a way that reduced their likelihood of 

‘falling through the cracks’. With this in mind, services may need to clarify their roles 

and responsibilities and develop referral systems that help services to intervene quickly 

when individuals begin to display transient engagement.  

Moreover, services appeared to operate with the problematic assumption that these 

individuals would choose to engage with services; a concept that may have been 

brought about by the responsivity principle with the RNR model. Following calls that 
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the principle of responsivity was unclear and ‘vague’, proponents of the model broke 

this concept down into three types of responsivity: general, individual and systemic 

(Bourgan and Bonta, 2014). Of relevance here is the concept of general responsivity 

which focuses on the way in which programmes should be delivered (Maloic, 2016). 

Crucially, authors have frequently noted that the concept of general responsivity 

(which has largely been used to drive forward the use of cognitive-behavioural 

programmes) assumes that individuals will actively engage with services by choice 

(Lancaster and Lumb, 2006; Maloic, 2016). Nevertheless, the findings of this research 

demonstrated that this kind of client engagement cannot be assumed given the variety 

issues that affect motivation and the ability/willingness of individuals to maintain 

engagement with services. Furthermore, due to this lack of motivation and 

engagement, the findings raised concerns regarding the nature of the criteria that 

determined whether or not an individual could access services. Proponents of the Good 

Lives of Model (GLM) of rehabilitation argue that the emphasis in services should be 

taken off the risk paradigm that is promoted in the RNR model (Ward et al., 2007). 

Instead, it is argued that the emphasis should be placed on building the strengths of 

individuals and building on the positive forward steps that they take in the desistance 

process (Ward et al., 2007; McNeill, 2012). In this research, it appeared that given the 

penalties of poor/sporadic engagement, individuals fell prey to cycles of re-referral or 

harsh sanctions which stagnated their motivation to change and discouraged future 

engagement.  

Given these issues with motivation and engagement, it may be the case that more 

services need to be designed and implemented in the CJS that focus on initially 

motivating individuals and which can then refer individuals onto existing mainstream 

services when momentum is gained. Although these findings recognise the necessity 

of agency and motivation to change in the desistance process, they also suggest that 

existing rehabilitative services and supports often do not begin at the correct starting 

point when working with these individuals. Instead, the findings suggest that services 

need to be designed/developed that begin to work with individuals when they do not 

have the belief nor motivation to change. Indeed, it appears that these services need to 

specifically focus on these earlier stages in the change process, motivating individuals 

and bringing them to the condition in which they can meaningfully engage with and 

benefit from existing rehabilitative services and supports.  
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Along with this, it appears that new and existing services need to move beyond 

addressing individual needs/issues and need to demonstrate their ability to help address 

the neighbourhood challenges that these individuals experience during reintegration if 

they are to encourage engagement. It appeared that services were predominantly 

orientated around the claims of RNR and existing desistance literature which 

emphasise that individual agency, motivation and openness to change comprise 

starting points in the desistance process. It seemed that services failed to recognise the 

degree to which neighbourhood factors demotivated individuals and reduced their 

belief that services could help them to change. As a result, it appears that rehabilitative 

services and supports need to move away from a framework of ‘individualistic logic’ 

and begin to tackle broader neighbourhood challenges if they are to give individuals 

the underlying belief that they can help them to change.  

Lastly, these findings suggest that existing services may need to re-orientate their 

design to cater for such low levels of motivation and in doing so, critically reconsider 

the expectations put forward by the eligibility criteria that can promote harsh sanctions 

or simply hinder accessibility to services among this population. As part of this, 

existing services may need to be expanded upon so that they can better manage the 

needs of these individuals, who often present with multiple needs that are occurring 

simultaneously. Attention may also need to be taken away from penalising lapses of 

engagement and shifted onto incentivising and building upon momentum when 

individuals begin to take some steps forward.  

 
 
Funding  
 

The way in which rehabilitative services are evaluated and funded also appeared to be 

shaped by this underlying philosophy that emphasised that individuals needed to be 

open, ready and motivated to change before real behavioural change could begin. 

Ongoing fiscal challenges (discussed later in this chapter) meant that uncertainty over 

future funding was common, with the result that service providers, especially in the 

VCS, were being expected to ‘prove their worth’. Interviewees generally felt that 

funding was short-term and piecemeal, creating a more pressurised and constrained 

environment to effect change. Additionally, service providers noted that with this, 
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funders had begun to consider using more outcomes-based models of funding with the 

expectation that services would be paid in proportion with the reductions in re-

offending they achieve with service users. However, it was strongly suggested that 

such an approach to funding services are open to “cherry-picking” (Professional 

Interview 4) whereby services target their work at those who are willing and motivated 

to engage in order to improve their chances of obtaining results and ensure continued 

access to funding streams. It was argued that such an approach to funding can result 

in the services being drawn away from demotivated, ‘hard-to-reach’ populations like 

those who are returning to the neighbourhoods, compounding issues with these 

individuals ‘falling through the cracks’.  

 

“It’s output-related funding. So, if they get someone into work and if they 

sustain that work 6 months then that’s when these organisations will receive 

their payment…Payment by results9…when you’re in an environment such as 

[neighbourhood names]...you’re working with people who are facing big 

barriers in relation to getting into employment and you know that your 

outcomes are going to be based on your results, you are going to gravitate 

towards those who are easier to help because you see a positive outcome at the 

end of it. But those who really need it and who really need the effort put in, are 

perhaps those who are less likely to get a result out of it…So the model is open 

to cherry-picking... Going back, there always was a level of outcome related 

funding, but it’s not to the level it is now…” (Professional Interview 4) 

 

A number of service providers built on this, arguing that existing ideas regarding what 

constitutes ‘success’ when working with challenging populations like those returning 

to the conflict-affected neighbourhoods may need to be critiqued. For example, it was 

argued that given the complex needs and challenges experienced by these populations 

and the potentially criminogenic environments they are returning to, reductions in re-

offending are difficult to obtain and should be viewed as an ideal outcome rather than 

 

9 Payment by results refers to a system of payment where “a proportion of a (service) provider’s 
payment will be determined by the reductions in reoffending they achieve” (Ministry of Justice, 
2013e: 13).  
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the most likely outcome. Instead, it was suggested that factors such as the length of 

time between re-offenses and the de-escalation of offense type may be more realistic 

performance measures reflecting positive change and effective interventions.  

 

“For us, success isn't always about the re-offending. Its maybe about the small 

changes, the gaps in offending, the less serious offences, things like that 

because for a lot of them…most of them will probably re-offend at some point. 

Or they’ll get through six months and then come back or pop up in a year or 

two…Because if you’re getting someone at 19 who has had a plethora of 

trauma throughout their whole life, and you get them on a 2-year license, it’s 

totally unrealistic to think that by the end of the 2 years they are going to be 

‘cured’” (Professional Interview 10) 

 

“…if somebody even changes the type of criminality that they are involved 

with, from robbery to criminal damage, that to a degree is still some kind of 

success believe it or not.” (Professional Interview 15) 

 

It was argued that the performance measures used by funders to evaluate services need 

to be reviewed, given that they largely steer the direction and focus of service delivery. 

This may be particularly relevant for the NIPS and the PBNI, who have been 

encouraged by the CJINI to develop meaningful performance measures to assess the 

effectiveness of rehabilitative service provision and guide the future resourcing of 

rehabilitative programmes (CJINI, 2018). In addition, interviewees agreed that 

funding needs to have a long-term focus in order to reduce the chances of ‘cherry-

picking’ and provide sufficient time to allow staff to build up the relationships required 

to engage this hard-to-reach group and address their complex needs. These critiques 

are particularly relevant for the coming period in NI given that the government recently 

took steps towards incorporating such a model of funding service delivery in public 

policy prior to the cessation of a functioning executive (NIE, 2016). If this model is to 

become increasingly incorporated in the coming years within the CJS and subsequent 

rehabilitative services, caution and careful consideration must be given not only to the 

outcomes used to evaluate services, but also to the nature of funding streams made 

available to services under this model, if they are to effectively serve those who are in 

most need of these interventions.  
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A number of other funding-related issues also negatively affected the nature of service 

delivery and the ability of services to meet the complex needs of individuals during 

their reintegration, reducing their capacity to cultivate desistance. Much of this related 

to reductions in funding streams. Members of statutory and VCS agencies strongly 

argued that the funding streams that resource their organisations had been continually 

shrinking in an era defined by recession and public-sector budget cuts. Although it 

appeared that services had retained much of their overall purpose and general structure, 

it was unanimously agreed that these funding reductions damaged the quality of 

services and limited the variety and scope of programmes offered.  

 

“The biggest difficulty for the statutory agencies over the past 8-10 years has 

been the year on year reductions in budgets which have impacted upon the 

agencies capacity to deliver services. So, over the years, we’re being asked to 

work with more, do more for them, but with reduced resources and that 

significantly impacts upon the issues that we have just been discussing [causes 

of re-offending]. Until these areas are adequately resourced, we’re going to 

face deficits in how we are managing these problems which is unfortunate.” 

(Professional Interview 11) 

 

In particular, interviewees argued that the expectations and workloads placed on 

services have not changed in accordance with these reductions in resources and 

funding in recent years, with some even arguing that their workloads had increased 

given reductions in staffing levels. This was viewed as contributing to increased 

pressure and unrealistic expectations being placed on services, who argued that they 

are not equipped to deliver and maintain the same overall quality of service provision. 

These findings correlate with those of the CJINI’s (2018) review of reintegration in 

prison, which alluded to the negative impact of staff shortages on increasing workloads 

and the ability of staff to fully assess and refer individuals to services that can address 

the variety of issues affecting an individual’s reintegration to the community.   

 

“There was…a lot more resource…and a lot more work with the people…you 

just had more time which is what you really need. It’s really difficult as well 

as the case-loads go up…And again, even where we are working now, we have 

2 interview rooms which is just not…like trying to even get to see them, and 
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when you get them, you don't have the time because someone else needs it, so 

you aren't even getting enough time to sit down and work with them.” 

(Professional Interview 9) 

 

These reductions in funding were viewed as having an adverse knock-on effect on the 

flexibility of services and number of contact hours that staff members could spend 

with clients, which as noted earlier in this chapter was believed to be a critical 

component of service provision that best facilitated desistance. They believed that their 

capacity to carry out these kinds of tasks was diminishing due to ever-increasing 

administrative workloads that were viewed as becoming a primary focus of their work. 

Almost all of the professional interviewees from both statutory and VCS agencies 

agreed that much of their work had become “bureaucratic” (Professional Interview 11) 

and orientated around administrative tasks, including the creation of action plans, 

documenting notes from meetings and writing progress reports, rather than face to face 

work with clients. Indeed, these concerns regarding the “computerized approach” of 

staff which affords less credence to the responsive/flexible work required to respond 

to the complex challenges of these kinds of populations have been consistently used 

to criticize the risk-focused practice born of the RNR model, particularly among 

probation officers (Maloic, 2016: 145). Although staff recognised the importance of 

this administrative/bureaucratic work in terms of accountability and accurate 

information sharing between organisations, they ultimately felt that they were less able 

to deliver the kind of intensive, flexible and responsive services that would meet the 

complex needs of those returning to the conflict-affected neighbourhoods.  

 

“Our hands are tied in a lot of ways and there is paperwork for everything 

which doesn't necessarily always effect change because it’s just reams…of 

paperwork and risk assessments when you should really just be on the 

ground… It’s all getting this in on time, look at that work plan…but no one 

actually goes and says okay, he needs this trauma counselling, who is going to 

refer him, who will take him to this, who is going to pick him up, sit with him, 

take him back, calm him down. Maybe years-ago we did have 2 and a half 

hours to go and do that but now we don't so you’re saying, off you go yourself 

to them. And the person doesn't go. And it’s just those practical things which 

help”. (Professional Interview 10)  
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It was also argued that services working with those returning to these neighbourhoods 

need to be granted a degree of flexibility by funding providers, whereby the goals and 

projected outcomes of programmes can be changed during the delivery of a project. 

For example, instances were cited in the neighbourhoods where projects had to be 

changed ad-hoc given paramilitary threats. It was suggested that many funding bodies 

struggle to empathise with these complexities and have become focused on funding 

‘what works’ rather than learning from ‘what does not work’ and encouraging long-

term innovation amongst service providers. As such, some service providers felt that 

this flexibility and trust between services and funders did not exist, arguing that the 

emphasis was being placed on proving the worth of programmes in order to maintain 

access to small, short-term pools of funding.   

 

“We need to be thinking of investing in the long term…better funders that I’ve 

worked with are more interested in what doesn’t work than what does. And if 

you can tell them why something hasn’t worked, and you have a rationale for 

changing it, then they are absolutely happy with that…But most of the statutory 

funders here treat you like a heretic — i.e. you put in for this funding 3 years 

ago telling us you would do this, but now you don’t want to do that? …you say 

that we need to change it because of this, then they say no you have to do it in 

the way we gave you funding for. You know a lot of these people haven’t 

worked in the communities and don’t understand the realities and things don’t 

pan out as you thought they would…So that relationship of trust between the 

funder and those using the funding is extremely important.” (Professional 

Interview 14) 

 

Moreover, some interviewees suggested that these funding constraints had the capacity 

to undermine inter-agency working as it encourages compartmentalisation and 

competition. While on one hand, organisations were being encouraged to work 

together to provide more holistic ‘wrap-around’ services, it was argued that funding 

constraints have created a competitive landscape where organisations have to “protect 

their own interests” (Professional Interview 3), undermining inter-agency service 

delivery.  
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“…communities mistrust the voluntary sector, the voluntary sector distrusts 

the statutory agencies because they think that they have an agenda that they 

want to bypass the voluntary sector which they see as being too expensive and 

irrelevant to deal directly with communities and so everybody is in this circle 

where everyone is trying to protect their own interests and they’re all trying to 

chase the very limited funding that is out there…people are just so protective 

of their own wee bits of their resources that they’re not willing to share their 

information or share anything with anyone else because information is power 

and so I’ll keep it to myself because that makes me indispensable and that 

means I’ll keep my funding and everybody else can go to the wall…so a lot of 

the organisations…are too busy looking after themselves.” (Professional 

Interview 3) 

 

These issues subsequently hindered the ability of service providers to fully assess and 

deliver the kinds of intensive and responsive services that could meet the complex 

needs presented by the individuals returning to these neighbourhoods. On top this, it 

appeared that short-term/inflexible funding streams made it more difficult for services 

to offer the long-term kind of programmes that were believed could deliver more 

substantial desistance outcomes and better respond to the myriad of complex/changing 

circumstances that individuals find themselves in during reintegration. Indeed, the 

negative ramifications of recession and cuts to public sector spending on the ability of 

criminal justice services, particularly those smaller organisations in the VCS, have 

been well documented (Meek et al., 2010; Ward, 2011; Roberts, 2013). This research 

re-affirms that if services are to be able to offer the kind of comprehensive and inter-

agency programmes that are able to meet the multitude of individual and 

circumstantial needs of these individuals that appear to be critical to re-offending, they 

need to be funded and resourced appropriately. However, within the current reality of 

reduced public spending, funding providers may need to work with services to 

establish means of encouraging and perhaps incentivising the development of true 

partnership working so that the kinds of holistic/comprehensive services that bring 

about desistance can be offered. Within this economic climate, research may need to 

more clearly specify “what works for whom?” (Maloic, 2016: 150) among this 

population. This may require practitioners to either combine the most appropriate 

components of existing services or create new services that can pinpoint the needs and 



 207 

circumstances of individuals, improving their ability to tackle the causes of re-

offending behaviour.  

 
 
Practical Programme Issues  
 
 
Further, participants raised a number of concerns regarding more practical issues with 

rehabilitative programmes. The first set of issues pertained to the lack of speed and 

intensity of service provision. Due to the complex needs of these individuals, it was 

argued that they often required access to intensive service delivery that acted quickly 

upon their release into the community. Pre and post-release interviewees agreed with 

this and placed a particular emphasis on the importance of services that could address 

substance misuse and mental health, which they believed could have the biggest 

impact on addressing their particular needs. Unfortunately, interviewees drew 

attention to the fact that often existing services were slow to respond, given long 

waiting lists, and were insufficient to meet their needs.  

 

“What is also very concerning and which is of huge significance is the lack of 

access to meaningful treatment for those who experience substance misuse 

difficulties… the services are inadequate in terms of dealing with the intense 

nature of the issues and problems presented given the numbers waiting for 

those services, and there are long waiting lists for those who want to access 

them.” (Professional Interview 11) 

 
These findings echo those concerns raised in reports from multiple sources relating to 

the provision of mental health services both within the prison estate and in the 

community. These reports have emphasised how these kinds of gaps in provision 

negatively impact on wellbeing outcomes during reintegration that, as noted 

previously, have a role in the desistance process (CJINI, 2014, 2016; Butler, 2017; 

Prison Reform Trust, 2018). Others argued that in some cases, they felt that they were 

not believed by staff working in these services. While the hesitance of healthcare 

practitioners to prescribe medication most likely reflected a concern that these 

individuals may exaggerate their symptoms in order to get access to prescription drugs; 

a concern which seems valid given the extent of substance issues among many of these 
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individuals. Nonetheless, it was evident the perception that healthcare staff did not 

believe them re-affirmed their feeling that services could not meet their needs, which 

subsequently discouraged engagement. Moreover, interviewees frequently argued that 

without this approved access to prescription medication, they would be more likely to 

illegally access substances, thereby reducing their likelihood of desisting from crime.   

 

“Like I have bad mental health problems... See when I go to the doctor…he 

looks at me like I’m some sort of f******n eejit, know what I mean? Like I 

tell him everything and he just sits there and looks at me. Like I tell him I’m 

paranoid and struggling, but he just looks at me and thinks I’m trying to get 

drugs, know what I mean? I’m trying to tell him that this has all been happening 

to me.” (Pre-Release Interview 8 - Mursdon) 

 

At the time of data collection, some interviewees also expressed concerns about the 

levels of qualifications that individuals could obtain in rehabilitative programmes as 

they felt they did not meet employer demands, rendering them less able to substantially 

aid their employment prospects following release. Importantly, it was believed that 

these issues significantly reduced the willingness of individuals to both avail of 

educational programmes and meaningfully engage with them. Some professional 

interviewees attributed this to issues with funding, suggesting that continuing fiscal 

pressures limit the standard of qualifications that can be obtained, reducing the overall 

quality of rehabilitative programmes and levels of engagement among these 

individuals.  

 

“They [rehabilitative programmes] are definitely not well enough 

resourced…there is definitely not a lot of rehabilitation in any of the 

establishments and there is an issue around resources.” (Professional Interview 

10) 

 

On top of this, issues were highlighted regarding waiting lists for educational and 

vocational training courses in prison at the time of the research. One interviewee noted 

that despite being motivated to engage in core subject courses like Maths and English 

while they were imprisoned, they were not able to participate given that their sentence 

length was too short.  
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“I wanted to do my maths and English when I came in, and only there [recently] 

did they get back to me saying did I want to do it? But that’s not enough time 

to complete it. Like I go into the library 2 or 3 times a week and that’s just a 

class where there is nothing, so you just sit and do nothing” (Pre-Release 

Interview 7 - Tillsbury) 

 

With this in mind, some participants suggested that the learning that would have taken 

place in these programmes was replaced by the ‘learning’ of crime between individuals 

in prison, which contributed to re-offending during reintegration. Some participants 

suggested that they viewed prison as being a “school for criminals” (Pre-Release 

Interview 19) among these individuals; an idea that has been well documented by 

previous research (Pritikin, 2008). It was argued that individuals in prison share 

experiences and learn from one another how to commit and ‘get away with’ crime. 

One interviewee even noted instances where they had then utilised this knowledge and 

skill to capitalise from new forms of crime during their reintegration from prison. It is 

worth noting that this ‘learning’ of crime likely took place in hostels too given the high 

numbers of previously imprisoned individuals who were still involved in different 

types of offending behaviours and the less stringent management of hostel residents 

by staff (previously discussed in chapter 5).  

 

“This place is a school for criminals…so it is. I came in here for charges of 

[one type of crime] and learned how to grow weed. Do you know what I mean 

like? Like and then I did that [during reintegration] and earned a s**t load of 

cash like. This place is just a school for criminals. Put us all together…like sit 

and talk to each other, what they did wrong, how they did wrong. And then 

another guy is going to think to himself f**k, I might be able to do that better 

than he did.” (Pre-Release Interview 19 - Tillsbury) 

 

To add to this, some participants questioned the extent to which programmes that are 

commonly re-offered by rehabilitative services could create desistance among 

individuals returning to the neighbourhoods. As previously discussed in chapter 5, 

most of the individuals had experienced imprisonment on a number of occasions and 

claimed to have completed all of the available rehabilitative programmes. Given that 

participation in these programmes had not brought about substantial reductions in their 
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re-offending, they felt that the programmes were too general and that they were not 

worth repeating, thereby demonstrating the need for a programme that could better 

meet their complex needs and challenging circumstances.  

 

“Nah they don’t [help people]. They don’t get down to their crimes…they’re 

s***e…They aren’t changing us who’s been in here [prison] 20 or 30 times…I 

don’t do any of them courses anymore. I done them all years ago… see all the 

courses we got 20 years ago in here, it’s the same courses with different 

names.” (Pre-Release Interview 17 - Tillsbury) 

 

A number of interviewees suggested that as a result of these experiences and beliefs, 

they only engaged superficially in programmes, suggesting that they were a good 

distraction that could help to pass the time. This in turn diminished the quality of their 

engagement with the service and reduced its potential impact on desistance. 

 

Lastly, the data reflected that existing rehabilitative services supports were not 

designed/orientated around tackling the neighbourhood factors that were contributing 

to re-offending during reintegration, thereby hindering their ability to bring about 

change among the individuals. In accordance with the RNR model of rehabilitation 

and existing desistance literature, the data reflected that existing rehabilitative services 

and supports predominantly employed an ‘individual approach’ to service delivery. 

This meant that individuals were referred between a range of different rehabilitative 

services and supports that were specifically designed to address particular 

needs/issues. However, none of the services appeared to be focused on addressing 

those broader neighbourhood factors that were identified in chapters 4 & 5 that were 

acting as roadblocks to the desistance. Instead, the work of each service appeared to 

revolve around administrative and pastoral tasks, such as identifying needs, creating 

action plans, sharing information and referring individuals between the wide ‘net’ of 

services involved in rehabilitative service delivery. Although these tasks are 

undoubtedly important, it appeared that this ‘individualistic approach’ reduced the 

ability of services to address the broader neighbourhood challenges that these 

individuals were experiencing, thereby reducing the overall impact that they could 

have in cultivating desistance.  
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As a result, while most of the interviewees undergoing reintegration agreed that despite 

having a number of benefits that could help create desistance, they were sceptical of 

the capacity of rehabilitative programmes to meaningfully address their complex 

problems, hindering their engagement. Given this, efforts to equip these individuals to 

deal with the challenges that they face during reintegration appeared to be undermined 

by these practical design flaws. While programmes appeared to have some benefits 

that could possibly contribute to positive changes in behaviour, it was evident that 

these programmes were ultimately limited in their capacity to bring about desistance 

given that they could not fully address the complex needs of these individuals and 

importantly, could not tackle the challenging circumstances that they return to. This 

reflected that rehabilitative services are unlikely to be successful unless both the 

person’s individualised needs and the neighbourhood factors contributing to their 

offending behaviour are addressed. In turn, existing service provision may need to be 

expanded upon and enhanced to better cope with individuals presenting with multiple 

issues and respond more comprehensively to the problems caused by their 

circumstances if desistance outcomes are to improve among this population.  

 

Reintegration Hubs  
 

When asked about what strategic improvements could be made to service delivery to 

address these issues, all interviewees argued that services needed to become more 

cohesive in their approach. It was strongly argued that many of the issues relating to 

compartmentalisation, ‘cracks’ within service delivery and the speed/intensity of 

services could be overcome by what could be described as ‘reintegration hubs’. These 

referred to centres where all of the relevant stakeholders would be represented. In 

bringing all of the service providers together, it was argued that these hubs would help 

to increase levels of cohesion and trust, encourage the development of clear strategic 

progression and increase the speed of service delivery. This would in turn contribute 

to more comprehensive and intensive service delivery that reduces the obstacles that 

are inadvertently posed by the current system of service delivery for service users.  

Respondent: “The criminal justice social work model in Scotland is quite good 

in that…they have a one stop shop for all of the offender’s criminogenic needs. 
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So, we will have a housing representative, linked to a statutory agency, 

professionally qualified medical staff... We would have an addictions 

councillor or a general councillor in place. We have access to floating supports 

in the communities through the VCS groups… they have found it a more 

cohesive, inter-agency, inter-disciplinary way of working with the individual. 

It’s not as dis-jointed as the model in which we work in NI. So…we refer out 

to the likes to (other services), substance misuse helplines and providers etc. 

but in the Scotland model they are all directly in contact. So, it’s a much more 

cohesive way of approaching the criminogenic needs of the offender… 

 

Interviewer: And so, you think that model just speeds everything up then?  

 

Respondent: It does, and it makes that process of rehabilitation and 

resettlement…much more meaningful and it reduces the anxieties and the 

pressures on the offender to do the right things. So, if an offender is working 

through substance misuse problems and because he's not in a position to access 

stable accommodation for 12 months, that may be a huge area of concern and 

increase his anxiety and then increase his likelihood of misusing substances as 

a way of coping with the difficult situation that he finds himself in. Whereas, 

if he was in the course of taking substance misuse counselling, regularly 

engaging with housing (organisations), being offered hope that a suitable 

placement will become available in the future, then he's less likely to become 

anxious and less likely to becoming more susceptible to using more drugs 

because he then considers his situation to be improving. So, it would 

consolidate the resettlement and rehabilitation process much better...” 

(Professional Interview 11)  

 

Additionally, interviewees suggested that these hubs may also offer drop-in services 

to increase levels of engagement among these individuals, particularly given their 

complex needs, chaotic lifestyles and often sporadic engagement with rehabilitative 

services and supports.  

 

“…if there was one place that you could go to get it all dealt with that would 

help a lot of people aye. Like, instead of (service name) here and then doctor, 
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and then (service name), like all the different s**t you’ve gotta go to…You 

just need to…like if you’re stressed out with loads of appointments and then 

you start missing one, and then two, and then you just…it’s just a slippery 

slope. If you could go out and just go to one place once a week and do 

everything you have to do, it would be way better like aye.” (Post-Release 

Interview 5 - Tillsbury)  

Interestingly, these suggestions echo CJINI’s (2018) recent review of rehabilitation 

services, which proposed that when services are physically co-located with one 

another, they tend to have better communication and cross-agency working, which 

contributing to more efficient service delivery. Adopting this approach may therefore 

help services to respond more quickly to the daily challenges experienced by these 

individuals who are returning to these neighbourhoods and better facilitate desistance. 

It may also be the case that the co-location of services may enable practitioners to 

implement what the CJINI (2018: 7) described as the “fast-tracking” of assessment 

and referral for ‘hard-to-reach’ individuals who have particularly complex and co-

occurring needs and present with short-term periods of motivation/willingness to 

change. In this respect, being located in the same location may help agencies to provide 

more intensive services that can act quickly to capitalise on those short-term periods 

where these individuals demonstrate a motivation/willingness to engage and change 

their behaviour.  

However, it is worth noting that despite reintegration hubs having the potential to 

facilitate these improvements to service delivery, the findings suggest that the services 

and supports in these hubs will still be limited in their potential to encourage desistance 

among these individuals if they do not move away from ‘individualistic logic’. The 

findings highlighted that if rehabilitative services and supports continue to focus their 

attention on addressing individual needs/issues and do not engage with the 

neighbourhood challenges that hinder engagement, they will be limited in their ability 

to bring about desistance among this hard-to-reach population. As such, it is 

recommended that along with addressing individual needs/issues, rehabilitative 

services and supports need to: 1) carry out the initial work required to motivate 

individuals, and 2) re-orientate their focus onto tackling the neighbourhood factors that 



 214 

hinder the desistance process, if they are to see individuals meaningfully engage and 

change.   

 

Summary  
 

This chapter set out to evaluate the extent to which current rehabilitation theory and 

practice among service providers can fully address those aspects of conflict-affected 

neighbourhoods noted in chapters 4 and 5 that can significantly hinder the desistance 

process and contribute to re-offending. Overall, it appeared that current rehabilitation 

theory and practice among service providers were limited in their ability to do so, 

reducing their ability to cultivate desistance among this population. More specifically, 

it appeared that imprisonment was limited in its potential to contribute to desistance 

among those returning to the neighbourhoods. Indeed, deterrence is one of the 

dominant theoretical concepts that has underpinned criminal justice systems and 

policies in many jurisdictions (Loughran et al., 2016; Stafford, 2017; National 

Archives, 2018). Yet, the data suggested that given the combination of complex needs, 

challenging neighbourhood contexts and paramilitary violence that a number of these 

individuals experience, aspects of the prison regime gave them access to some 

opportunities and resources that they did not have in their neighbourhoods. Namely, 

the prison regime provided these individuals with a form of structure, access to basic 

resources, a sense of social integration and relative safety that they felt they did not 

have in their neighbourhoods. This meant that individuals perceived imprisonment as 

being ‘easier’ than life in their neighbourhoods, reducing the potential of 

imprisonment to contribute to deterrence and desistance.  

Moreover, the data indicated that the negative experiences of imprisonment relating 

to: 1) the loss of freedom/liberty and separation from loved ones, 2) particular 

operational issues, and 3) the cycle of re-conviction referred to as the ‘revolving door’, 

further limited the potential deterrent effect of imprisonment. Indeed, the data reflected 

that these experiences exacerbated issues with mental health, substance misuse and 

problematic behaviour that contribute to re-offending. As such, the findings 

demonstrated that services predicated upon notions of deterrence may not be effective 

in bringing about reductions in re-offending during reintegration among those 
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returning to the conflict-affected neighbourhoods. In particular, these findings strongly 

challenge the rhetoric that harsher sanctions will reduce re-offending, especially if 

paramilitary violence has not already deterred these individuals from re-offending.  

Unsurprisingly, the findings outlined in the second section of this chapter re-affirmed 

many of the claims of existing desistance literature by demonstrating that services need 

to address the complex needs and difficult circumstances that contribute to offending 

among these individuals if the probability of their re-offending is to be reduced. In 

considering ‘what works?’ in rehabilitative service delivery, the findings revealed that 

services that were largely based upon RNR theory and desistance research as the 

following key features of service delivery were emphasised: 1) a personalised 

approach, 2) the incorporation of a wide ‘net’ of services, 3) strong inter-agency 

partnerships (underpinned by good working relationships and levels of 

communication), and 4) more intensive/flexible one-on-one services.  

Despite this, responses overwhelmingly concentrated on some of key problems that 

were perceived as existing with service provision and the theory that informs it. As a 

result, the findings raise a number of questions regarding the ability of services to fully 

address the needs and challenges brought about by the neighbourhood context that 

individuals return to, and therein cultivate desistance. In terms of motivation, the data 

suggested that services were predominantly based upon the underlying concept that 

individuals needed to demonstrate motivation and their willingness to change before 

the desistance process could start. However, individuals rarely demonstrated a belief 

that they would be able to live, or sustain the motivation required to live, a non-

offending lifestyle given the myriad of challenges brought about by their complex 

needs and challenging circumstances that they were returning to. Due to this, 

individuals displayed sporadic engagement with services and often failed to meet the 

eligibility criteria for programmes, resulting in programme exclusion and experience 

of the ‘merry-go-round’ of re-referral where they ‘fall through the cracks’ between 

services. As such, it appeared that there was an ideological gap between the orientation 

of services that assumed client engagement and often enforced exclusionary criteria 

and the lived realities of those individuals from the neighbourhoods, reflecting that 

practitioners were not able to offer the kinds of services that would be more likely to 

produce desistance.  



 216 

Furthermore, in light of these difficulties in acquiring engagement and the myriad of 

needs and challenges these individuals face, practitioners strongly recommended that 

measures of ‘success’ that guide funding and therein steer the direction of programmes 

need to be carefully considered by funding providers in order to avoid ‘cherry picking’. 

A number of other funding related concerns were also raised regarding recent 

reductions in funding and the knock-on effects that this had on the overall quality and 

type of services that could be provided. Beyond this were a number of more practical 

programming issues that related to a lack of speed/intensity in service provision, 

eligibility criteria, and the standard of, and accreditation of, educational and vocational 

training programmes.  

 

In sum, the combination of these ideological and practical issues reflected that existing 

rehabilitative theory and practice was not able to address the issues presented by those 

returning to conflict-affected neighbourhoods. In particular, it appeared that the 

current design, operation and funding of rehabilitative services and supports reduced 

the ability of services and practitioners to comprehensively address the individualised 

needs and neighbourhood factors that contribute to re-offending behaviour among this 

group. Finally, ‘reintegration hubs’ were then considered as a means of remedying 

some of these shortcomings with rehabilitative services in order to increase their 

ability to work more closely together and provide more intensive, streamlined services 

and therein increase the ability of services to bring about desistance among those 

returning to the neighbourhoods. However, it was warned that unless these services 

move away from an ‘individualistic logic’ and begin to address the neighbourhood 

challenges that form barriers to desistance, they are unlikely to cultivate meaningful 

engagement and change among these individuals.  

 

The next chapter moves on to summarise the ways in which these findings answer the 

research questions of this study and outlines the original theoretical contribution of 

this research by examining the way in which these findings critique our current 

understanding of the ways in which neighbourhoods and a legacy of conflict may 

affect the desistance process during reintegration. Critical considerations and 

recommendations will then be drawn out from this discussion at the end of the chapter 

regarding future practice and possible next steps for service providers.   
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The findings of this research provide a number of key original theoretical insights. The 

first is that neighbourhoods and a legacy of conflict have a role to play in the desistance 

process during reintegration from prison amongst those with a persistent offending 

background. In demonstrating that a range of neighbourhood factors in the conflict-

neighbourhoods compounded individual factors to form substantial barriers to the 

desistance process, the findings relayed that some of the key barriers to the desistance 

process are inherently bound up in the complex interplay between individual needs 

and neighbourhood factors. Additionally, the findings highlighted that a range of 

conflict-related factors in the neighbourhoods created another unique set of hurdles to 

desistance in what are already challenging contexts. Importantly, these theoretical 

insights have not been fully understood or incorporated within desistance literature, 

given that existing research has been largely characterised by ‘individualistic logic’ 

and has yet to extensively evaluate the impact of ‘neighbourhood effects’ on the 

desistance process. In this respect, this research makes a further contribution to this 

under-researched area within desistance literature by illuminating the ways in which 

neighbourhoods and a legacy of conflict can shape the desistance process during 

reintegration.  

 

Another theoretical insight of this research relates to the knock-on effect that this 

theoretical limitation within existing desistance literature has had on the ability of 

services to cultivate desistance during reintegration. The findings reflected that as this 

area has yet to be fully researched, reintegrative services have not been informed nor 

designed in such a way that allows them to comprehensively tackle the complex needs 

and issues that stem from the broader neighbourhood-level. As a result, this appeared 

to hinder the efforts of services to reduce re-offending among this already ‘hard-to-

reach’ group of individuals in the CJS. Given this, it is argued that an interactional 

theory that recognises the importance of neighbourhood factors in the desistance 

process, and the interplay between individual and neighbourhood factors in this 

process, would comprise a better platform for understanding the ways in which 

neighbourhoods and a legacy of conflict can affect the desistance process. 

Subsequently, it is suggested that this interactional theoretical framework may better 

inform reintegrative services and therein lead to more positive desistance outcomes 

among this population during reintegration.  
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These issues are examined further in this chapter. The chapter begins by briefly 

summarising the findings of the research with relevance to the first three research 

questions of this study. Following this, the chapter moves on to focus on the fourth 

research question, whereby attention is given to the key original theoretical insights 

that are provided by this research. The first section details the ways in which the 

findings of this research critique the ‘individualistic logic’ of existing perspectives by 

demonstrating the importance of neighbourhood factors in the desistance process 

during reintegration. Here, emphasis is placed on the role that neighbourhood 

subcultures can have on this process by shaping an individual’s perceptions of 

acceptable behaviour, how they are treated by those in their neighbourhoods and how 

subcultures mediate ecological mechanisms that influence criminal behaviour. After 

this, it is argued that these neighbourhood factors work in conjunction with individual 

issues/needs as ‘two sides of the same coin’ that shape the desistance process during 

reintegration. The discussion then moves on to consider how a range of unique 

conflict-related factors operated in a similar way and critically, added a layer of 

complexity to the already significant barriers that frustrate pathways to desistance. In 

drawing upon these findings, the chapter outlines the need for an interactional model 

and proposes a layered framework that gathers existing desistance perspectives and 

better explains how neighbourhoods and a legacy of conflict shape the desistance 

process. Finally, the chapter ends by considering how this new model can help to 

contribute to improvements in service delivery.   

 

 

Research Questions and Findings  
 

The first two aims of this study were to investigate: 1) the ways that local 

neighbourhoods may affect the desistance during a person’s reintegration from prison 

into that neighbourhood, and 2) what particular aspects of conflict-affected 

neighbourhoods may play a role during this process. In doing so, it appeared that both 

neighbourhoods and a legacy of conflict may have a more significant role to play in 

the desistance process at this key juncture in the criminal justice process than 

previously assumed. Overall, it was evident that the desistance process was shaped by 

the complex interplay between a variety of individual and neighbourhood factors, 

many of which were impacted by a legacy of conflict. The findings indicated that 
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individuals had developed complex needs during their time growing up within these 

multiply deprived neighbourhoods, making them more susceptible to becoming 

involved in offending behaviour. The issues/needs that these individuals presented 

with were compounded by the various neighbourhood factors associated with life in 

their neighbourhoods, therein forming significant roadblocks to desistance during 

reintegration. Of particular importance were anti-social norms and values in the 

neighbourhoods which appeared to mediate: 1) involvement in drug/substance use and 

public disorder, 2) experiences of social integration and paramilitary threats and 

attacks, as well as 3) the way in which informal surveillance deterred/displaced re-

offending, which each had a significant impact on the desistance process during 

reintegration. A range of issues with employment and housing in the neighbourhoods 

also reduced the access that individuals had to these key desistance-facilitating 

mechanisms during reintegration, further frustrating the desistance process. For 

instance, a lack of ‘meaningful’ and accessible employment opportunities, coupled 

with issues with educational attainment, criminal records, substance misuse low self-

confidence/motivation reduced the ability and willingness of these individuals to 

access training and employment opportunities. Moreover, difficulties in securing 

housing placements often resulted in the use of temporary hostel accommodation, 

which placed individuals in the kinds of living conditions that frustrated desistance.  

 

The third research question set out to investigate whether or not these aspects of 

conflict-affected neighbourhoods are fully addressed by existing reintegration theories 

and subsequent service provision. Here, the findings demonstrated that due to a range 

of theoretical and practical issues, services and practitioners were unable to 

comprehensively address the individual needs and neighbourhood factors that 

contributed to re-offending among those returning to these neighbourhoods. For 

example, it appeared that experiences of imprisonment did not have the capacity to 

bring about desistance via deterrence among those returning to these neighbourhoods. 

In turn, this re-affirmed the limited utility of the penal concept of deterrence and 

challenged the rhetoric that harsher sanctions, including paramilitary violence, can 

reduce re-offending among these individuals. Moreover, although a number of positive 

aspects of service delivery were believed to ‘work’ to reduce re-offending, there was 

an ideological gap in the orientation of services and the lived realities of individuals 

during their reintegration. Ideas regarding engagement, exclusionary criteria and 
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markers of ‘success’, as well as funding and practical programmatic issues that 

stemmed from these concepts, rendered services less able to offer the kinds of services 

that could improve desistance outcomes. Due to this, it was evident that services were 

not informed by a theoretical/ideological framework that fully considered/catered for 

the impact of neighbourhoods on the desistance process and therefore, were not 

designed nor equipped to tackle the barriers posed by the combination of 

neighbourhood factors and individual needs experienced by this population.  

 

The final aim of this research was to critically examine which theoretical framework 

might provide the best means of understanding the possible role that neighbourhoods 

and a legacy of conflict may play in the desistance process during reintegration. The 

next section of this chapter outlines the key original theoretical contributions offered 

by the findings of this research and considers the way in which these findings relate 

to, and can be explained by, existing desistance theory. In doing so, the chapter goes 

on to propose a better means of theoretically understanding the ways in which 

neighbourhoods and a legacy of conflict may shape desistance during reintegration.   

 

 
The Role of Neighbourhoods in the Desistance Process During 
Reintegration 
 
Understanding the Importance of Neighbourhood Factors  
 

The first of the key theoretical insights that are offered by this research revolves around 

the importance of neighbourhood factors in the desistance process during 

reintegration. In this research, it was evident that a number of neighbourhood factors 

(including legacy factors which are discussed later in this chapter) had a notable effect 

on desistance during reintegration. Factors such as criminogenic norms and values, 

social integration, surveillance and a range of employment and housing deprivations 

in the neighbourhoods, each had an impact upon the desistance process during this 

period. Before expanding upon these findings, it is worth noting that on a fundamental 

level, they serve to build and develop the growing body of ‘neighbourhood effects’ 

literature that calls for a greater recognition of the importance of neighbourhood 

factors in the desistance process (Hipp et al., 2010; Fox, 2015). Although desistance 
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from crime has generally been understood as a process that is affected by internal 

factors and external opportunities for change (Mulvey et al., 2004), it has been argued 

that the majority of existing desistance perspectives have been characterised by an 

“individualistic logic” (Fox, 2015: 86) that has predominantly focused more on the 

individual rather than environment or structure (Weaver and McNeill, 2007). Indeed, 

it has been noted that the four main strands of desistance literature (MBP and DLC 

theories, socialisation/control theories and labelling/narrative theories) ultimately 

place primary value on individual factors and agency in the desistance process 

(Weaver and McNeill, 2007). Similarly, in 2006, Kubrin and Stewart (2006: 156) went 

so far as to suggest that the role of neighbourhoods had been largely “neglected” in 

recidivism studies and that the predominant focus in research was concentrated on the 

role of individual rather than neighbourhood factors in this process. While more 

attempts have been made to understand ‘neighbourhood effects’ since then (some of 

which are discussed later in this chapter), it is clear that this field remains to be under-

researched, meaning that the role of neighbourhoods in the desistance process has not 

been fully evaluated nor understood (Bottoms et al., 2004; Fox, 2015; Abrams and 

Terry, 2017; Graham and McNeill, 2017). Therefore, in illuminating that 

neighbourhood factors including unique conflict-related factors, have a significant 

effect on the desistance process during reintegration, this research affirms the 

fundamental premise that neighbourhood factors “ought to be more fully integrated 

into theories of criminal desistance” (Abrams and Terry, 2017: 6). 

 

Neighbourhood Subcultures and Desistance  

Of the neighbourhood factors that played a role in the desistance process during 

reintegration, criminogenic norms and values appeared to have a particularly notable 

effect. Although individuals were exposed to and ‘pulled’ into more opportunities to 

engage in anti-social/criminal activities by their peers and social networks, the findings 

suggested that on a broader level, the neighbourhoods housed a criminal subculture 

that informed this behaviour and shaped the likelihood of individuals engaging in 

different types of re-offending behaviour during reintegration. As alluded to in chapter 

5, the outcomes of economic and social deprivation had helped to bring about higher 

levels of certain types of crime and higher rates of imprisonment in these 

neighbourhoods. These socio-economic conditions appeared to shape what Giddens 
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(1984: 18) refers to as being the “rules” and “resources” in the neighbourhoods, 

enabling a “subliminal kind of undertone” (Professional Interview 15) that deemed 

particular types of anti-social/criminal behaviour as acceptable. This included 

motoring offences, excessive party cultures, public disorder and drug and substance 

abuse. Research has frequently suggested that these kinds of characteristics are 

reflective of criminogenic subcultures in neighbourhoods, whereby social groups 

collectively share and reinforce deviant norms and values (Harris et al., 2011). 

Furthermore, the neighbourhoods housed the kinds of strong sub-community 

relationships that often provide the foundations for criminal subcultures. Subcultural 

theorists posit that criminogenic subcultures are largely facilitated by “intimate” group 

relationships (Sutherland and Cressey, 1974: 76) in which individuals can more easily 

share and learn deviant “knowledge, sense of obligations and expectations” (Hagan, 

1998: 503). Indeed, these relationships were evident in the neighbourhoods as 

particular conditions (i.e. the urban design of the areas, a lack of mobility, the fixity in 

population, as well as sharing of life experiences and religious/political beliefs) had 

helped to bolster strong relationships between the residents.  

Importantly, the data indicated that the anti-social/criminal norms and values that 

existed as part of this criminogenic subculture shaped the desistance process by 

informing two inter-related areas: 1) how individuals viewed types of crime, and 2) 

how residents treated individuals upon their release from prison. On the one hand, it 

appeared that individuals had grown up in a context where they learned that behaviours 

such as under-age drinking, aggressive behaviour and use/dealing of certain illegal and 

prescription drugs were acceptable. Not only did this have a negative knock-on effect 

on their increasing engagement with crime throughout their teenage years, but it also 

appeared to shape how they viewed these types of offending behaviour during 

reintegration. Simply put, individuals tended to view socially acceptable offences as 

being normal types of behaviour, thereby increasing their likelihood of engaging in 

them during reintegration. Individuals also recognised that if they engaged in socially 

acceptable types of crime, they would not be treated negatively by those in their 

neighbourhoods. For example, individuals who had engaged in socially acceptable 

types of crime were more readily accepted back into their peer, family and community 

networks, given that they had not ‘violated’ the norms/values of the subculture. In 

contrast, those who had engaged in socially unacceptable types of crime experienced 
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higher levels of marginalisation, stigmatisation, isolation and labelling. In this way, 

individuals knew that committing socially acceptable types of crime had little, if any, 

negative effects on social integration within their neighbourhoods, while committing 

socially unacceptable types of crime had high costs.  

These findings create a number of theoretical insights for the developing 

‘neighbourhood effects’ literature. The first is that subcultural norms and values may 

have a more important role to play in the desistance process than has been previously 

established by existing desistance literature. To date, research has tended to focus more 

on micro-level explanations of socialisation processes within groups of individuals. 

As noted in the literature review, socialisation/social control theorists suggest that 

crime, and by extension desistance, is the product of social learning and modelling of 

particular values and behaviours (Sutherland and Cressey, 1960; Warr, 2002; Snyder 

et al., 2003; Akers and Sellers, 2004). This research expands upon this body of 

literature, suggesting that subcultural norms and values in the neighbourhoods 

encouraged individuals to engage in some types of anti-social/criminal behaviours and 

helped to determine whether or not residents would response positively or negatively 

to them during their reintegration from prison. From this, it would appear that a 

broader subcultural level of analysis may need to be developed in desistance literature 

if we are to fully understand the macro-level socialisation processes in neighbourhoods 

that shape the desistance process during reintegration.  

Secondly, these findings allude to the potential role that subcultural norms and values 

have on the ‘disjuncture’ that often exists in the minds of individuals regarding their 

view of what behaviours are generally appropriate and what kinds of behaviour are 

acceptable within certain circumstances. In Bottoms and Shapland’s (2011) study of 

young adult recidivists, it was found that individuals generally maintained conformist 

views regarding lawful conduct and moral behaviour. Namely, their views tended to 

align with many of the core governmental perspectives on criminal behaviour and with 

what is generally regarded as being moral/civil behaviour (Bottoms and Shapland, 

2011). However, these views appeared to be malleable within different 

situations/contexts as “what is good is judged within the context of that situation” 

(Bottoms and Shapland, 2011: 276). This meant that “people may value obeying the 

law as a general principle, but also think that sometimes the law may properly be 
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broken or that breaking some laws, or some laws in some situations, is not very bad” 

(Bottoms and Shapland, 2011: 276). In this research, the subculture in the 

neighbourhoods appeared to facilitate this disjuncture by helping to dictate what 

behaviour was acceptable in certain circumstances. Although this was undoubtedly 

reflected in behaviour such as drug and substance abuse, this was also evident in 

instances of public disorder and rioting in the neighbourhoods. In these instances, 

individuals generally agreed that that public disorder and rioting are acceptable at key 

interfaces in the neighbourhoods and at certain times of the year, particularly during 

marching/parades. As a result, it appeared that the subculture in the neighbourhoods 

shaped this ‘disjuncture’ in the minds of individuals who were leaving custody, 

thereby having an impact on the desistance process.  

In addition to this, the findings illuminate something of the complexity of community 

integration and social support in the desistance process during reintegration that has 

not been fully comprehended in existing desistance literature. Research has frequently 

highlighted that a higher presence of informal and formal relationships in 

neighbourhoods increases school/employment prospects, peer networks, pro-social 

activities, levels of social control and social capital, which can reduce levels of 

recidivism (Rodriguez and Cohen, 1998; Laub et al., 1998; Reis et al., 2000; Pratt and 

Cullen, 2005). Moreover, it has been shown that even when individuals have secured 

access to basic opportunities that are vital in creating desistance, such as housing and 

education/employment, they are more likely to re-offend without a social support 

network to rely upon (McCartan et al., 2014). Indeed, this is the conceptual cornerstone 

of the Circles of Support and Accountability (CoSA) model that has been fruitful in 

bringing about reductions in re-offending, since its conception in the 1970’s, whereby 

circles of support networks surround individuals throughout the reintegration period 

and beyond (Bazemore and Erbe, 2004; McCartan et al., 2014). With this in mind, Fox 

(2015) argues that community integration can be considered as being a key branch of 

this network, noting the damaging effects of stigma, isolation and marginalisation on 

the desistance process. The findings of this study re-affirmed these suggestions 

regarding the importance of increased levels of social support – but arguably more so 

for those who had committed socially unacceptable types of crime. These individuals 

had experience of community exclusion, stigmatisation and paramilitary intimidation 

and violence and due to this, increased levels of social support seemed to reduce their 
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chances of re-offending, not only by increasing their access to resources, but also by 

giving them the kinds of positive relationships that could equip them to overcome these 

negative experiences.  

Yet, increased community integration and social support did not necessarily contribute 

to desistance among those who had committed socially acceptable types of crime. As 

shown, these individuals had more positive experiences of social integration and did 

not face negative community responses upon their return from prison, given that they 

had not violated the norms/values of their subculture. Instead, they were more readily 

accepted back into their peer, family and community networks. Importantly, it 

appeared that the kinds of informal support that these individuals returned to were to 

some degree orientated around anti-social norms and values that encouraged further 

re-offending. Given this, better levels of integration into these communities did not 

necessarily contribute to desistance. Simply put, informal social support may need to 

be pro-social in nature to have a positive effect on recidivism. It may also be the case 

that the amount of influence that pro-social support networks have in this process may 

be limited if individuals have a higher number of connections to anti-social networks 

in their neighbourhoods. The findings of this study demonstrate that the role of social 

support in creating desistance during reintegration may be more complex when 

consideration is given to subcultural factors; namely what types of behaviour are 

deemed to be acceptable within different neighbourhoods. 

 

Neighbourhood Subcultures and Ecological Mechanisms  
 
 
This conceptualisation of a subculture in the neighbourhoods has a wide variety of 

ramifications for our understanding of the ways in which subcultural factors in 

neighbourhoods may relate to informal ecological mechanisms and mediate their 

potential effect on desistance during reintegration. Importantly, existing research has 

arguably failed to fully comprehend the potential impact that such a subculture may 

have on ecological mechanisms that are believed to influence crime and by extension, 

the desistance process during reintegration. Broadly speaking, there are three main 

ecological mechanisms in neighbourhoods which are believed to have a significant 

effect on crime. These are: 1) informal social control, 2) social disorganisation, and 3) 
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CE (discussed in detail in chapter 2). Although differing in various respects, these 

theories unanimously agree that crime, and by extension recidivism, is likely to be 

higher in neighbourhoods where communities have weak relationships given that they:  

 

1) reduce levels of informal social control and create higher levels of economic 

competition between residents (Park, Burgess and McKenzie, 1925);  

 

2) contribute to social disorganization where communities fail to “implement the 

values of residents” (Kornhauser, 1978: 63);  

 

3) facilitate lower levels of CE where residents have less mutual trust and therefore 

are less willing to intervene in each other’s affairs (Sampson and Groves, 1989; 

Sampson et al., 1997; Sampson, 2013).  

 

Interestingly, in contrast to these perspectives, the findings of this research suggest 

that given the subculture of crime that existed among some residents within the 

conflict-affected neighbourhoods, higher levels of certain types of crime were 

bolstered by strong relationships between residents, higher levels of informal social 

control, social organisation and CE. Although living conditions in the neighbourhoods 

could be seen as undesirable given high levels of socio-economic deprivation and its 

negative outcomes, Park and Burgess’ idea (1925) of a ‘culture of transition’, whereby 

residents compete to escape the areas, did not fully apply to these neighbourhoods 

given that the population remains stagnant due to a lack of resources, upward mobility 

and strong residential expressions of territory and collective ownership. Additionally, 

the neighbourhoods appeared to display higher levels of social organisation given that 

there were higher levels of ethnic homogeneity, residential stability and strong 

expressions of ownership. Furthermore, the findings suggested there were higher 

levels of CE in the neighbourhoods, given that participants frequently referred to 

strong bonds that existed between some neighbours, which facilitated a willingness to 

become involved in each other’s affairs. In this respect, it appeared that the 

criminogenic subculture that existed among some of the residents in the 

neighbourhoods orientated these ecological mechanisms around particular 

unacceptable anti-social and criminal norms and values.  
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More specifically, this subculture appeared to have a mediating effect on the potential 

of these ecological mechanisms to bring about desistance among those returning to the 

neighbourhoods. In relation to those types of anti-social behaviours/crimes deemed 

socially acceptable, the findings suggested that higher levels of informal social control 

and social organisation would not deter individuals from committing these crimes 

given that they returned to social networks in which a higher number of individuals 

effectively endorsed these behaviours. Furthermore, given this subculture in the 

neighbourhoods, it appeared that a number of residents would be unlikely to intervene 

in these types of crime as they were seen as socially acceptable behaviours, therefore 

reducing the relevance of CE for desistance among those engaging in these activities 

in these areas. This was perhaps best exemplified in issues with drug and substance 

misuse. Participants repeatedly suggested that given the size of the drug market in the 

neighbourhoods and the number of their peers considered to be using, they would 

struggle to avoid being drawn into substance misuse. Indeed, previous research has 

frequently demonstrated that increased accessibility to drugs and substances, via drug 

markets and social networks, is an important “cue” in neighbourhood contexts that 

often encourages substance misuse (Linton et al., 2017: 87). As a result, the social 

acceptance of these kinds of anti-social/criminal behaviours among a higher number 

of residents effectively reduced the positive effect that informal social control and 

social disorganisation could have on these crimes.  

 

However, this subculture did appear to allow these mechanisms to have a displacing 

effect on socially unacceptable types of anti-social/criminal behaviour. As noted 

previously, particular types of crime were viewed as being socially unacceptable in the 

neighbourhoods and fell outside the remit of tolerable behaviours within the 

subculture. Due to this, individuals who were found to be engaging in these types of 

crime often experienced negative community responses upon return from prison, 

leading to experiences of marginalisation, isolation, labelling and even paramilitary 

threats and attacks. Within this context, returning individuals were aware that residents 

in the community and paramilitaries would be likely to intervene if they engaged in 

these types of crime. Moreover, it appeared that individuals were deterred by higher 

levels of informal surveillance in their neighbourhoods. Previous research suggests 

that individuals are less likely to take opportunities to commit crime in environments 

that have higher levels of surveillance and higher levels of informal guardianship 
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(Cohen and Felson, 1979; Tilley and Sidebottom, 2017). Individuals were aware that 

the neighbourhoods housed higher levels of informal surveillance, given the urban 

design of the neighbourhoods, the fixity in population and daily lifestyles of residents 

(i.e. higher levels of unemployment), and knew that residents would respond 

negatively to socially unacceptable types of crime. Nonetheless, this did not 

necessarily contribute to desistance as participants suggested that they would simply 

commit these kinds of crime elsewhere to avoid negative treatment by their 

neighbourhood residents. As a result, higher levels of informal surveillance and 

guardianship did not appear to contribute to desistance, but instead appeared to 

contribute to the displacement of re-offending.  

 

In light of this, the findings of this research build on the claim that criminogenic 

subcultures have a notable effect on social norms and values by suggesting that they 

also serve to mediate the effect that ecological mechanisms within neighbourhoods 

can have on the desistance process during reintegration.  

 

Neighbourhood and Individual Factors – ‘Two Sides of the Same 
Coin’  
 

Although the findings illuminate the effects of neighbourhood factors in the desistance 

process during reintegration, the findings do not critique existing research by simply 

negating the role of individual factors in the desistance process or by turning all of the 

attention onto neighbourhood factors. Not only would this contradict the findings of 

this research, but it would sharply challenge what is now a significant body of evidence 

that has firmly established the central role of a variety of individual factors in the 

desistance process and has begun to recognise some of the effects of neighbourhood 

factors on desistance. Indeed, individual factors such as age, maturation and cognitive 

and emotional development, have each been shown to play a role in the desistance 

process (Loeber et al., 1991; Baumeister et al., 1994; Fergusson et al., 2004; Hay and 

Meldrum, 2015), so much so that McNeill (2006: 47) concludes that pathways to 

desistance occur most commonly “in the interfaces between developing personal 

maturity, changing social bonds…life transitions, and the individual 

subjective…constructions which offenders build around these key events”. Research 

from the emerging ‘neighbourhood effects’ literature has broadly shown that social 
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networks, familial influences, ties with local institutions and economic deprivation 

have a strong relationship with rates of re-offending (Sampson, Raudenbush and Earls, 

1997). More specifically, Kubrin and Stewart (2006) were able to demonstrate a 

significant relationship between neighbourhood poverty/concentrated disadvantage 

and re-offending rates, suggesting that these neighbourhood conditions brought about 

a 43% increase in recidivism when individual risk factors were controlled for. In a 

similar vein, other environmental risk-factors such as higher densities of crime, 

violence and poverty in neighbourhoods have been shown to have a strong correlation 

with inflated levels of re-offending, even compared to other lower-income areas 

(Grunwald, Lockwood, Harris and Mennos, 2010; Mennis and Harris, 2011).  

 

Instead, the findings of this research clearly depicted that the desistance process was 

shaped by the interplay between neighbourhood factors and individual factors. It was 

evident that neighbourhood factors operated in conjunction with individual factors to 

create substantial barriers that frustrated pathways to desistance. This interplay was 

one of the most definitive themes that ran throughout the findings in chapters 4 and 5, 

highlighting that many of those imprisoned individuals had developed multiple 

deprivations while growing up in the neighbourhoods that related to: 1) challenging 

family lives, 2) problematic school experiences, 3) early engagement with the criminal 

justice system, and 4) drug and substance misuse as well as mental illness. Although 

the development of these issues cannot be viewed as being solely attributable to 

neighbourhood context, the findings showed that they were negatively impacted upon 

by neighbourhood conditions. Notably, the findings depicted that these multiple 

deprivations, that are already known to amount to a higher-risk of re-offending during 

reintegration, were compounded by neighbourhood factors, such as anti-social norms 

and values, as well as economic and social deprivation, thereby creating substantial 

barriers to desistance during reintegration. One example of this interplay existed 

surrounding issues in employment. On one hand, individuals presented with individual 

needs/issues surrounding physical health, mental health, substance misuse and 

learning difficulties that hindered their educational attainment and their ability to gain 

meaningful employment. Yet, these issues were further compounded by 

environmental issues in the neighbourhoods, such as those relating to inter-

generational unemployment, limited access to employment opportunities and reduced 

social mobility.  
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As a result, it was evident that particular neighbourhood factors often shaped the 

desistance process by interacting with individual issues/needs to create barriers to 

desistance pathways. Importantly, these interactions demonstrate that neighbourhood 

and individual factors should not be viewed, nor researched, as being disconnected 

from one another in the desistance process. More simply put, the findings showcase 

that these factors work as two sides of the same coin. Although this echoes Farrall and 

Bowling’s claim (1999: 261) that “the process of desistance…is produced through an 

interplay between individual choices…and…wider social forces, institutional and 

societal practices which are beyond the control of the individual”, this interplay 

between neighbourhood and individual factors has not been fully clarified or evaluated 

by research. Instead, existing literature and the emerging ‘neighbourhood effects’ 

literature have largely evaluated the effects of individual and neighbourhood factors 

on desistance separately, meaning that interactions between these different sets of 

factors have yet to be fully realised or understood.  

 

For example, this failure to fully recognise the interplay between neighbourhood and 

the individual factors in the desistance process is exemplified when the findings of this 

research are considered within maturational/bio-psychological and socialisation/social 

control theories. Maturational/bio-psychological theories consider desistance as being 

an outcome of natural biological and physiological developments that occur 

throughout aging and maturation (Goring, 1913; Maruna, 1997). Thus, people 

transition out of crime as they age and mature, especially throughout early-to-mid 

adulthood (Hirschi and Gottfredson, 1983). According to this perspective, as 

individuals age and mature, they adopt more responsibility which in turn leads them 

to embrace non-deviant values and conform to non-deviant behaviour, reducing levels 

of re-offending (Farrall and Bowling, 1999). Indeed, some of these developments were 

represented in the experiences of those returning from prison to the conflict-affected 

neighbourhoods. Namely, older participants who had undergone repeated bouts of 

imprisonment throughout their lives found that they were reflecting more on ‘wasted’ 

time in prison and were considering/attempting to make more fundamental changes to 

their behaviour. A number of interviewees argued that their repeated involvement in 

re-offending behaviour and subsequent experiences of imprisonment had increasingly 

placed a strain/separation on the most significant relationships that they had developed 

as they got older, particularly between them and their children. Such relational changes 
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appeared to create some level of deterrence, whereby individuals expressed a strong 

desire not to return to prison so as not to exacerbate these relational difficulties. 

However, although shaping the desistance process to some degree, these individual 

theoretical considerations fail to explain why neighbourhood factors, such as 

deprivation, criminogenic norms and values, as well as social integration, shaped the 

desistance process during reintegration. Indeed, as evidenced in the previous three 

chapters, the bulk of the findings directed attention onto the role of neighbourhood 

factors in the desistance process and their interplay with individual issues. Therefore, 

by simply focusing on the role of individual factors, bio-psychological theories fail to 

provide an inclusive platform that demonstrates how neighbourhood factors interact 

with individual issues to influence the desistance process.  

In a similar way, socialisation/social control perspectives fail to encompass the 

interplay of neighbourhood and individual factors in the desistance process that was 

evidenced in the findings of this research. This theoretical position suggests that 

desistance is the result of processes of socialisation and social control, whereby 

individuals learn, model and reinforce anti-social norms and values in relationships 

(Sutherland and Cressey, 1960; Warr, 2002; Snyder et al., 2003; Akers and Sellers, 

2004). Here, it is argued that where individuals are surrounded by more anti-social 

rather than pro-social relationships, they are less likely to desist from crime (Muncie 

and McLaughlin, 2003; Wasserman et al., 2003; Odgers et al., 2009). Interviewees in 

this research frequently referred to the role that negative peer groups had played in 

their anti-social/offending behaviour and recidivism, not only whilst growing up in the 

neighbourhoods, but also throughout their experiences of reintegration. In these 

relationships, individuals felt exposed to and ‘pulled’ into more opportunities to 

engage in the anti-social activities that their peers were involved in, such as drug and 

substance abuse, theft and public disorder. This ‘pull’ was perhaps most tangible 

within the hostels that a significant number of individuals returned to given issues 

with: 1) homelessness, 2) a lack of accessible social housing in the neighbourhoods, 

3) eligibility criteria for social housing, and 4) instances of paramilitary intimidation, 

threats and attacks. In these environments, the data showed that the combination of 

being separated from pro-social influences and being exposed to a ‘party’ culture, with 

more ‘risky situations’ among people with similar needs/issues often resulted in 

recidivism, especially in relation to drug and substance use. Indeed, these findings are 
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not exclusive to this research.  Existing research has repeatedly highlighted that this 

‘pull’ is both a very common and significant experience among individuals undergoing 

reintegration, especially given that individuals seek to re-connect with networks that 

they had prior to imprisonment, which often includes anti-social/criminal peer groups 

(Sampson and Laub, 1993; Giordano et al., 2003; Farrall et al., 2010: 556).  

Yet, in focusing solely on socialisation/social control processes, this theoretical 

position fails to consider the multiple deprivations and complex needs that these 

individuals experienced, which evidently impacted upon their development and 

involvement in anti-social behaviour/offending from an early age. Additionally, these 

perspectives fail to adequately appreciate the structural barriers that compounded these 

individual needs/issues and hindered access to the kinds of resources and opportunities 

that are known to facilitate desistance. For example, the findings depicted that in 

tandem with the existing barriers that individuals face in gaining employment (such as 

poor educational attainment, employer stigma, mental health and substance misuse 

issues), individuals faced an added layer of challenges created by their neighbourhood 

contexts. As outlined in chapter 5, the combination of high levels of economic 

deprivation, inter-generational unemployment and limited levels of mobility 

compounded these existing challenges, reducing the likelihood of individuals gaining 

or accessing the types of employment that can create desistance.  

Accordingly, this research not only helps to clarify that neighbourhood and individual 

factors work together to shape desistance, but also begins to illuminate some of the 

more specific relationships that appear to exist between different environmental and 

individual factors, shedding some light on how these relationships can shape 

desistance during reintegration.   

 

 

Legacy of Conflict and Desistance  
 

In addition, the findings identified a number of unique conflict-related factors in the 

neighbourhoods that affected the desistance process. This legacy has added a complex 

layer of hurdles to desistance for those returning from prison to these neighbourhoods. 

In chapters 4 and 5, it was evident that the legacy of the conflict had helped to create 
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conditions in the neighbourhoods that increased the likelihood of individuals 

becoming involved in offending behaviour, when they were growing up and after they 

were released from prison. For example, it was evident that experiences of higher 

levels of violence, disorder and imprisonment in the neighbourhoods contributed to 

norms and values regarding crime, making some types of crime acceptable, and others 

not so. Additionally, the findings demonstrated that the conflict had uniquely shaped 

the urban design of the neighbourhoods, contributing to higher levels of economic 

deprivation, territorialism and physical and ethnic divisions that subsequently 

facilitated higher levels of public disorder and rioting. Moreover, higher levels of inter-

generational drug and substance abuse, and the development of a large drug market in 

these neighbourhoods, were shown to be strongly linked to experiences of violence 

and trauma during the conflict.  

 

Like those environmental conditions in the neighbourhoods previously discussed, 

these conflict-related factors operated in tandem with individual issues/needs to 

increase the likelihood of re-offending during reintegration. One example of this 

interplay was visible with regards to public disorder and rioting behaviour. The 

findings displayed that as a result of deprivation, territorialism and physical/ethnic 

divisions, individuals were exposed to more opportunities to engage in public 

disorder/rioting that were “all around” (Post-Release Interview 8) them in their 

neighbourhoods, especially during parades and marches during the summer and 

autumn months. The temptation to avail of these opportunities was not only created by 

these conditions but was heightened by the interplay of these conditions and the more 

complex needs of these individuals. These needs related to issues regarding self-

control, cognitive and emotional regulation, mental illness and substance misuse, 

which are critical to an individual’s perception of, and likelihood of taking, 

opportunities to offend (Gottfredson and Hirschi, 1990; Aguilar-Carceles and 

Farrington, 2017). The combination of these complex individual needs and the 

exposure to higher numbers of opportunities to offend, brought about by a legacy of 

conflict subsequently comprised a significant barrier to desistance.  

 

Although this kind of interplay was visible among these conflict-related factors, it was 

strikingly clear in instances of paramilitary intimidation, threats and attacks. Crucially, 

of all of the conflict-related factors that were identified in this research as having an 
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impact on the desistance process during reintegration, paramilitary intimidation, 

threats and attacks had the most damaging effects on desistance. These experiences 

predominantly affected the desistance process by both exacerbating individual 

issues/needs, that are significant predictors of recidivism, and by reducing access to 

key external opportunities that are known to facilitate change. In the findings, 

instances of paramilitary intimidation, threats and attacks notably damaged inter-

related issues with: 1) physical and mental health, 2) existing drug and substance abuse 

issues, 3) accessibility to employment, 4) housing and relocation, 5) access to pro-

social influences, and 6) their ability to ‘move on’ from their past ‘criminal’ identities 

and behaviours. Existing desistance research has identified that each of these six 

categories comprise key pathways to desistance (Visher et al., 2008; Grimwood and 

Berman, 2012; Ministry of Justice, 2013). For example, research evidence has 

repeatedly suggested that unless individuals can access meaningful employment 

opportunities and housing, they are highly likely to re-offend (Gojkovic et al., 2012; 

Williams et al., 2012; McNeill et al., 2012). Additionally, a significant body of 

narrative-based desistance literature has documented that unless individuals are given 

the chance to ‘move on’ from their criminal pasts by those in their networks and 

neighbourhoods, they are unlikely to be able to adopt a new pro-social identity and 

maintain efforts at desistance (Giordano et al., 2002; Maruna et al., 2004). In light of 

this, the data strongly indicated that individuals are highly unlikely to desist from 

crime during reintegration if they return to a context where they are victimised by 

gangs/paramilitaries.   

 

As such, it was clear that individuals not only had to return to already challenging 

contexts, but also had to grapple with an added layer of unique conflict-related 

challenges in their neighbourhoods that hindered their ability to access desistance 

pathways. These findings hold a number of ramifications for our theoretical 

understanding of how a legacy of conflict in neighbourhoods can affect desistance 

during reintegration and our appreciation of the pressing challenges presented by 

instances of paramilitary intimidation, threats and attacks to desistance. Firstly, these 

findings comprise an original contribution to the existing ‘neighbourhood effects’ 

literature as they suggest that conflict related factors have an impact upon the 

desistance process. This body of work has yet to clearly identify how individuals desist 

from crime during reintegration in neighbourhoods affected by conflict. Instead, 
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research in this area has predominantly concentrated on identifying the ways in which 

these conflict-affected contexts impact upon the process of becoming criminal rather 

than the process of desistance (Muldoon et al., 2004; Tomlinson, 2007; Adams, 2012; 

Justino et al., 2013). Given this, these findings expose some of the ways in which 

conflict-related factors can affect the desistance process and signal the need for them 

to be incorporated into the developing ‘neighbourhoods effects’ literature. In 

highlighting that these factors interact with individual needs/issues to form significant 

barriers to desistance pathways, the findings shed some light on the way in which these 

factors shape the desistance process.  

 

Secondly, these findings strongly suggest that the actions of paramilitary organisations 

can significantly shape the desistance process during reintegration. This has yet to be 

fully evaluated or understood by existing desistance research in other post-conflict 

jurisdictions. Instead, research has focused more so on both the negative effects of 

gang membership on recidivism during reintegration and the difficult experiences of 

individuals who have tried to leave gangs (Dolny et al., 2003; Scott, 2004; Olson and 

Dooley, 2006; Pyrooz et al., 2011). These experiences were not prevalent in this 

research as most of the individuals who were returning to the neighbourhoods did not 

allude to any membership in paramilitary organisations. Importantly, given the 

complicated origins and functions of paramilitary organisations in the current NI 

context, no attempt is made here to draw any binary comparison between paramilitary 

organisations and more ‘conventional’ neighbourhood gangs. That said, key aspects 

of their existence/operation and the ways in which they treated individuals during their 

reintegration into neighbourhoods in this study can be likened to that of neighbourhood 

gangs elsewhere. Perhaps one of the most notable commonalities that exists between 

paramilitary organisations in the NI context and more conventional gangs elsewhere 

relates to their splintered existence/operation. Research carried out in notorious gang 

neighbourhoods in parts of London, Manchester, Dublin, Los Angeles and in a variety 

of other cities has often demonstrated that a wide variety of gangs, who are most 

commonly involved in organised crime and drug markets, attempt to maintain control 

over particular territories. Among these gangs are often high numbers of splinter 

groups that have formed out of some of the larger classic groupings who compete for 

territory and ownership over neighbourhoods and criminal enterprises, creating a 

dynamic, ever-changing landscape of gang rivalries and tensions that are difficult to 
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navigate (Rodgers, 2002; McDonald, 2010; Black, 2012; Densley, 2014; Hourigan et 

al., 2018). This is true of the current NI context, particularly among Loyalist 

groupings, where a number of splinter groups (some of which are listed below in Table 

3) attempt to maintain leadership roles and/or affiliation to these organisations and use 

violence to retain power and influence over local communities while benefitting from 

criminal enterprises (Alderdice et al., 2016). Therefore, despite the significant 

decreases in levels of paramilitarism and paramilitary-related violence, there remains 

a complex and dynamic criminal underworld that operates beneath the surface in 

which rival splinter groups exploit and control parts of local neighbourhoods.  

 

Table 6 - Active Loyalist and Republican paramilitary groups as evidenced in an 

assessment of the Secretary of State for NI in 2015  

 

Loyalist Paramilitaries  Republican Paramilitaries  

Ulster Volunteer Force New IRA  

Red Hand Defenders  Irish Volunteers  

Real Ulster Freedom Fighters  Irish National Liberation Army  

Orange Volunteers  Continuity IRA  

Ulster Defence Association  Dissident Republicans  

 

Importantly, the ways in which participants in this study who were under threat 

navigated these challenging environments appear to be similar to individuals 

elsewhere who have attempted to dissociate from gangs. For example, Scott’s (2004: 

132) ethnography of reintegrating individuals in Chicago who had dissociated from 

gangs referred to the “high costs of leaving the gang”. In his analysis, Scott (2004) 

recounts that these individuals experienced a threat to their safety, fear and struggled 

to integrate socially. As a result, the individuals could “no longer be around the people, 

places, and things of their previous lives…and ended up moving away from the 

neighbourhoods they called home” (Scott, 2004: 132) in order to improve their 

lifestyles and efforts to desist from crime. These findings mirror those in Abrams and 

Terry’s (2017) narrative analysis of the experiences of young men returning to 
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deprived neighbourhoods in Los Angeles, where individuals who had dissociated from 

gangs in their neighbourhoods had to carefully navigate day-to-day life given that they 

were ‘marked’ by local gangs, creating a similar threat to their safety. This in turn had 

a significant impact on their movement patterns, social mobility, physical and mental 

wellbeing. The authors recount stories where individuals only shopped in certain areas 

and took certain routes at certain times, as part of notable efforts to remain as 

anonymous as possible and avoid being seen or caught up in these gang tensions 

(Abrams and Terry, 2017). Moreover, the fear associated with being ‘marked’ had 

damaging outcomes on their mental health and substance misuse, ultimately 

influenced desistance as:  

“The story of violence and fear is embedded in these young men’s lives in ways 

that were both expected and unexpected…we were unaware that the feeling of 

being marked would be so present…the experience of having to watch your 

every move was an underlying stress that characterized their travel, decisions 

around daily planning, and sense of safety on an ongoing basis. All had to work 

to avoid enemies and the police.” (Abrams and Terry, 2017: 146)  

 

Indeed, those participants who had previously experienced paramilitary intimidation, 

threats and attacks in this study relayed similar experiences, suggesting that they had 

clear perimeters around which areas they would enter and the routes that they would 

take when moving within areas. This had a negative knock-on effect on their ability to 

access services and employment opportunities that are important for desistance. 

Additionally, the fear associated with day-to-day life in the neighbourhoods had 

damaging outcomes on their mental health and substance misuse, which are key factors 

in the desistance process following release from custody. Consequently, these findings 

reflect that the way in which these kinds of organisations can have an acutely negative 

impact upon the desistance process.  

 

Furthermore, the findings of this research begin to shed light on the reintegration 

experiences of individuals who are not politically motivated in post-conflict 

jurisdictions, which has yet to be fully evaluated by research. Indeed, existing research 

has predominantly focused on the difficult experiences that groups of ex-combatants 

have had during their return from prison to their communities in the aftermath of 
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conflict. One example of this is evident in Colombia. Ariza and Iturradle’s recent 

research (2018) highlights that along with similar kinds of issues with employment, 

social exclusion and marginalisation, ex-combatants have experienced pressing 

concerns relating to the threat of retaliation from the victims of their violent 

campaigns, which often mean that they cannot return to their families or 

neighbourhoods. Ariza and Iturradle (2018: 16) note that despite the significant 

progress made by reintegration programmes, these issues remain ongoing, meaning 

that some individuals experience exclusion and stigmatisation and “…do not have a 

clear vision of their future (and) do not believe that it is possible to achieve a peaceful 

reintegration into…a context in which they will be labelled”. As a by-product of this, 

some individuals face significant temptation to become associated with criminal 

groups and criminal enterprises or engage in negative patterns of behaviour, such as 

substance misuse, which significantly reduce their likelihood of desisting from crime.  

 

Moreover, ex-combatants in NI have had similar experiences during their reintegration 

following the GFA (McEvoy, Shirlow and McElrath, 2004; Rolston, 2007; Dwyer, 

2013). Along with the damaging effects of having a criminal conviction on 

employment outcomes, Loyalist ex-combatants experienced issues with attitudinal 

discrimination, scepticism and distrust, given the growing fractures/feuding in 

Loyalist neighbourhoods and the disintegration of their role as ‘defenders’ of the 

community (McAuley, 2004; Shirlow, 2005; Rolston, 2007; Dwyer, 2013). These 

issues may have in turn encouraged some ex-combatants to re-engage in criminal 

enterprises (particularly in drug markets) within their organisations as a means of 

financial gain/stability and the re-assertion of their power/influence. Despite this, 

research in post-conflict jurisdictions has failed to consider the effects that these 

experiences can have on the desistance process for ordinary offenders. In light of this 

gap in previous research, the findings of this research shed light on the fact that 

individuals who are not politically motivated may experience similar kinds of 

marginalisation and stigmatisation in post-conflict jurisdictions, added to by 

paramilitary threats and attacks, which have damaging outcomes on the desistance 

process.  

 

Along with this, the findings offer up a number of extremely relevant and unique 

insights into the NI context. On the whole, the findings relay that social 
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exclusion/marginalisation, paramilitary threats and attacks appear highly prevalent 

among those reintegrating from prison and seem to significantly damage their 

likelihood of desisting from crime. With this in mind, these findings partly expand the 

knowledge base that has underpinned broader efforts to bring about the end of 

paramilitarism within NI. After extensive talks between the NI Executive and UK and 

Irish governments, the Fresh Start Agreement was made in 2015 which in part, 

renewed a commitment on behalf of these governing bodies to “achieve a society free 

of paramilitarism” (NIO, 2015: 15). Following this, the Fresh Start Panel Report on 

the Disbandment of Paramilitary Groups in Northern Ireland was published in 2016 

which provided the “recommendations for a strategy to disband paramilitary groups” 

(Alderdice et al., 2016: 15). At this point, it is worth noting that given the broader 

correlation between levels of organised crime and subsequent levels of crime and re-

offending that exist not only in NI but in other jurisdictions, this research fully supports 

any effort to reduce levels of paramilitarism within NI. Nevertheless, the findings of 

this research shed light on who the victims of paramilitary threats and attacks are likely 

to be in these neighbourhoods and the ways in which these threats and attacks can 

influence levels of re-offending among the victims of these paramilitary threats and 

attacks. The Fresh Start report recognises that children and young people are 

predominantly the victims of these sanctions (Alderdice et al., 2016). The findings of 

this research expand on this, suggesting that of this population of victims, a significant 

number are likely to be younger males with a history of committing crimes deemed to 

be socially unacceptable in their neighbourhoods, with previous experience of the CJS 

and/or imprisonment.  

 

The findings of this study also generate insight into the ways in which these 

experiences contribute to re-offending among these victims of paramilitary threats and 

attacks, which has not been directly highlighted. The report notes that initiatives 

should be developed by the DOJNI and PBNI to ensure that “those who are released 

from prison or the young offenders centre are not drawn further into illegal activity” 

and “to prevent vulnerable young people being drawn into paramilitary activity” 

(Alderdice et al., 2016: 16). In this frame, the focus is placed more on recruitment and 

manipulation of individuals when they are released from prison as being the main 

mechanism that creates re-offending. Crucially, the findings of this research build on 

this and suggest that it may not just be the case that these vulnerable people may be 
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drawn into paramilitary activity, but that their victimisation by paramilitaries increases 

their propensity to re-offend given the negative outcomes of paramilitary violence on 

housing and relocation, social mobility, mental health substance misuse. Due to this, 

it may be the case that along with the development of preventative initiatives that seek 

to divert individuals from paramilitary involvement during reintegration, initiatives 

that more specifically cater for those who are the victims of this violence may need to 

be developed if problems of re-offending are to be comprehensively tackled.  

 

Although this research advocates that individuals should still maintain responsibility 

for their re-offending behaviour, these findings do place some emphasis on the moral 

and ethical role and impact of communities within local neighbourhoods during 

reintegration. Indeed, authors like McNeill (2014) and Fox (2015) urge that this role 

may comprise a missing piece of the puzzle in terms of improving desistance 

outcomes. This research echoes these claims by emphasising that if individuals return 

to contexts where they are labelled, stigmatised and socially/economically excluded, 

they are less likely to desist from crime. Indeed, it is clear that the findings specifically 

stress the importance of reducing instances of paramilitary threats and attacks among 

these individuals in the neighbourhoods. However, this may in part require a 

dismantling the beliefs and rhetoric of ‘swift justice’ that exist in the neighbourhoods 

as part of the legacy of the conflict and which bolster the use of paramilitary threats 

and attacks (discussed in chapter 4). This has been emphasised by other research 

projects and in recent PSNI media campaigns, which outline that these notions 

encourage residents, or sometimes even family members, to report behaviour to 

paramilitaries and facilitate beatings/attacks when an individual’s behaviour becomes 

‘out of control’ (Campbell et al., 2016). There is no doubt that the anti-social/criminal 

actions of these problematic individuals who commit socially unacceptable types of 

crime victimise their neighbourhoods and should be held to account for their actions. 

Nevertheless, these findings demonstrate that those who exercise ‘justice’ via 

labelling, stigmatisation and paramilitary threats and attacks most likely elevate rather 

than reduce levels of re-offending among these individuals, thereby perpetuating the 

problem. As a result, the findings urge that these forms of ‘justice’ need to be 

challenged and discarded by communities if they are to see levels of re-offending 

decrease. Instead, those within these neighbourhoods need to better understand their 

moral and ethical responsibility to respond to individuals in more pro-social ways, 
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seeking to support, rather than exclude or label them. This change will require 

residents to adopt a greater dependence on formal criminal justice agencies, which has 

yet to be fully realised in many of these neighbourhoods given the distrust that exists 

as part of the legacy of the conflict.  

 

 

Structure Vs. Self-Efficacy   
 

On a broader level, the findings suggested that this myriad of neighbourhood and 

individual factors hindered individual’s self-efficacy and motivation, two of the most 

fundamental internal pathways to desistance. Self-efficacy generally refers to an 

individual’s belief in their own ability to determine the course of their lives and 

overcome the challenges that they face (Bandura, 1982). In reflecting on this, Healy 

(2013: 567) notes that “perceived self-efficacy determines the challenges a person is 

willing to face and the extent to which that person will persevere after a failed attempt” 

at desistance. Crucially, desistance researchers have repeatedly found that those with 

high levels of self-efficacy have a significantly higher likelihood of desisting from 

crime than those without, not only in the short-term (i.e. primary desistance), but 

pivotally in the long-term (i.e. secondary desistance) (McNeill et al., 2012).  

More specifically, self-efficacy has been found to be a critical factor in the early 

psychological changes that occur in the desistance process. It is believed that in the 

initial phase of desistance, individuals enter a contemplative phase where they reflect 

on their patterns of offending and come to realise that they need to change their 

behaviour (Giordano et al., 2002; Farrall, 2002). This phase can be triggered by the 

result of sudden, traumatic life changes or experiences, such as imprisonment, or it can 

develop gradually from a “vague sense of discontent, imbalance, or incongruity” 

(Moran, 2017: 115). Yet, in order for these contemplative feelings to lead to a decision 

to change, it is argued that individuals must believe in their own agency and self-

efficacy i.e. their ability to determine the course of their lives and enact positive 

change. For example, in Maruna’s (2001) conceptualisation of redemptive scripts, it is 

suggested that one of the psychological starting points for desistance is orientated 

around an individual’s belief in their own agency and capacity for self-determination. 

Specifically, this sense of agency denotes a form of hope where individuals have “the 
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desire for a particular outcome” and believe that they have the “ability and means of 

achieving the outcome” (LeBel et al., 2008: 136). With this understanding and hope, 

it is believed that individuals can then make the initial decisions to change and act on 

opportunities to change, better recognising ‘ways out’ of offending (Giordano et al., 

2002; Farrall, 2002). In this respect, Adams (1997: 334-35) notes that:  

“substantial…changes in criminal behaviour rarely come about only as a result 

of passive experience, and such changes…involves significant participation by 

the offender, who, in many respects, acts as his or her own change agent”.  

Indeed, these processes of reflection and an understanding of the importance of self-

efficacy in the desistance process were identifiable among participants in this research, 

who often recognised that they needed to change and unanimously agreed that they 

did not want to return to prison. To this effect, many participants argued that change 

was ultimately a choice; a choice that could only be made and enacted by them.  

However, research has also shown that an individual’s understanding of their own self-

efficacy needs to be coupled with motivation so that they can remain committed to the 

process of change and see their choices and attempts to desist from crime come to 

fruition (Farrall, 2012). A wealth of desistance research compliments this hypothesis, 

providing evidence of cases where internal motivation to change has rendered more 

positive desistance outcomes. A recent example can be found in Doekhie and 

colleagues (2017) research in the Netherlands which demonstrated that individuals 

leaving custody who were motivated and had a positive outlook on desistance 

displayed lower levels of re-offending than those without this mind-set. Similar 

findings were evident in Abrams and Terry’s (2017) research conducted in Los 

Angeles where individuals who had an internal motivation to change and believed that 

they were in the process of writing their new life ‘script’ (Maruna, 2001) had better 

desistance outcomes than those who did not have this motivation.  

Sadly, given the complexity of their individual needs and problematic neighbourhood 

backgrounds, individuals undergoing reintegration in this research were sceptical of 

their ability to achieve substantial change and the ability of services to meaningfully 

help them do so. Participants seemed to have the “the desire” for desistance but 

doubted that they had the “ability and means of achieving” it, given the challenging 
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circumstances they were returning to after release from prison (LeBel et al., 2008: 

136). In this sense, the influence of these external neighbourhood conditions and their 

interplay with individual needs/issues played a role in creating an incomplete internal 

sense of self-efficacy, undermining “the perseverant effort needed to succeed” 

(Bandura, 1989: 1176). As a result, participants expressed low motivation which 

contributed to poor or sporadic/superficial engagement with rehabilitative services and 

ultimately relapses in offending behaviour during their reintegration. Importantly, it 

should be noted that these findings do not attempt to speak to the sequencing of 

subjective and contextual changes in the desistance process which is known to be 

complex and which research has yet to comprehensively ‘disentangle’ (LeBel et al., 

2008). However, these findings do speak to the negative effect that neighbourhood 

factors can have on an individual’s perceived self-efficacy and agency, which does not 

appear to have been previously established by either the main existing desistance 

perspectives or ‘neighbourhood effects’ literature.  

 

Neighbourhoods and Desistance – Developing an Interactional Model 
 

On the whole, these findings highlight that existing desistance theories have yet to 

fully understand the environmental challenges, including conflict-related factors, in 

neighbourhoods that frustrate the desistance process during reintegration. More 

specifically, the findings suggest that while the desistance process is shaped by 

individual issues/needs, it is also inherently bound up in the complex interplay between 

neighbourhood factors and individual issues/needs. As such, the findings reflect that 

the majority of existing theories that promote individual-level explanations only have 

a limited utility in understanding desistance during reintegration, emphasising the need 

to develop interactional models that can cater for this complex interplay. Further to 

this, it appeared that while aspects of each of the main desistance and ecological 

theories appeared throughout the findings, no one theory can fully appreciate the role 

of neighbourhood challenges to desistance nor explain these interactions between 

neighbourhood and individual factors. Indeed, where each of these theories were 

present, it was apparent that they only provided limited insight into how 

neighbourhoods and a legacy of conflict were affecting the desistance process among 
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these individuals. This again re-affirms the need for a broader interactional perspective 

that can fully incorporate existing perspectives.     

Farrall and Bowling’s integrated model of desistance (1999) may comprise a useful 

basis for a theoretical framework that can better explain the role of neighbourhoods 

and a legacy of conflict in the desistance process during reintegration. Critically, this 

model recognises the interplay between structure and agency that was pertinent in the 

findings of this research. Drawing upon Giddens’ concept of structuration (1984) and 

elements of developmental life-course theory (Sampson and Laub, 1990; Elder, 1994), 

the authors suggest that both agency (individual decisions) and structural factors (e.g. 

employment, marriage etc.) are inherently bound up with each other, shaping 

desistance from crime (Farrall and Bowling, 1999). The authors highlight that “the 

structural properties of social systems…(are) chronically implicated in (action)” 

(Giddens, 1984: 297) and generate “expectations…options…and the course of events 

that give shape to life stages, transitions and turning points” (Elder, 1985: 17), meaning 

that structural factors impact upon individual decisions regarding offending behaviour 

(Farrall and Bowling, 1999). On a broad level, this perspective establishes a theoretical 

basis that appreciates that structural factors, such as neighbourhood conditions, can act 

as a mediator of the interplay between structure and agency, significantly effecting 

desistance mechanisms. Yet, the findings of this research would suggest that this 

perspective is limited given that it does not delineate the different layers of 

neighbourhood factors, including conflict-related factors, and individual issues/needs 

that shaped the desistance process. As noted by Johns and colleagues (2016: 7), we 

need a model that allows us to see the re-offending problem as being affected by a 

“constellation of interconnected settings” in which “relationships, interactions and 

processes…” define and influence behaviour.  

 

This kind of layered analysis is better reflected in the models of Visher and Travis 

(2003) and Bottoms and colleagues (2004). Although differing in the categories of 

factors that shape crime and desistance, these models offer platforms that better depict 

the dynamic interplay that existed between different individual and neighbourhood 

factors in this research. For example, Visher and Travis’ model (2003) suggests that 

the pathways that exist to draw someone into or out of crime during reintegration exist 

in four dimensions. These are: 1) individual characteristics, 2) family relationships, 3) 
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community contexts, and 4) state policies (Visher and Travis, 2003). In their 

formulation, these dimensions are dynamic in nature and “are both embedded in the 

life experience of the prisoner as he or she enters prison, completes the prison term, 

and is released, and they change over time” (Visher and Travis, 2003: 91). Similarly, 

Bottoms and colleagues (2004) suggest that decisions to desist or to recidivate are 

mediated by: 1) programmed potential, 2) structures, 3) culture and habitus, as well as 

4) situational contexts (Bottoms et al., 2004). Going further, Bottoms and colleagues 

(2004: 372) specify programmed potential as constructed of individual traits, such as 

age, gender, past behaviour, while structures refer to the “social arrangements external 

to the individual that enable or limit” particular behaviour, including a lack of industry 

and employment in an area, recession or employer stigma. Like Bourdieu (1977), the 

authors go on to suggest that structures inherently shape the prevailing culture amongst 

a group of people: the assumptions, beliefs, and patterns of behaviour that are shared, 

regulated and passed on between individuals, which in turn determines individual 

habitus (decisions) (Bottoms et al., 2004). Finally, the authors point to situational 

contexts that refer to situations that either increase or decrease the potential for crime 

(Bottoms et al., 2004), including factors such as the effect of employment on the time 

available to participate in offending or the prevalence of opportunities to commit an 

offence due to the spatial configurations of a location (Cohen and Felson, 1979; Clarke 

and Cornish, 1985). For them, these four inter-related areas (structures, culture, habitus 

and situational contexts) create the social context that both informs and tests an 

individual’s decision to desist or not. In light of this, the authors suggest that 

“desistance cannot be considered outside the social context in which it occurs” 

(Bottoms et al., 2004: 377): a context that determines factors such as opportunities, 

cultural views, self-identity, friends, the activities of social control agents and the jobs 

to which people will aspire to, which have each been shown to be central to desistance 

(Cloward and Ohlin 1961; Cressey 1964; Matza 1964; Bandura 1977; Willis 1977).  

 

By conceptualising the role of neighbourhoods in the desistance process in this way, 

these models strongly echo Bronfenbrenner’s model of human development (1979). 

Although some efforts have been made to apply aspects of this model to social/identity 

change among prolific young offenders (see Johns et al., 2016), it has not yet been 

applied to the desistance process during reintegration. However, it is perhaps one way 

of more coherently drawing the central tenants of these existing theories together and 
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representing the interactions that existed between different layers of individual 

needs/issues and neighbourhood factors in this research. In this model (see figure 2 

below), Bronfenbrenner (1979) suggests that an individual’s development is 

influenced by five nested systems that surround them: microsystems, mesosystems, 

exosystems, macrosystems and chronosystems. The microsystem encompasses the 

individual bonds and institutions that are in direct contact with an individual, such as 

family, friends, schooling or religious groups, while the mesosystem is formed of the 

connections made between each of these micro-systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). The 

exosystem refers to wider influences that do not directly contact individuals but rather 

influence the social setting in which the person develops, such as industry, local 

politics or norms and values (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Larger scale influences such as 

cultural ideologies and attitudes make up the macro-system, outlining the broad 

framework that the exosystem operates in (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). Finally, the 

chrono-system provides the base that each of these spheres rests upon and is comprised 

of major changes over time, such as natural disasters, life transitions, such as divorce 

or death and historical events (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). 

 

 
 

Fig. 2. Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Model (Swanson et al., 2003) 
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Crucially, these models can be synthesized and applied to the findings of this research 

as follows. Based on Bronfenbrenner’s nested systems conceptualisation, Fig. 3 shown 

below depicts an updated version of a layered desistance model that better articulates 

the interplay between different sets of issues/factors that appear to shape the desistance 

process.  

 

 
 
(Fig. 3 – Updated Integrated Model of Desistance) 

 

As in Bronfenbrenner’s original conceptualisation (1979), the individual undergoing 

reintegration is placed at the heart of the model, in this case reflecting their behaviour 

relating to the desistance process during reintegration. Beyond this, issues relating to 

agency, individual needs/issues, individual experiences, neighbourhood factors and 

conflict-related factors are included in the microsystem given that these factors 

appeared to have a significant impact on the desistance process among individuals who 

were reintegrating into the neighbourhoods. Specifically, this research highlighted that 
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a number of individual needs/issues impacted upon desistance outcomes during 

reintegration. These included characteristics relating to learning difficulties, problem 

solving, coping, wellbeing, verbal and emotional intelligence etc. and echo Visher and 

Travis’ (2003) idea of ‘individual characteristics’ and Bottoms and colleagues (2004) 

notion of ‘programmed potential’ aforementioned. Furthermore, the findings 

highlighted that these needs/issues stemmed from a range of individual experiences 

relating to: 1) challenging family lives, 2) problematic school experiences, 3) early 

engagement with the criminal justice system, and 4) drug and substance misuse as well 

as mental illness. Referred to by Bottoms and colleagues (2004: 372) as “social 

arrangements external to the individual”, these experiences also fit as elements of 

Bronfenbrenner’s microsystem and incorporate the ‘family relationships’ category 

outlined in Visher and Travis’ (2003) model. Additionally, the findings highlighted 

that a range of neighbourhood and conflict-related factors shaped the desistance 

process during reintegration. These included criminogenic norms and values, drug and 

substance abuse, public disorder, opportunities, social integration, paramilitary 

involvement, as well as employment and housing issues. These factors perhaps 

constitute the kinds of issues that would appear in Visher and Travis’ (2003) concept 

of ‘community context’ and Bottoms and colleagues’ (2004) concept of ‘structure’.  

 

Although variables in each of these categories separately had a significant impact on 

the desistance process (as previously discussed), the findings critically reflected that 

these issues/factors were inter-related and were intrinsically linked to one another. In 

doing so, it appeared that these issues/factors formed relationships with one another 

that in turn, had a more significant bearing on desistance than any one variable had. 

As outlined in Bronfenbrenner’s original model (1979), these inter-related 

relationships are located in the mesosystem in this updated integrated model of 

desistance. Importantly, these relationships are the most critical element of this re-

conceptualisation, reflecting that the desistance process is shaped by the combinations 

of different variables during reintegration. The example given in fig. 3 refers to the 

layered relationships between the damaging impact of conflict on the economic 

infrastructure and employment outcomes among individuals during reintegration 

(which are known as being particularly significant in the desistance process). The 

findings reflected that as a by-product of the conflict, the economic infrastructure in 

the neighbourhoods was notably damaged, thereby limiting employment opportunities 
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and contributing to issues with inter-generational unemployment. These broader 

issues, coupled with individual issues/needs relating to limited educational attainment, 

learning difficulties and mental health issues subsequently appeared to reduce the 

likelihood of individuals either desiring or being able to obtain the kind of meaningful 

employment opportunities that would cultivate desistance during reintegration. 

Another example may relate to the relationships between anti-social norms and values 

and individual needs/issues. Indeed, in the research it was evident that anti-social 

norms and values increased the number of opportunities that existed in the 

neighbourhoods to commit socially acceptable types crime. This, coupled with 

individual needs/issues relating to problem solving, coping and verbal/emotional 

intelligence, subsequently served to frustrate the desistance process among individuals 

during reintegration. 

 

Finally, as in Bronfenbrenner’s original conceptualisation (1979), reintegrative 

services are placed in the exosystem in this updated model. Importantly, the findings 

suggested that in order to bring about change, services involved in reintegration have 

to address the complex barriers to desistance that appear to exist in the mesosystem. 

Indeed, the findings re-affirmed the difficulties faced by these services in cultivating 

change among these individuals given the myriad of these inter-linked factors that 

work together to frustrate the desistance process. However, it was also clear that 

services ultimately have cohesively navigate and contend with all of the aspects of 

these barriers – including those that exist at the neighbourhood level - if they are to 

see more fruitful results among this population.      

 

Such a means of conceptualising the role of neighbourhoods alludes to the particular 

utility in extending desistance literature to the mesosystem in order to consider the 

ways in which these neighbourhood factors relate to one another, shape the needs of 

individuals and affect the desistance process. Despite the utility of existing desistance 

perspectives, it is argued they have struggled to reach this more holistic level of 

analysis, instead emphasising the centrality of microsystem processes and agency in 

the desistance process (Weaver and McNeill, 2007). Therefore, this broader 

conceptualisation of how neighbourhoods and a legacy of conflict affect desistance 

during reintegration clarifies the overall limitation of existing perspectives and 
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usefully draws our attention onto the broader issues that perpetuate offending 

behaviour.  

 

 

Reintegrative Service Provision  
 

Critically, this theoretical model also helps to explain some of the conceptual and 

practical difficulties that are faced by reintegrative services when working with these 

individuals. Given that the barriers to desistance were comprised of issues that spanned 

across each of the layers in the model, it appears that reintegrative services have to 

contend with the issues in each layer in order to fully effect change. Yet, the findings 

suggested that as a by-product of the ‘individualistic logic’ of existing desistance 

perspectives, reintegrative service delivery is underpinned by the same kind of ethos 

that largely focuses on addressing issues in the inner layers of the model i.e. individual 

agency, needs/issues and experiences. However, this means that services are generally 

not informed/designed in such a way as to comprehensively tackle or reach the broader 

neighbourhood issues that are compounding these needs/issues. This in turn reduced 

the ability of services to cultivate positive desistance outcomes among this already 

‘hard-to-reach’ group of individuals. Interestingly, these findings echo the claims of 

Abrams and Snyder (2010: 1789) who suggest that in being based upon this 

“individual approach”, services have become focused upon addressing individual 

needs and risks. Indeed, this approach is tied to one of the main criticisms of the RNR 

model that has largely underpinned rehabilitative service delivery in western 

jurisdictions, whereby multiple authors have alluded to the ‘under-rating’ of 

environmental, situational and contextual risk factors in the desistance process and the 

power of community integration to facilitate long-term change (McNeill, 2014; Fox, 

2015; Maloic, 2016). In doing so, it has been argued that on the whole, services 

struggle to ‘grapple’ with the barriers to desistance that are caused by environmental 

factors, therein reducing their ability to facilitate this kind of positive, long-term 

change among those returning to challenging neighbourhoods like those in this 

research (Abrams and Snyder, 2010).  
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To add to this, the findings suggested that the ‘individual approach’ had orientated 

services around the problematic idea that individuals had to demonstrate that they were 

‘ready’ and motivated to take steps away from anti-social behaviour/crime in order for 

desistance to begin to occur. As a result, individuals had to demonstrate their 

willingness and motivation to change in order to become eligible and maintain 

eligibility for a variety of programmes, which often included abstinence from drugs 

and substances. However, despite expressing a desire not to return to prison and to 

better their lives, many of the individuals returning to the neighbourhoods did not 

display the levels of willingness and motivation that were required to sustain choices 

to change given their challenging circumstances and complex needs. This often 

resulted in sporadic/superficial engagement with services and meant that individuals 

fell prey to cycles of re-referral where they could ‘fall through the cracks’ between 

services. Due to this, a disconnect existed between the orientation of services and the 

lived realities of those reintegrating into the conflict-affected neighbourhoods. 

Importantly, these findings allude to the limited utility of this ideological construct for 

rehabilitative services, particularly when working with those ‘hard-to-reach’ 

populations with low motivation, who often do not demonstrate their ‘readiness’ or 

sustained commitment to change. In particular, this construct fails to appreciate the 

extent to which neighbourhood conditions can diminish the levels of motivation that 

are required for change, therein reducing the capability of services to cater for, or 

respond to, sporadic/superficial engagement.  

 

Going further, the findings of this research echo the complexity of the desistance 

process during reintegration. Given the myriad of individual and neighbourhood 

challenges faced by these individuals, the findings clearly depicted that desistance was 

an ideal outcome rather than the likely outcome. Even though most of the individuals 

expressed a desire not to return to prison and better their lives, they had to wrestle with 

the difficult realities brought about by their complex needs and difficult circumstances. 

This meant that while individuals were often making some effort to improve their 

lifestyles and develop more pro-social behaviour, they were simultaneously involved 

in particular types of crime. This perhaps mirrors something of what Maruna (2001) 

describes as the ‘zig-zag’ nature of desistance where individuals drift in and out of 

criminal activity. Expanding upon this, Abrams and Terry (2017: 175) suggest that 

throughout the course of these movements in and out of crime, individuals fall into an 
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“in between” space before they “land firmly on a particular path”. In their work, issues 

with unemployment, homelessness, family instability, and careless decisions occurred 

alongside pursuits of higher education, efforts to establish positive relationships and 

attempts at becoming sober (Abrams and Terry, 2017). Interestingly, in this research 

the period of reintegration appeared to be characterised by these ‘in between’ spaces 

where individuals wrestled with these kinds of challenges and were subsequently 

persisting and desisting at the same time.   

 

As well as this, the findings questioned the underlying assumption of the term 

‘reintegration’ which denotes that individuals are integrated in their neighbourhoods 

prior to their imprisonment. The research findings questioned the extent to which some 

of these individuals could be considered as being integrated in their neighbourhoods 

prior to their imprisonment. Indeed, many of the individuals had been involved in anti-

social/criminal behaviour deemed to be unacceptable in their neighbourhoods from a 

young age, resulting in exclusion by community members and paramilitary 

intimidation, threats and attacks. From this, it would be erroneous to suggest that these 

individuals were integrated in their communities prior to imprisonment. The 

underlying assumption that individuals are returning to a context where they have 

previously been integrated may therefore render reintegration a misleading term. As 

posited by Wacquant (2011: 611), individuals may not experience reintegration but 

instead experience “the ongoing circulation between the two poles of a continuum of 

forced confinement formed by the prison and the dilapidated districts of the dualizing 

metropolis” that they were never properly integrated into in the first place. Likewise, 

Greenberg (2007: 6) suggests that in reality, many such individuals “existed on the 

margins of mainstream society before they were imprisoned” and could not be 

considered as ever being fully integrated in their neighbourhoods. In this respect, the 

focus of rehabilitative services may perhaps be better understood as helping to 

integrate individuals, rather than necessarily reintegrating them to a position that they 

had prior to imprisonment.  

Critically, these experiences may also be important in the ‘potential’ that they have for 

integration following their release from custody. Reintegration literature surrounding 

‘what works’, has consistently identified four major factors that help to bring about 

desistance and ‘success’ in reintegration: 1) employment/financial stability, 2) housing 
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stability, 3) sobriety from drugs and substances, and 4) increased levels of social 

support, including community integration (Shinkfield and Graffam, 2009). Research 

has frequently alluded to the particularly crucial role that social support and 

community integration can play in creating desistance at this time (Visher and Travis, 

2003; Visher, 2015). Sadly, few of the individuals from the neighbourhoods appeared 

to be integrated prior to their imprisonment given that the majority had committed 

socially unacceptable types of crime. Brand (2016: 272) suggests that these kind of 

background characteristics have important implications for “the potential” of 

reintegration. If individuals are not integrated, nor possess the kinds of 

experiences/resources that are conducive to social integration during imprisonment, 

rehabilitative interventions face the extremely difficult task of creating or developing 

the kind of social supports, and indeed other circumstances, that did not exist before 

their involvement in the CJS.  

Consequently, it was evident that the ‘individualistic logic’ of existing desistance 

theory had become somewhat translated into an ‘individual approach’ within 

reintegrative services. To this end, services appeared to be largely orientated around 

addressing those individual issues/needs that existed on only one of the desistance 

‘coins’ (referred to earlier). Unfortunately, this approach meant that services were not 

designed in such a way as to comprehensively tackle the broader environmental 

barriers to desistance that were experienced by these individuals during reintegration. 

Hence, it appeared that this theoretical underpinning made it difficult for services to 

engage with individuals who did not feel a sense of agency and limited 

conceptualisations of ‘success’ and ‘successful reintegration’. As such, there appeared 

to be a disconnect between the orientation of services (and funding bodies) and the 

nature and scale of the challenges that these individuals were returning to upon release 

from prison.  

 
Possible Next Steps  
 

In light of these issues, the next section of this chapter attempts to propose some steps 

that could be taken in order to improve service delivery and enhance the ability of 
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services to tackle the barriers to desistance that individuals face when returning to 

these kinds of neighbourhoods.   

The findings suggest that feelings of agency and motivation comprise key foundations 

for the steps that people take towards improving their lifestyles and desisting from 

crime during reintegration. However, as many of the individuals were: 1) demotivated, 

2) usually undeterred by paramilitary violence and formal criminal justice sanctions, 

3) displayed low levels of engagement with services, and 4) struggled to reflect a 

‘readiness’ to change, it appears that detailed work is required to identify what specific 

short-term goals may act to motivate and engage this population. During the period of 

reintegration where individuals negotiate daily challenges to positive change and 

desistance, Abrams and Terry (2017) suggest that services may need to reconsider how 

they can best equip individuals with the kinds of tools and strategies that will help 

them navigate these circumstances. This may in turn require service providers to 

identify and instil practices that “nudge” these vulnerable populations in the right 

directions (Thaler and Sunstein, 2008: 11) and help them to make the kinds of small, 

and yet meaningful decisions that may precede the stage where individuals are 

motivated to change or experience a fundamental shift in identity and life direction 

(Laub, 2016; Sampson and Laub, 2016).  

 

Given the extent of the challenges faced by those returning to the neighbourhoods, this 

research advocates for broader definitions of ‘success’ with regards to desistance 

during reintegration. Most commonly, the ‘success’ of reintegration has been 

measured against recidivism rates, rates of arrest and levels of imprisonment, which 

are undoubtedly important indicators in the equation. Yet, the findings of this research 

suggest that these measures alone fail to encapsulate the complexity and difficulty of 

the desistance process during reintegration among these individuals. The research 

recognised that individuals ‘drifted’ in and out of periods of desistance and recidivism, 

experiencing the desistance process on a complex continuum between desistance and 

persistence. As a result, the findings suggest that the ‘success’ of reintegration cannot 

only be measured by desistance or persistence. Given that: 1) these individuals return 

to challenging neighbourhood contexts with complex needs, 2) desistance is a complex 

process, and 3) services are dealing such a myriad of individual and neighbourhood 

barriers to desistance, success cannot simply be viewed with binary logic where 
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success only equates to desistance and failure equates to recidivism. With this in mind, 

this research concurs with Abrams and Terry (2017) who propose the conceptual focus 

must be moved away from viewing these kinds of vulnerable individuals as being 

either ‘desisters’ or ‘persisters’.  

As part of this shift in focus, it appears that detailed work is required to establish more 

nuanced and realistic performance measures that reflect positive change and effective 

intervention. Indeed, Wilson (2008) and Abrams and Terry (2017) suggest that binary 

measures of ‘success’, such as recidivism rates, rates of arrest and levels of 

imprisonment, do not fully appreciate nor reflect the complexity of the desistance 

process for individuals experiencing such a high degree of need and challenging 

environments. As a result, these authors allude to the utility of including other key 

metrics of success and performance measures, such as: 1) the individual’s quality of 

life, 2) habitual behaviour, 3) the number of pro-social relationships formed, 4) the 

length of time between re-offenses, and 5) the de-escalation of offense type. 

Supporting these propositions, Tompson and Spencer (2013: 75), note that in light of 

the determining impact of neighbourhood disadvantage on desistance outcomes, 

“Perhaps it would be more prudent to move to a system of measuring whether 

reductions in the frequency (or severity) of offending have been achieved, so that harm 

reduction is the principal goal”. Building on this, these authors go further to suggest 

that contextual factors that evidently increase an individual’s risk of re-offending may 

also need to be more fully incorporated into, and accounted for, in assessment methods 

used by practitioners involved in reintegration (Tompson and Spencer, 2013). 

Assessments could therefore consider new metrics such as the number of opportunities 

and temptations to commit crime in their neighbourhoods, how familiar individuals 

are with their neighbourhood and current crime levels in the area (Tompson and 

Spencer, 2013); suggestions that this research concurs with.  

Moreover, the findings indicated that these changes to our understanding and 

measurement of success need to be catered for by funding providers, if they are to 

effectively change the direction and focus of services. In the NI context, this may be 

particularly important given government moves towards an outcomes-based model of 

accountability for funding rehabilitative services and supports. Practitioners in this 

research warned that if desistance and persistence are the sole focus of the performance 
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measures that are used to evaluate rehabilitative services, unintended consequences 

such as ‘cherry-picking’ may arise. Here, services may focus their attention on those 

who are motivated and are already beginning the desistance process in order to ensure 

that their programmes are deemed successful and are funded. However, if this occurs, 

those from challenging neighbourhoods who are most in need of support, may be less 

likely to acquire the level of service provision that will bring about reductions in re-

offending. Due to this, careful thought needs to be given to what performance 

measures will be used to evaluate services involved in reintegration.  

This research also advocates for the development of more integrated approaches to 

rehabilitative service delivery. In light of the extent of complex needs/issues and 

environmental challenges facing individuals returning to the neighbourhoods, it is 

evident that these individuals require more intensive and integrated kinds of service 

delivery during reintegration. Although a variety of VCS and statutory services existed 

and had strong working relationships with one another, services struggled to react 

quickly and in unison to the challenges that these individuals faced. Due to this, 

individuals often ‘fell through the cracks’ between services and believed that services 

could not help them to overcome the barriers that they had to desistance, limiting future 

engagement. These issues with integrated service provision echo those that have been 

found in similar neighbourhoods elsewhere given that “agencies (often) operate in a 

fragmented criminal justice system” and have to deal with “larger offender populations 

over time” (Phiel, 2003: 4). As was suggested by participants, this research promotes 

that reintegration hubs, where key services operate in one location in the 

neighbourhoods, should be considered by services and funding providers as one means 

of addressing these issues. Importantly, these kinds of centres have found promising 

results where they have been developed (Byrne and Taxman, 2005; Wright et al., 

2013). In particular, Wright and colleagues (2013) argue that these locations are 

among some of the most promising incentives that help to improve the speed and 

intensity of service delivery, particularly in deprived neighbourhoods where services 

are often resource-deprived and burdened with heavy caseloads. Although it is agreed 

that services cannot tackle all of the broader environmental challenges posed to these 

individuals, perhaps these centres will provide services with the opportunities to more 

comprehensively respond to some of these challenges and improve desistance 

outcomes.  
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Conclusion  
 

Although increasing attention has been given to the process of desistance during 

reintegration from prison within criminological literature, a gap existed in our current 

understanding of the potential role that neighbourhoods and a legacy of conflict may 

play in this process. Drawing on data obtained from interviews, observations and 

media analysis, this research makes an original contribution to this literature by 

demonstrating that neighbourhoods, and a legacy of conflict, have a notable role to 

play in the desistance process. Specifically, the research shed light on the fact that the 

desistance process was shaped by a variety of complex relationships that existed 

between individual needs and neighbourhood factors, proposing a layered desistance 

model that seeks to better explains the nature of these relationships. For example, 

growing up in these multiply deprived neighbourhoods had contributed to the 

development of a host of individual needs and issues that increased these individual’s 

likelihood of offending, as well as their re-offending following release from prison. 

These needs and issues were compounded by neighbourhood factors relating to 

criminogenic norms and values, drug and substance abuse, public disorder, 

opportunities, social integration, paramilitary involvement, as well as employment and 

housing issues, forming substantial barriers to desistance. Along with this, the data 

suggested that existing rehabilitative theory and service delivery were limited in their 

ability to address these neighbourhood barriers to desistance and contribute to 

reductions in re-offending. Conceptual differences in the position of services, funding 

issues and a range of practical issues reduced the ability of services to tackle the 

problems caused by these barriers to desistance, thereby reducing their effectiveness.  

 

It is important to note that like any research project, this research has a number of key 

limitations that limit the generalisability of the findings and the conclusions that can 

be drawn from them. Overall, the study utilised a small sample for the interviews and 

observations which ultimately limits the generalisability of the findings. Additionally, 

as this research focused on explaining the role of neighbourhoods in the desistance 

process during reintegration among adult males with a prolific offending history, the 

findings should not be viewed as being generalizable to the ‘ordinary’ offender 

population, nor to other offender populations who have different experiences of 

imprisonment and reintegration, including females, elderly people and young people 
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(Davies, 2011; Prison Reform Trust, 2012). The findings are further limited in terms 

of their generalisability to other neighbourhoods in other jurisdictions given the 

relatively small total sample size and the legacy of conflict that has uniquely shaped 

neighbourhoods in NI.  Despite these limitations, this was sample did allow for a more 

in-depth examination of the research questions and analysis of the desistance process 

during reintegration among those returning to conflict-affected neighbourhoods in NI. 

As such, this research comprises a detailed exploration of the ways in which 

neighbourhoods and a legacy of conflict may affect the desistance process and the 

degree to which existing theory and service can address the barriers to desistance that 

are posed by life inside these environments.  

In sum, this research provides a number of key insights that comprise a unique 

theoretical contribution to desistance literature. In demonstrating that neighbourhoods 

and a legacy of conflict affect the desistance process during reintegration among those 

with a persistent offending history, this research emphasises the need for a broader 

neighbourhood level conceptualisation of the desistance process within existing 

desistance literature. Additionally, this research suggests that as a by-product of this 

theoretical gap within desistance literature, rehabilitative services and supports are not 

designed in such a way as to comprehensively address the neighbourhood barriers 

posed to desistance. As a result, rehabilitative services and supports appear to be 

limited their ability to cultivate desistance among those returning to these 

neighbourhoods following imprisonment. In light of these issues, this research 

proposes a new interactional theoretical framework that allows us to better understand 

the nature of the relationships that appear to exist between individual needs/issues and 

neighbourhood factors, and which can better inform rehabilitative services and 

supports.  
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Appendix 1: Information Sheet for Interviews with Individuals 
Undergoing Reintegration into the Neighbourhoods   
 

 

Information Sheet 

Can neighbourhoods and the history of conflict in Northern Ireland 
affect your experience of leaving prison? 

You are being invited to take part in a study looking at how neighbourhoods and/or 
the history of conflict in Northern Ireland may affect whether or not people stop 
committing crime.  

Before you decide if this is something you would like to take part in, please read the 
following information so that you know why this study is being done and what it will 
involve. Feel free to ask questions or discuss it with others if there is anything that is 
not clear. Please also feel free to ask for more information.  

1. What is the purpose of the study?  

This study is being conducted as part of my postdoctoral studies at Queens University 
Belfast and is completely independent of the prison service or any other criminal 
justice organisations.  

It will explore if your local neighbourhood can influence your probability of re- 
offending when you are released from prison. You will also be asked if you believe 
the history of conflict in Northern Ireland plays a role in shaping your experience in 
your neighbourhood and whether or not you continue to commit crime.  

2. Why have I been chosen?  

You have been chosen because you are within one month of being released from prison 
and because you will be returning to a neighbourhood in Northern Ireland which has 
historically been one of the most affected by the history of conflict in Northern Ireland. 

3. Do I have to take part?  

You do not have to take part. It is up to you if you want to take part in the study and 
there will be no negative consequences for you if you decide not to take part. You are 
free to choose whether or not you wish to take part. If you decide to take part, you are 
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still free to leave the study at any time without giving a reason for your decision. If 
you decide not to take part, or if you decide to leave the study, this will not affect your 
dealings with any criminal justice related organisations or professionals.  

4. What will happen to me if I take part?  

The study consists of two interviews lasting roughly 40mins each. The first interview 
will take place one month before you leave custody and the second interview will take 
place one month after your release from custody. In the first interview, you will be 
asked some general questions about your background, what programmes you have 
been engaged in while imprisoned, your views of these programmes and the extent to 
which they are helping to prepare you for release back into your neighbourhood. You 
will also be asked about your neighbourhood, how you think you will be treated on 
your return, if there are things within your neighbourhood which will make it 
harder/easier for you to avoid re-offending and if you think a history of conflict in your 
neighbourhood may affect these things.  

The second interviews will take place one month after you have been released from 
prison and will ask you about your experiences since your release. You will be asked 
about how your experienced going back to your neighbourhood, what made it 
harder/easier for you during this time, how you have found the services and supports 
available to help you return to your neighbourhood as well as if you think the 
experience of conflict in your neighbourhood has had any effect on your experiences 
since your return to your neighbourhood.  

5. What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?  

Your involvement in this study will not affect any of your dealings with the prison 
service, probation, the police or any other criminal justice related organisations or 
professionals. It is possible that you may find the interviews upsetting if you have had 
negative experiences of imprisonment, returning to your neighbourhood or conflict 
and if you think you are likely to find talking about these issues upsetting, you are 
advised not to participate in the research. Although efforts have been made to protect 
confidentiality and your anonymity, this cannot be guaranteed by the research and 
there are limits to the extent to which information can be kept confidential and 
anonymous, which are outlined in answer to question 7.  

6. What are the possible benefits of taking part?  

Through sharing your experiences, it is hoped that this research can better inform 
current service provision, enhancing the overall quality of programmes available so 
that others are better supported on release from prison.  
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7. Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential?  

All information will remain confidential and anonymous, except if you threaten to 
harm either yourself or someone else, provide information about a previously 
unreported serious offence which you have committed or staff malpractice. If you 
share this information with me, I am obliged to report this to a relevant authority and 
I cannot guarantee anonymity or confidentiality in these circumstances. However, in 
all other circumstances, the information will remain anonymous and confidential.  

With your permission, I would like to record the interviews as this will speed up the 
interview and ensure that I accurately capture what you are saying. The interview 
recording will be transcribed using a transcription company but this company will be 
forbidden from sharing this information with anyone as a confidential agreement will 
be signed with them. In addition, there is no need for any names to be used during the 
interview. No-one other than the transcription company, my supervisors and I will 
have access to the interview data and this data will be stored in a secure, locked filling 
cabinet in my office and in a password protected, encrypted computer drive at QUB. 
The Prison Service, Probation Service or any third sector organisations you are 
involved with will not have access to the interview data. All recordings will be written 
up into a word document and as far as is possible all potentially identifying information 
will be removed. The interview recordings will then be destroyed and the word 
documents will be stored electronically on a secure, password protected and encrypted 
Q-Drive at QUB.  

8. What will happen with the results of the study?  

The findings will be anonymized and presented in various formats including a final 
report, briefing papers, academic journal articles and presentations. If you like, I can 
provide you with an electronic copy of the final report if you are happy to provide me 
with an email address so that I can send the report to you when it is completed.  

9. Who has given permission for the study to go ahead?  

Ethical approval for the study was sought and obtained from the School of Sociology, 
Social Policy and Social Work, QUB, the Northern Ireland Prison Service and 
Probation Service Research Ethics Committees. The research is also being overseen 
by Dr. Michelle Butler and Dr. Cheryl Lawther in the School of Sociology, Social 
Policy and Social Work, QUB.  

10. Who can I contact for further information, to withdraw from the study or to 
complain about the study?  

If you have any further questions, concerns, would like to make a complaint about the 
study or withdraw from the study, please contact:  
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Researcher: Shane Bell 
School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work, Queen’s University Belfast, 6 
College Park, Belfast, 
BT7 1LP 
Tel: 077568572213 
Email: sbell413@qub.ac.uk 

Research Supervisor: Dr. Michelle Butler 
School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work Queen’s University Belfast, 6 
College Park, Belfast, 
BT7 1LP 
Tel: +44 (0)28 9097 3956 
Email: michelle.butler@qub.ac.uk  

Thank you for taking the time to read this information sheet. 
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Appendix 2: Information Sheet for Interviews with Professionals    
 

 

Information Sheet 

Can neighbourhoods and the history of conflict in Northern Ireland 
affect your experience of leaving prison? 

You are being invited to take part in a study looking at how neighbourhoods and/or 
the history of conflict in Northern Ireland may affect whether or not people stop 
committing crime.  

Before you decide if this is something you would like to take part in, please read the 
following information so that you know why this study is being done and what it will 
involve. Feel free to ask questions or discuss it with others if there is anything that is 
not clear. Please also feel free to ask for more information.  

2. What is the purpose of the study?  

This study is being conducted as part of my postdoctoral studies at Queens University 
Belfast and is completely independent of the prison service or any other criminal 
justice organisations.  

It will explore the degree to which conflict-affected neighbourhoods can influence an 
individual’s probability of re-offending when they are released from prison. You will 
also be asked if you believe the history of conflict in Northern Ireland plays a role in 
shaping these experiences in these neighbourhoods and the extent to which existing 
rehabilitative services and supports can tackle these issues and bring about desistance.  

2. Why have I been chosen?  

You have been chosen because of your work to reduce offending and provide 
rehabilitative support and services to those involved in the criminal justice system in 
a neighbourhood which has been significantly affected by a history of conflict. Given 
your experience in this area, you are well placed to facilitate these observations.   

3. Do I have to take part?  

You do not have to take part. It is up to you if you want to take part in the study and 
there will be no negative consequences for you if you decide not to take part. You are 
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free to choose whether or not you wish to take part. If you decide to take part, you are 
still free to leave the study at any time without giving a reason for your decision.  

4. What will happen to me if I take part?  

The study consists of one 30-minute interview. During this interview, you will be 
asked about your views on the potential role that neighbourhoods, and a legacy of 
conflict, may play in the desistance process during reintegration. As such, the 
interview will ask questions regarding your experiences of working with these 
individuals and the kinds of experiences that these individuals often have when 
reintegrating into the neighbourhoods. Additionally, you will be asked about the extent 
to which you believe existing rehabilitative theory, services and supports can address 
these issues and what improvements could be made to service delivery.  

5. What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?  

It is possible that you may find the interviews upsetting if you have had negative 
experiences of imprisonment, returning to your neighbourhood or conflict and if you 
think you are likely to find talking about these issues upsetting, you are advised not to 
participate in the research. Although efforts have been made to protect confidentiality 
and your anonymity, this cannot be guaranteed by the research and there are limits to 
the extent to which information can be kept confidential and anonymous, which are 
outlined in answer to question 7.  

6. What are the possible benefits of taking part?  

Through sharing your experiences, it is hoped that this research can better inform 
current service provision, enhancing the overall quality of programmes available so 
that others are better supported on release from prison.  

7. Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential?  

All information will remain confidential and anonymous, except if you threaten to 
harm either yourself or someone else, provide information about a previously 
unreported serious offence which you have committed or staff malpractice. If you 
share this information with me, I am obliged to report this to a relevant authority and 
I cannot guarantee anonymity or confidentiality in these circumstances. However, in 
all other circumstances, the information will remain anonymous and confidential.  

With your permission, I would like to record the interviews as this will speed up the 
interview and ensure that I accurately capture what you are saying. The interview 
recording will be transcribed using a transcription company but this company will be 
forbidden from sharing this information with anyone as a confidential agreement will 
be signed with them. In addition, there is no need for any names to be used during the 
interview. No-one other than the transcription company, my supervisors and I will 
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have access to the interview data and this data will be stored in a secure, locked filling 
cabinet in my office and in a password protected, encrypted computer drive at QUB. 
The Prison Service, Probation Service or any third sector organisations you are 
involved with will not have access to the interview data. All recordings will be written 
up into a word document and as far as is possible all potentially identifying information 
will be removed. The interview recordings will then be destroyed and the word 
documents will be stored electronically on a secure, password protected and encrypted 
Q-Drive at QUB.  

8. What will happen with the results of the study?  

The findings will be anonymized and presented in various formats including a final 
report, briefing papers, academic journal articles and presentations. If you like, I can 
provide you with an electronic copy of the final report if you are happy to provide me 
with an email address so that I can send the report to you when it is completed.  

9. Who has given permission for the study to go ahead?  

Ethical approval for the study was sought and obtained from the School of Sociology, 
Social Policy and Social Work, QUB, the Northern Ireland Prison Service and 
Probation Service Research Ethics Committees. The research is also being overseen 
by Dr. Michelle Butler and Dr. Cheryl Lawther in the School of Sociology, Social 
Policy and Social Work, QUB.  

10. Who can I contact for further information, to withdraw from the study or to 
complain about the study?  

If you have any further questions, concerns, would like to make a complaint about the 
study or withdraw from the study, please contact:  

Researcher: Shane Bell 
School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work, Queen’s University Belfast, 6 
College Park, Belfast, 
BT7 1LP 
Tel: 077568572213 
Email: sbell413@qub.ac.uk 

Research Supervisor: Dr. Michelle Butler 
School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work Queen’s University Belfast, 6 
College Park, Belfast, 
BT7 1LP 
Tel: +44 (0)28 9097 3956 
Email: michelle.butler@qub.ac.uk  

Thank you for taking the time to read this information sheet. 
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Appendix 3: Information Sheet for Probation Officers Facilitating 
Observations   

 

Information Sheet 

Can neighbourhoods and the history of conflict in Northern Ireland 
affect people’s involvement in crime as they leave prison? 

You are being invited to take part in a study looking at how neighbourhoods and/or 
the history of conflict in Northern Ireland may affect whether or not people stop 
committing crime.  

Before you decide if this is something you would like to take part in, please read the 
following information so that you know why this study is being done and what it will 
involve. Feel free to ask questions or discuss it with others if there is anything that is 
not clear. Please also feel free to ask for more information.  

1. What is the purpose of the study?  

This study is being conducted as part of my postdoctoral studies at Queens University 
Belfast and is completely independent of the police, probation, prison service or any 
other criminal justice organisations.  

It will explore if people’s local neighbourhood can influence their involvement in 
crime after they have been released from prison and if a history of conflict in Northern 
Ireland may play a role in shaping how, or if, a neighbourhood may influence people 
committing crime after being release from prison.  

2. Why have I been chosen?  

You have been chosen because of your work to reduce offending and provide 
rehabilitative support and services to those involved in the criminal justice system in 
a neighbourhood which has been significantly affected by a history of conflict. Given 
your experience in this area, you are well placed to comment on this research.  
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3. Do I have to take part?  

You do not have to take part. It is up to you if you want to take part in the study and 
there will be no negative consequences for you if you decide not to take part. You are 
free to choose whether or not you wish to take part. If you decide to take part, you are 
still free to leave the study at any time without giving a reason for your decision.  

4. What will happen to me if I take part?  

If you decide to take part, you are agreeing to facilitate a participant observation. This 
will involve allowing me to sit in on the meetings that you have with individuals who 
have, or who are currently undergoing the reintegration process in the conflict- 
effected neighbourhood that you work in. These observations will not affect your work 
with clients and will simply involve the researcher observing and writing notes on the 
issues they face, in particular the neighbourhood issues which affect their involvement 
in crime and how existing services and supports attempt to address these issues.  

5. What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?  

A key disadvantage of taking part in this research is the time required to organise and 
facilitate the observation. In addition, although efforts have been made to protect 
confidentiality and your anonymity, this cannot be guaranteed by the research and 
there are limits to the extent to which information can be kept confidential and 
anonymous, which are outlined in answer to question 7. It is also possible that you 
may find participating in the observation upsetting and if you think this is likely to 
occur, please do not participate in the research.  

6. What are the possible benefits of taking part?  

Through sharing your experiences, it is hoped that this research can better inform 
current service provision, enhancing the overall quality of programmes available and 
increasing our knowledge regarding how neighbourhoods and conflict may influence 
the process of desisting from criminal activity.  

7. Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential?  

All information will remain confidential and anonymous, except if you threaten to 
harm either yourself or someone else, provide information about a previously 
unreported serious offence or staff malpractice. If you share this information with me, 
I am obliged to report this to a relevant authority and therefore, anonymity or 
confidentiality cannot be guaranteed in these circumstances. However, in all other 
circumstances, the information will remain anonymous and confidential. No-one other 
than my supervisors and I will have access to the observation data and this data will 
be stored in a secure, locked filling cabinet in my office. No personally identifying 
information will be used in the write up of the research and every effort will be made 
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to protect your anonymity and confidentiality (except in the situations referred to 
above) as far as is possible.  

8. What will happen with the results of the study?  

The findings will be anonymized and presented in various formats including a final 
report, briefing papers, academic journal articles and presentations. If you like, I can 
provide you with an electronic copy of the final report if you are happy to provide me 
with an email address so that I can send the report to you when it is completed.  

9. Who has given permission for the study to go ahead?  

Ethical approval for the study was sought and obtained from the School of Sociology, 
Social Policy and Social Work, QUB, the Northern Ireland Prison Service and 
Probation Service Research Ethics Committees. The research is also being overseen 
by Dr. Michelle Butler and Dr. Cheryl Lawther in the School of Sociology, Social 
Policy and Social Work, QUB.  

10. Who can I contact for further information, to withdraw from the study or to 
complain about the study?  

If you have any further questions, concerns, would like to make a complaint about the 
study or withdraw from the study, please contact:  

Researcher: Shane Bell 
School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work Queen’s University Belfast, 6 
College Park, Belfast, 
BT7 1LP - Tel: 077568572213 
Email: sbell413@qub.ac.uk  

Research Supervisor: Dr. Michelle Butler 
School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work Queen’s University Belfast, 6 
College Park, Belfast, 
BT7 1LP 
Tel: +44 (0)28 9097 3956 
Email: michelle.butler@qub.ac.uk  

Thank you for taking the time to read this information sheet. 
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Appendix 4: Information Sheet for Individuals in Meetings with 
Probation Officers  

 

Information Sheet 

Can neighbourhoods and the history of conflict in Northern Ireland 
affect people’s involvement in crime as they leave prison? 

You are being invited to take part in a study looking at how neighbourhoods and/or 
the history of conflict in Northern Ireland may affect whether or not people stop 
committing crime.  

Before you decide if this is something you would like to take part in, please read the 
following information so that you know why this study is being done and what it will 
involve. Feel free to ask questions or discuss it with others if there is anything that is 
not clear. Please also feel free to ask for more information.  

2. What is the purpose of the study?  

This study is being conducted as part of my postdoctoral studies at Queens University 
Belfast and is completely independent of the police, probation, prison service or any 
other criminal justice organisations.  

It will explore if people’s local neighbourhood can influence their involvement in 
crime after they have been released from prison and if a history of conflict in Northern 
Ireland may play a role in shaping how, or if, a neighbourhood may influence people 
committing crime after being release from prison.  

2. Why have I been chosen?  

As part of this research, I am observing the meetings that probation officers have with 
individuals who are returning to conflict-affected neighbourhoods so that I can see 
what issues within the neighbourhood may be influencing people to become involved 
in crime and the degree to which services can help these individuals desist from crime. 
You have been chosen to participate in this study because of your contact with the 
probation officer that I am following.  
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3. Do I have to take part?  

You do not have to take part. It is up to you if you want to take part in the study and 
there will be no negative consequences for you if you decide not to take part. You are 
free to choose whether or not you wish to take part. If you decide to take part, you are 
still free to leave the study at any time without giving a reason for your decision.  

If you decide not to take part, or if you decide to leave the study, this will not affect 
your dealings with any criminal justice related organisations or professionals.  

4. What will happen to me if I take part?  

If you decide to take part, you are agreeing to allow me to observe your meeting with 
the probation officer I am shadowing. I will sit quietly in the corner and my focus will 
be on trying to understand what issues may be influencing people to become involved 
in crime, paying particular attention to the role the local neighbourhood may play in 
this. I will also focus on how current services and supports are trying to help people 
address these issues. I will not be involved in writing any reports for the criminal 
justice system on individual cases or people.  

5. What are the possible disadvantages and risks of taking part?  

It is possible that you may find participating in the observation upsetting and if you 
think this is likely to occur, please do not participate in the research. Although efforts 
have been made to protect confidentiality and your anonymity, this cannot be 
guaranteed as there are limits to what information I can keep a secret (see the answer 
to question 7).  

6. What are the possible benefits of taking part?  

Through sharing your experiences, it is hoped that the findings from this research will 
be used to improve our understanding of the issues people face in their 
neighbourhoods, helping to develop better services and supports for people who are 
trying to stop committing crime.  

7. Will my taking part in the study be kept confidential?  

All information will remain confidential and anonymous, except if you threaten to 
harm either yourself or someone else, provide information about a previously 
unreported serious offence or staff malpractice. If you share this information with me, 
I am required to report this to a relevant authority and I cannot guarantee to keep this 
information secret in these circumstances. However, in all other circumstances, the 
information will remain a secret and no-one other than my supervisors and I will have 
access to the observation data and this data will be stored in a secure, locked filling 
cabinet in my office. No personally identifying information will be used in the write 
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up of the research and every effort will be made to protect your anonymity and 
confidentiality (except in the situations referred to above) as far as is possible.  

8. What will happen with the results of the study?  

The findings will be anonymized and presented in various formats including a final 
report, briefing papers, academic journal articles and presentations. If you like, I can 
provide you with an electronic copy of the final report if you are happy to provide me 
with an email address so that I can send the report to you when it is completed.  

9. Who has given permission for the study to go ahead?  

Ethical approval for the study was sought and obtained from the School of Sociology, 
Social Policy and Social Work, QUB, the Northern Ireland Prison Service and 
Probation Service Research Ethics Committees. The research is also being overseen 
by Dr. Michelle Butler and Dr. Cheryl Lawther in the School of Sociology, Social 
Policy and Social Work, QUB.  

10. Who can I contact for further information, to withdraw from the study or to 
complain about the study?  

If you have any further questions, concerns, would like to make a complaint about the 
study or withdraw from the study, please contact:  

Researcher: Shane Bell 
School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work Queen’s University Belfast, 6 
College Park, Belfast  
BT7 1LP 
Tel: 077568572213 
Email: sbell413@qub.ac.uk 

Research Supervisor: Dr. Michelle Butler 
School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work Queen’s University Belfast, 6 
College Park, Belfast, 
BT7 1LP 
Tel: +44 (0)28 9097 3956 
Email: michelle.butler@qub.ac.uk  

Thank you for taking the time to read this information sheet. 
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Appendix 5: PDU Poster for Interviews  
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Appendix 6: Poster for PBNI  
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Appendix 7: Pre-Release Interview Schedule for Imprisoned 
Individuals  

1) Can you tell me about your background? (e.g. who you are, where you’re from 

family, schooling, employment history)  

2) How long have you been imprisoned? 

3) What rehabilitation programmes have you been involved in during your time in 

custody? 

4) Have you enjoyed these programmes? If so, why?  

5) What are the main strengths of these programmes?  

6) Do these programmes have any weaknesses?  

7) What is your neighbourhood is like? (e.g. where the neighbourhood is situated in 

Belfast, social life, socio-economic status, employment, business in the area, 

access to shops, shared spaces etc.) 

8) How do you think members of your neighbourhood view offending behaviour in 

general? I.e. do they encourage it, find it normal, dislike it  

9) How do you think members of your neighbourhood view your personal offending 

background? I.e. do they encourage it, find it normal, dislike it  

10) How do you feel that members in your neighbourhood will treat to you once you 

are released? 

11) In your opinion, what members of your neighbourhood do you feel will have the 

largest impact (positive or negative) in your desistance journey within your local 

neighbourhood? Why?  

12) In what ways do you feel that your local neighbourhood influenced your decision 

to engage in criminal activity? (e.g. peer pressure, socio-economic disadvantage, 

employment issues, paramilitary/drug related issues etc)  

13) In your opinion, has the history of conflict in NI shaped your neighbourhood? If 

so, how? 

14) Do you think that any of these issues relating to conflict will encourage you to re- 

offend?  

15) What do you think the biggest barriers will be in your local neighbourhood during 

your desistance journey after you leave custody?  

16) Are there any characteristics of your local neighbourhood that may decrease your 

chances of re-offending in: a) the short-term and b) the long-term? 
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17) Is there anything else you would like to say? 
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Appendix 8: Post-Release Interview Schedule  

1) Has your reintegration journey been good or bad so far since you left custody?  

2) Has your journey met your expectations so far since leaving custody? If not, how 

has it been different to your expectations of what it would be like?  

3) Can you describe the way in which you have been treated by your neighbourhood 

since you have returned? Has this treatment been better or worse than you 

expected?  

4) Do you feel that your local neighbourhood has encouraged or discouraged you to 

re-offend since you have returned?  

5) What have been the biggest factors helping you not to re-offend?  

6) What have been the biggest factors encouraging you to re-offend?  

7) What particular neighbourhood characteristics do you feel are helping/have helped 

you to stop offending?  

8) Do any of your friends, family, or neighbourhood-members encourage you to re-

offend? If so, why?  

9) If your neighbours or other neighbourhood members were aware that you were 

involved in criminal activity, would they stop you? 

10) Do you think members of your neighbourhood would view you differently if you 

were to re-offend?  

11) If you were to re-offend, what would be the biggest neighbourhood factor 

encouraging you to do so? (E.g. Lack of employment opportunities in the area, 

access to spaces where criminal activity occurs regularly, lack of suitable housing, 

involvement with paramilitaries)  

12) In what ways do you feel that conflict-related issues are playing a part in your 

desistance journey since you left custody? (E.g. sectarian intimidation, sectarian 

violence and disorder, paramilitary involvement)  

13) What government/third sector supports have you received in your neighbourhood 

to help you stop re-offending since you left custody?  

14) Do you think that these support services have given you the skills to overcome the 

neighbourhood-level or conflict issues that are playing/have played a role in your 

desistance journey? If they have been effective, how so? If they have been 

ineffective, explain why.  

15) Is there anything else you would like to say?  
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Appendix 9: Interview Schedules for Professionals  

1) How long have you worked with this agency for? What is your role in this agency?  

2) Can you tell me about the profile of the individuals who are returning to the 

community under study? (e.g. age, gender, numbers, learning difficulties, broken 

homes, disadvantages neighbourhoods, out of school, mental health issues, etc.) 

3) What are the main needs of these individuals?  

4) What services are available to meet these needs?  

5) How do you think an individual’s involvement in criminal behaviour can increase 

the chances of re-offending?  

6) What do you think are the biggest factors encouraging individuals to re-offend? 

7) What do you think are the biggest factors encouraging people not to re-offend?  

8) In your experience, have local neighbourhoods have influenced the desistance 

process during reintegration for these individuals? If so, how? If not, why not?  

9) What do you think are the main neighbourhood-level characteristics that help 

individuals to desist from crime in this neighbourhoods?  

10)  In your experience, what are the main road blocks that interfere with an 

individual’s desistance journey during reintegration? (e.g. employment 

opportunities, housing issues, cultural view of crime in the neighbourhood, 

paramilitary threat/involvement)  

11)  In your opinion, how does a legacy of conflict impact upon this process for these 

individuals? If so, how?  

12)  Does conflict continue to affect this neighbourhood? How?  

13)  Does conflict affect the desistance process for those returning for custody?  

14)  Could you describe the particular ways in which conflict-related issues have either 

encouraged or discouraged these individuals to desist from crime?  

15) Do you believe that the existing services and supports available to these individuals 

effectively address these issues?  

16) Are there any difficulties in delivering these services? If so, could you describe 

these?  

17)  During your career, have you seen any changes in this area? If yes, please describe 

these changes and whether you think they have been positive or negative in relation 

to re-offending.   

18)  Is there anything else you would you like to say?  
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Appendix 10: Interview and Observation Consent Form   
 

                          
 

Consent Form 
 

Can neighbourhoods and the history of conflict in Northern Ireland affect 

people’s involvement in crime as they leave prison? 

Name of Researcher: Shane Bell                                 
Research Supervisors: Dr. Michelle Butler and Dr. Cheryl Lawther 
 
This study looks at the ways that a neighbourhood may influence a person’s involvement in 
crime as they leave prison. I am also interested in hearing your views on how a history of 
conflict may influence this.  
 
Please Initial Boxes:        
1. I have read and understand the information sheet for  

the above study  

 

2. I understand that my decision to take part is voluntary 

and that I can stop at any time, without giving any  

reason, without services or legal rights being affected.  

 

3. I understand that all information will be anonymous 

 and confidential except in cases of harm to myself or  

 others, serious criminal behaviour or staff malpractice. 

 In these incidents, I must report this information to the  

     relevant authorities.  

 

4. I agree to the audio recording of interviews.  

 
________________________ _____________ ______________________ 
Name of Participant Date                Signature 
 
________________________ _____________ ______________________ 
Name of Researcher Date  Signature 
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Appendix 11: Distress Protocol 
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Appendix 12: University Ethical Approval Form  
 

 
 

School of Social 
Sciences, Education 
and Social Work 
Queen’s University 
Belfast, 6 College 
Park,  
Belfast 
BT7 1NN 
Tel: 028 9097 5906 
Fax: 028 9097 3943 
 

REF: EC/382 
Date: 7 September 2016 

 
 

Dear Michelle,  
 
Title: Doing desistance in divided neighbourhoods: The role of conflict effected 
neighbourhoods in the desistance process in the reintegration of those leaving 
custody 
(Shane Bell) 
 
Thank you for submitting your ethics application to the School Research Ethics 
Committee. The Committee has reviewed your submission and has agreed to give a 
favourable ethical opinion and to approve the study.  

I would also like to take this opportunity to remind you, as Chief Investigator, that this 
study must be registered with the University’s Insurance Database. Without this 
registration the study will not be covered by the University indemnity insurance.  

Good luck with the research. 

Yours sincerely 

 

 
Dr Dirk Schubotz 
Chair 
School Research Ethics Committee 
SSPandSW 
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Appendix 13: PBNI Ethical Approval Form  
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Our ref EMCI/cb 
 
19 October 2016 
 
Mr Shane Bell 
 
 
VIA EMAIL 
 
Dear Mr Bell 

RE:  PHD ETHICAL APPROVAL 
 
This is to confirm that your research request has been approved by PBNI.  Please 
contact Mark Nicholson to make further arrangements. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
 
Eithne McIlroy Ruth Hewitt 
Assistant Director Assistant Statistician 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

80/90 North Street 
Belfast 

BT1 1LD 
 

Tel:      028 9026 2400 
Email:  eithne.mcilroy@pbni.gsi.gov.uk  

Web:    www.pbni.org.uk     
 

Cheryl Lamont, (Acting) Director of 
Probation 
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Appendix 14: NIPS Ethical Approval Letter  
 
13 January 2017  
            
Mr Shane Bell 
PhD Researcher 
School of Sociology, Social Policy and Social Work 
Queen’s University Belfast  
(BY E-MAIL) 
 
Dear Shane, 
 
RE: Research Proposal-the role that conflict-effected neighbourhoods play in the 
desistance process. 
 
Further to a meeting of the NIPS Research Committee and subsequent discussions with 
Michelle Butler and yourself in December 2016, I am pleased to confirm that approval 
has been given for the above research to proceed. In considering the proposal, the 
Research Committee was of the view that this research is relevant to the Northern 
Ireland Prison Service (NIPS) as it continues to contribute to a safer Northern Ireland. 
 
Given that you are likely to wish to conduct your research across Hydebank Wood and 
Maghaberry, I have arranged that you have a point of contact in each place - Seaneen 
Farrelly in Hydebank Wood College, and Stevie Mann in Maghaberry - who will be 
able to assist you with practical issues such as security clearance and scheduling of 
your research.   
 
In the meantime, may I take this opportunity to wish you well in your research. 
 
Regards, 
 
 
Louise Cooper 
Deputy Director of Rehabilitation  
 
Cc 
Michelle Butler, QUB 
Seaneen Farrelly, Hydebank Wood College 
Stevie Mann, Maghaberry 
 


